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DELAYED MOTHERHOOD AND SMALLER FAMILIES

New research on fertility and women’s education in the UK

in the Summer 2007 issue of Research in Public Policy 

The lifetime experiences of work and family life for women in the UK have become increasing polarised between those who have experienced higher education and those who have not. This polarisation is likely to increase the material advantages of better-educated mothers – both for themselves and for their children.

These are the conclusions of new research by Anita Ratcliffe and Sarah Smith, which looks at the dramatic changes in fertility in the UK since the 1930s – smaller family sizes, increased childlessness and a rise in the average age at which women have their first child – and how much women’s participation in higher education has influenced these trends.

As in many developed countries, fertility in the UK has fallen in recent decades. At its peak in 1964, the total fertility rate stood at 2.95 children; by 2001, the rate had fallen to just 1.63 children. But this annual measure combines the fertility of several birth cohorts of women and can therefore be misleading as to the underlying trends across different cohorts of women if there are big changes in the timing of births.

The researchers from the Centre for Market and Public Organisation (CMPO) investigate the fertility of more than 40 cohorts of women born between 1935 and 1975, from which the following picture emerges:

· The average completed family size fell by 0.5 of a child for cohorts born between 1935 and 1965. This is smaller than the decline in fertility implied by total fertility rates. The other big change in fertility driving the fall in the annual measure has been the successively longer delay in women entering motherhood.

· Women with college education – those who report having left full-time education at the age of 21 or older – have consistently lower fertility than women without college education. But the expansion of higher education can account for only one half of the fall in cohort fertility. Declining fertility among women with college education is also an important contributory factor.

· Women’s lifetime experiences have become increasing polarised between those who have experienced higher education and those who have not. Regardless of their education, most women born in 1945 had given birth to their first child by the age of 30. While this continued to be true for women born in 1965 without college education, the progression to motherhood was much later for women with college education. These women were more likely to spend their twenties forging a career for themselves.

· One of the implications of this increasing polarisation is that it is likely to increase the material advantages of better-educated mothers – both for themselves and for their children.

ENDS
Note for editors: The article in Summer 2007 issue of Research in Public Policy summarises ‘Fertility and Women’s Education in the UK: A Cohort Analysis’ by Anita Ratcliffe and Sarah Smith, CMPO Working Paper No. 06/165.
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