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Summary
The fertility rate in Australia, like almost all Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (oecd) countries, is below the level required for 
population replacement. This has resulted in an increasingly active debate 
surrounding possible reasons behind the fall, future likely trends and realistic 
strategies to stem it.

This paper provides an overview of trends in fertility in Australia and the potential 
implications of these trends. The various explanations that have been provided 
for fertility trends and key family policies are discussed.

A number of explanations for the decline in fertility in developed countries have 
been proposed, yet the topic remains hotly debated. There is growing evidence 
that a range of factors are related to fertility rates, although there does remain 
uncertainty as to which factors are most important in explaining the falls. While 
studies have produced differing results, there does seem to be growing evidence 
that social and economic policies do have an important role in stemming the 
declines in fertility rates.

The link between the level of public financial support and fertility rates for 
oecd countries are discussed. Government support to families with children as a 
proportion of gdp has increased rapidly in Australia over the last 25 years, with 
the level having gone from being at the lower end for oecd countries to being 
well above the average.

The paper then reviews findings from the Fertility Decision Making Project. This 
project is based on the results of a major national survey of Australian families 
that was conducted in 2004. The study provided information on the factors that 
individuals report as affecting their fertility decisions. It was revealed that most 
people want to have children. Furthermore, the number of children they would 
ideally like to have is above replacement fertility on average. It also revealed that 
the number of children they want to have is greater than the number they expect to 
have. The reasons for respondents revising their family size aspirations downward 
as they grow older include financial and work-related reasons, partnership issues, 
age, health and fecundity.

We conclude that policies that lower the direct and indirect costs to families 
of raising children, and allow women to combine paid employment with 
childrearing are likely to have a positive impact on the fertility rate (that is, stem 
the decline or “boost” the rate). Policy changes in Australia over the last 25 years 
have reduced the direct costs of childrearing through expanding the coverage 
of the family payment system and increasing the level of some payments. The 
recently introduced maternity payment also provides significant financial support 
to families following the birth of a child.

In order to enhance fertility rates, it is important that families have support as 
the child grows up, not just when the child is a pre-schooler. Parents also need 
to feel confident that they can manage to raise their children while also enjoying 
opportunities for personal development, beyond the world of family life. Despite 
Australia’s economic prosperity, people remain concerned about their capacity to 
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create and maintain a family environment in which children can be nurtured and 
supported financially and emotionally. Such concerns, real or perceived, reflect 
macro-level trends in economic and employment security; relationship formation 
pathways and their stability; and micro-level concerns about personal capacity 
to be a good parent. Strategies directed towards helping people achieve their 
childbearing aspirations need to tackle people’s sense of security in each of these 
three domains. The data suggest that strategies should target forces both at the 
macro- and micro-levels—for neither level acts in isolation.

In conclusion, governments need to use a combination of approaches that is 
based on the recognition that the relatively low fertility rate is not due to a “lack 
of wanting children”. If Australia is to boost its fertility rate—or at least maintain 
the current level—the message that raising children has an intrinsic richness and 
is an enjoyable part of life needs to be conveyed widely. To be effective, however, 
such a message must reflect reality. Couples need to have personal resources 
such as a secure income stream, a loving and stable relationship, and the skills 
and confidence to be parents. They also require access to community resources, 
including family-friendly workplaces and the confidence that they have a strong, 
continuing commitment from the community. It is of the utmost importance that 
parents do not feel alone in raising the next generation of citizens.
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1 Introduction
Since 1977, Australia, like almost all Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (oecd) countries, has witnessed its total fertility rate (tfr) fall 
below the level required for population replacement.1 Over the last 10 years, this 
evidence has resulted in an increasingly active debate surrounding possible reasons 
behind the fall, future likely trends and strategies to stem it. These discussions are 
vital in comprehending the potential implications of current and future trends for 
Australia’s longer-term social and economic future.

There has been extensive discussion about the impact of ageing of the population, 
including potential decreases in the size of the labour force and the total 
population, the future of immigration, and environmental sustainability. Issues 
regarding work and family, women’s participation in the paid workforce, child 
care, paid maternity leave and the structure of family payments have also come 
into question. Such debates, as cited by Stanton in 2002, have sparked eye-catching 
newspaper headlines, such as “Populate or stagnate”, “Procreate or perish”, “Marry 
and multiply” and “Adapt or depopulate”.

Australia’s recent fertility rates may have been the lowest on record, however, 
unease about flagging fertility rates is by no means a modern concern. In 1904, a 
Royal Commission in the Australian state of New South Wales was established to 
seek reasons for the dramatic fall in fertility rate (the Royal Commission on the 
Decline of the Birth-Rate and on the Mortality of Infants in New South Wales). 
Then, in 1942, an official inquiry began into the low birth rate—this time by the 
National Health and Medical Research Council of Australia, which considered the 
rate to be a problem, “such as to cause, even now, the gravest anxiety about the 
future of the Australian people” (cited in Stanton, 2002, p. 3).

A number of explanations for the contemporary decline in fertility in developed 
countries have been proposed. There is growing evidence that a range of factors 
are related to fertility rates, although there does remain uncertainty as to which 
factors are most important in explaining the falls. While studies have produced 
differing results, there does seem to be growing evidence that social and economic 
policies do have an important role in stemming the declines in fertility rate (e.g., 
McDonald, 2006b; Sleebos, 2003).

This paper first outlines trends in fertility, their implications for Australia and the 
various explanations that have been provided for fertility trends. The potential 
explanations emphasise the importance of macro-level forces in affecting 
childbearing decisions, although the precise impact of the different forces is 
difficult to identify. Second, key government policies directed towards supporting 
Australian families are outlined. Third, the results of a major national survey 
undertaken in Australia that explored factors that impact upon decisions about 
fertility are discussed. Finally, the policies that appear to be likely to influence 
fertility decision-making are discussed.

1 In Australia, the replacement fertility rate is about 2.1.
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2 Fertility rates, demographic structure and 
population projections

2.1 Fertility trends

Figure 1 plots the tfr for Australia from 1921 onwards, while Figure 2 “amplifies” 
the changes that took place in the tfr between 2000 and 2005. At the beginning 
of the 20th century, the tfr was close to 4 babies per woman, having fallen by 
about one-third over the previous 30 years (Hugo, 2001). The rate fell to 2.1 babies 
per woman during the Great Depression in 1934—a trend that apparently resulted 
more from deliberate birth control within marriage than from the postponement 
of marriage that occurred at the time (Ruzicka & Caldwell, 1982).

In the late 1940s and early 1950s, the economic outlook improved and fertility 
increased as births postponed during World War II took place. This rate was 
sustained by the trend towards earlier and near-universal marriages, as well as the 
influx of immigrants of childbearing age. By 1961, the fertility rate was at a record 
high—3.5 babies per woman—but then fell for the first time to below 2.1 (the 
replacement level) in 1976. The rate then stabilised in the late 1970s and 1980s 
to between 1.8 and 1.9, and fell in small progressive steps in the 1990s. The rate 
was at its lowest level on record in 2001 (1.73), but had increased to 1.81 by 2006. 
Overall, however, the trend has been fairly steady since the late 1990s, fluctuating 
between 1.7 and 1.8.

figure 1  Total fertility rate, australia, 1921–2006
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figure 2 Total fertility rate, australia, 2000–2006
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figure 3 age-specific birth rates, australia, 1921–2006
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Figure 3 shows the age-specific fertility rates for women since 1921. Between 1960 
and the mid-1970s, the fertility rate fell in all age groups, particularly for those 
in their early and late twenties and those in their early thirties. From the late 
1970s, the rates continued to fall for women under the age of 30 (especially those 
between 20–24 years), but increased for women aged 30 or over. From the 1980s, 
a slight increase was seen in women aged 40–44, however this rate remained very 
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low. Since the early 1980s, the increase in fertility rates for women aged 30 years 
and over has been significant enough to offset the decrease in rates for younger 
women, though less so in the 1990s. More recently, the level of increase in the 
rates for older women has more than compensated for the level of decrease in the 
rates for younger women. Nevertheless, for all age groups except women aged 
35–39 years, the fertility rate in 2006 was lower than in 1960. 

The contemporary decline in the fertility rate overall stems from the fact that 
an increasing proportion of women either remain permanently childless or are 
having only one or two children. Between 1981 and 2006, the proportion of 
women aged 40–44 years who had two children increased from 29 to 38 per cent, 
while the proportion that had four or more children fell from 28 to 11 per cent. 
The proportion of women in this age range who had three children also declined 
(from 27 to 22 per cent), while the proportion having only one child fluctuated 
(between 8 and 13 per cent). There was also an increase in the proportion of 
women who remained childless (from 9 to 16 per cent).

Women who give birth over the age of 30 are increasingly likely to be first-time 
mothers—41 per cent of all first births in 2003 were to women in this age range, 
compared with 28 per cent in 1993 (Australian Bureau of Statistics [abs], 2001b; 
Laws & Sullivan, 2005). As a result, for many women the timeframe in which 
they can achieve their preferred number of children is progressively shortened. 
However, it is worth noting that women in their thirties are now less likely to 
have a child compared with women of this age during the baby boom period and 
before the Great Depression of the 1930s.

A limitation of the tfr and cross-sectional age-specific fertility rates is that they 
do not capture the long-term experience of a birth cohort. Examination of the 
long-term experience of birth cohorts shows a continued decline in the completed 
cohort fertility rate (ccfr) for all cohorts born since 1932. The most recent cohort 
for whom the ccfr is available is the 1960 birth cohort, which had a fertility rate 
of 2.15 children per woman (Kippen, 2004).

2.2 Australian fertility trends compared with those in 
other countries

Despite the alarm bells ringing within Australia, its current tfr is considerably 
higher than those in a number of other countries. Table 1 shows that fertility 
rates vary from 1.1 in South Korea to 2 or higher in New Zealand, usa and 
Iceland. Australia’s fertility rate at 1.8 is at the higher end for oecd countries 
and is comparable with a number of European countries, particularly those in 
Scandinavia (other than Iceland). One measure of the demographic impact of 
fertility rates is provided by the projected change in the population between 2006 
and 2050. The long-term fall in tfr to very low levels in some countries and 
difficulties experienced in attempting to reverse this trend have further fuelled 
the concerns felt in Australia (McDonald, 2001). As McDonald notes, such trends 
are inconsistent with the commonly held assumption that below replacement 
fertility would be a temporary phenomenon.

2.3 Population age structure

While the fertility rate in Australia has fallen to between 1.7 and 1.8 since 1994, 
life expectancy is at an all-time high, having increased by more than 20 years 
since 1901. Boys born at the beginning of the 20th century could expect to live for 
55 years and girls for 59 years, while those born in 2001–03 can expect to live for 
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78 and 83 years respectively (abs, 2001b, 2006b). Although the huge reduction in 
infant and child mortality is a key factor, the significant increase in life expectancy 
has also occurred in middle and older ages since the 1980s (Jackson, 2007). For 
example, men and women aged 50 years at the turn of the 20th century would 
look forward to another 21 and 24 years of life respectively, while today men and 
women of 50 years could expect 30 and 34 years of life ahead respectively.

The fall in fertility rates and the significant improvement in life expectancy have 
inevitably resulted in an “ageing” of the population, both in absolute and relative 
terms. The median age of the total population has increased by nearly 13.8 years, 
from 22.6 years in 1901 to 36.4 in 2004 (abs, 2006a; Hugo, 2001).

The ageing of the population is captured in the changing shape of the so-called 
“age–sex pyramid”, presented in Figure 4 for the years 1911, 1961 and 2004. In 
1911, there were relatively many children and relatively few elderly people, and so 
the picture resembles a pyramid. In 1961, there was a swell in the population aged 
15 years or under, representing most of the post-war “baby boomers”—defined by 
the abs as residents born in Australia or overseas between 1946 and 1965 inclusive 
(abs, 2005). By the end of 2004, this group was between 38 and 58 years old. 
Despite the relatively low fertility rates of baby boomers, the fact that they are a 
large cohort means that their children represent a large cohort—a factor which, 
along with increased life expectancy, has resulted in an age–sex profile that no 
longer resembles a pyramid.

Table 1 Total fertility rate and projected population changes, selected countries, 
2006–2050

tfr

Projected 
population 
change (%)

tfr

Projected 
population 
change (%)

South Korea 1.1 –13 China 1.6 10

Czech Republic 1.3 –34 Netherlands 1.7 3

Germany 1.3 –9 Australia 1.8 36

Hungary 1.3 –8 Denmark 1.8 1

Italy 1.3 –5 Finland 1.8 0

Japan 1.3 –21 Norway 1.8 25

Russia 1.3 –22 Sweden 1.8 16

Spain 1.3 –4 United Kingdom 1.8 14

Austria 1.4 8 France 1.9 5

Portugal 1.4 –12 Ireland 1.9 11

Switzerland 1.4 –4 New Zealand 2 18

Canada 1.5 29 usa 2 40

Belgium 1.6 4 Iceland 2.1 17

World 2.7 41

More developed 1.6 4

Less developed 2.9 50

Less developed 
(excl. China)

3.4 63

Notes: Projected populations based upon reasonable assumptions on the future course of fertility, 
mortality and migration. Projections are based upon official country projections, series issued by the 

un or the us Census Bureau, or prb projections.

Source: Population Reference Bureau (2006)
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Figure 4 also depicts the age–sex structure for 2051, as projected by the abs on the 
basis of a set of specified assumptions regarding the tfr, life expectancy and net 
overseas migration (see note to Figure 4 for details). Under these assumptions, the 
age–sex structure in 2051 would bear no resemblance at all to a pyramid.

Figure 5 depicts the changing proportions of the population since 1901 of those 
under the age of 15 and over the age of 65 (here called “older people”), and 
future proportions in these same age groups to the year 2101, according to abs 
projections. The representation of children under the age of 15 years in the total 
population is projected to fall from 20 per cent in 2004 to between 13–16 per cent 
by 2051. The growth in numbers of children aged 15 or under is projected to be 
much slower than the overall population growth.

In contrast, the size of the population aged 65 years and over, which in 2004 
accounted for 13 per cent, is expected to continually grow at a faster pace than 
that of the total population. By 2051, the abs has projected that older people will 
represent 26–28 per cent of the population. Similarly, the abs projects that the 
increase in the number of people aged 85 and over will be faster than the increase 
of the overall population.

figure 5 Proportion of population aged under 15 and aged 65 or over (1901–2004), 
and projected proportion (to 2100)
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Notes: The projections are based on the abs “medium” set of assumptions: tfr equal to 1.7 from 2018; net 
overseas migration equal to 110,000 from 2004–05; and life expectancy of 84.9 and 88.0 years for 
men and women respectively from 2051–52.

Sources: abs (1997, 2005, 2006a)

The “working age” population is traditionally defined as being aged 15–64 years, 
although in practice many of those aged 15–19 years remain in education, and 
workforce participation rates fall considerably after 55. While the proportion of 
the population of working age is currently growing (61 per cent in 1901, 64 per 
cent in 1976, and 67 per cent in 2004), according to abs projections it will begin 
shrinking in the next five years and return to around 60 per cent between 2031 
and 2041 (Access Economics, 2001; abs, 2005).
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3 Implications of these trends
In the past, concerns about the declining fertility rate tended to focus on the 
need to increase the population—needs that could also be addressed through 
immigration. After World War II, the message “populate or perish” was widely 
promoted. In recent times, however, attention has shifted to address implications 
of low fertility rates for the age structure of the population (e.g., Productivity 
Commission, 2005).

An important question is whether or not there will remain a sufficient labour 
supply to support the elderly, taking into account the fact that the proportional 
representation of the other main dependent group (those too young to work) is 
shrinking. The issue is becoming increasingly critical, given that the first of the 
baby boomers turned 60 years old in 2006.

In relation to this issue, the Intergenerational Report 2002–03 (Treasury, 2002) 
identified emerging fiscal issues over the longer term associated with an ageing 
population. While the report suggested that Australia is well placed to meet the 
challenges of an ageing population, it noted “the current generation of taxpayers 
is likely to impose a higher tax burden on the next generation” (p. 1). Some 
social commentators have argued that such circumstances will create growing 
resentment between the generations (Encel, 2002).

Demand for services will also change, given the different needs of the elderly and 
younger populations in such areas as housing, health care, leisure and education. 
There is considerable evidence to suggest that families are the most significant 
support network for the elderly. The increasing rate of childlessness, coupled with 
family breakdowns and children pursuing jobs interstate or overseas, will mean 
that many elderly parents will be either “functionally” or “actually” childless 
(Rowland, 2003; Weston, Qu, & Soriano, 2003).

The workforce itself will age if policies directed towards encouraging later 
retirement are effective. This will increase wisdom shaped by an accumulation 
of knowledge; however, there will be a relative loss of young adults, whose age-
related talents often produce important technological advancements (McDonald, 
2002; McDonald & Temple, 2006).2

In addition, concerns have been expressed about the repercussions of a stagnation 
or fall in the size of Australia’s labour force (McDonald & Kippen, 2000) and 
the likelihood that, if the fertility rate fell below 1.6 and Australia’s current net 
immigration levels were sustained, then the absolute size of Australia’s population 
would shrink—a trend that would spiral over time (abs, 2002; McDonald, 2000a). 
For those concerned about the impact of Australia’s growing population on 
environmental sustainability, this may be seen as a welcome prospect.

Questions have been raised as to whether some of the challenges of a low fertility 
rate and an associated ageing population can be addressed through increasing 
immigration. Empirical analysis by McDonald and Kippen (1999) suggests that 
the capacity for immigration to affect the age structure is quite limited. While the 
first 80,000 migrants affect age structure, McDonald and Kippen showed that for 
levels of net immigration above 80,000 the magnitude of their effect on the age 
structure of the population diminishes.

2 Also see the edited transcript of an interview by Keri Phillips with Professor Peter 
McDonald and Dr Catherine Hakim for the ABC’s The Europeans program (Phillips, 
2002).
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4 Macro-level explanations for low fertility 
rates

Many interacting factors appear to have contributed to Australia’s (and other 
countries) falling fertility rates. These include advances in reproductive technology, 
especially the development of the contraceptive pill; life course changes, such as 
delays in those transitions that typically precede childbearing; an overall fall in the 
formation of partnerships; and an increase in the rate of relationship breakdowns. 
Women’s increased financial independence is also a factor.

Delays in achieving those milestones that typically precede having children restrict 
women’s potential childbearing years to older ages, thereby further limiting the 
number of children they could have and increasing their risk of childlessness. Such 
changing life course and fertility patterns tend to become norms, influencing the 
expectations and preferences of those entering or currently in their childbearing 
years.

Behind some of these life course trends are changes in the labour market and 
the economy. There is evidence that economic downturns are associated with a 
lower level of fertility (e.g., Martin, 2003; Ruzicka & Caldwell, 1982). However, 
the effects of the economic cycle cannot explain the declines in fertility that have 
occurred in periods when the economic outlook has been relatively positive.

Several authors have suggested that the globalisation of the economy and associated 
labour market changes of the last two decades have resulted in lower fertility rates. 
Low-skilled yet relatively highly paid jobs for early school leavers have virtually 
disappeared, having been replaced by jobs entailing fixed-term contracts and part-
time or casual hours, thereby providing limited economic security (Kohler, Billari, 
& Ortega, 2001; McDonald, 2000b; Saunders, 2001). McDonald (2001) also argued 
that this era of job insecurity has been accompanied by a strong economic cycle of 
“boom and bust” and rising or fluctuating house prices that not only lead young 
adults to invest in their education and career development, but also encourage 
couples to maintain dual incomes.

The costs of having children are inextricably linked with these broad structural 
forces. At the same time, several authors have suggested that since the introduction 
of child labour laws the benefits of having children have been restricted to 
psychosocial ones. Such benefits, however, do not accumulate as family size 
increases (Kagitcibasi, 1997; Kohlmann, 2002).

The costs of having children may be conceptualised as being direct or indirect 
and financial or non-financial. To some extent, direct financial costs tend to be 
reinforced by improvements in living standards, for these may lead to today’s 
luxuries becoming tomorrow’s necessities. Indirect financial costs include having 
reduced earnings and potentially curtailed careers when caring for children takes 
precedence over paid work (foregone earnings). Indirect non-financial costs include 
any lost or diminished opportunities for social relationships, mental stimulation 
and prestige, which are linked with giving up paid work or substantially reducing 
work hours, while direct ones include difficulties experienced by parents in 
managing both paid work and family responsibilities.

In addition, it is sometimes argued that parents nowadays are more likely than 
parents of the past to invest much time and energy in providing their children with 
experiences that they feel will enhance their children’s emotional development 
and educational achievement (e.g., Allan, Hawker, & Crow, 2001). Consistent 
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with these observations are Australian time use data that suggest that parents 
are spending more time with fewer children (Bittman, 2002). This approach to 
parenting may be seen as a direct non-financial cost to the parents, although the 
longer-term benefits for their children may be substantial.

Other changing values that may be incompatible with parenting have been 
proposed. These include the suggestion that there is now an enhanced emphasis 
on achieving self-realisation, autonomy and freedom (Coleman, 1999); a desire 
on the part of young adults to keep their options open (Mackay, 1997); society’s 
increased intolerance of children; and a diminished value attached to parents, 
especially mothers (e.g., Crittenden, 2001).

Some of these cost-related explanations for low fertility apply particularly to 
women. McDonald (2000b, 2001), for example, argued that in many countries 
“gender equity” has progressed well in those institutions that are oriented to the 
individual, such as education and employment, but family-oriented institutions 
have lagged behind by continuing to assume a male breadwinner model of family 
life. Under these circumstances, women’s opportunities are limited if they have 
children, thereby discouraging them from having the number of children many 
would like to have. Some authors have argued that this is a key area in which 
government policy can affect fertility rates (e.g., Andersson, 2005; McDonald, 
2000a, 2000b). It seems reasonable to suggest that the gender equity explanation 
can be extended to marriage itself. In oecd countries where women’s opportunities 
for enjoying a self-fulfilling lifestyle are seriously curtailed by marriage, fewer 
women are likely to get or remain married.

Costs of having children may also be known or unknown. McDonald (2000a) 
pointed out that the financial and psychosocial costs of having children can 
be difficult to decipher, and that negative “unknowns” themselves encourage 
individuals to err on the side of caution and thus discourage them from having 
children.

Many of the factors that are thought to influence fertility can be affected, to a 
greater or lesser degree, by government policy. There are a number of studies on the 
impact of policy on fertility rates. However, estimating the impact is challenging, 
requiring a number of methodological issues to be addressed.

First, the range of policies that can potentially affect fertility rates is broad. Policies 
that may be relevant include the tax and income support system, child care 
policies, educational policies, and policies that affect parents’ ability to balance 
family and work responsibilities.

Second, often a number of policy changes are implemented at the same time. 
This makes identifying the separate impact of individual policies difficult. 
Disentangling the influences of individual policies is made more difficult by the 
fact that the intended outcomes of specific policies may take a long time to take 
full effect.

Third, it is likely that some of the variables that are thought to affect fertility 
decisions will also be affected by decisions about fertility (that is they are 
endogenous). For example, women’s childbearing decisions affect labour supply 
decisions and labour supply decisions affect decisions about childbearing. In 
addition, endogeneity may also be present at the macro-level. For example, it may 
be hypothesised that higher levels of financial transfers to families with children 
increase fertility rates; however, it may be the case that there is some other factor 
that affects both fertility rates and the level of transfers to families with children. 
An example of this may be a growing public concern about low fertility rates are 
and hence an increased value being placed on children.
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Fourth, a number of the explanatory variables that are thought to influence 
fertility decisions and are affected by policy are difficult to measure accurately. A 
good example of this type of variable is the private cost of children.

Despite the difficulties in an assessing the effectiveness of government policies, 
there is evidence that they can have an impact on fertility. Laroque and Salaníe 
(2005), using data for France, found that family benefits have reduced the cost 
of raising children and consequently have increased the fertility rate. They 
estimated that a decrease in the private cost of children by 25 per cent would 
increase fertility by about 5 per cent. In a recent study, d’Addio and d’Ercole (2005) 
used panel data from 16 oecd countries for the period 1980–99 to show that 
a higher level of government payment to families was associated with a higher 
fertility rate, as were higher replacement wages during parental leave, higher 
female employment rates and a higher share of women working part-time. Lower 
fertility rates were associated with higher unemployment rates and with children 
having a larger negative impact upon mothers’ earnings (foregone earnings).3 
On the other hand, Sleebos (2003), following a detailed review of research that 
examined the relationship between policy and fertility rates, concluded that 
“the evidence provided by this review seems to suggest a weak positive relation 
between reproductive behaviour and a variety of policies” and that “findings are 
often inconclusive or contradictory, partly because of methodological differences” 
(p. 48). Grant et al. (2004) concluded that the literature for France suggests that 
the increase in fertility rates “is less attributable to a single policy mechanism 
than to its ability to create an environment that encourages childbearing. This 
environment is created by a combination of policies that jointly serve this aim” 
(pp. xv–xvi).

This brief review suggests that the factors explaining the fall in the fertility rate 
are complex and often mutually reinforcing. One of the most fundamental of 
these is the postponement of first births, which consequently shortens possible 
childbearing years and increases the risk of having no children at all. The factors 
appear to include broad technological; structural, cultural and social changes; and 
changes in personal financial circumstances.

However, there is a great deal of controversy about the existence or relative 
importance of some issues, such as the significance of increasing individualism and 
women’s employment in making decisions about having children. Little is known 
about some issues, such as men’s contribution to childbearing decisions and the 
impact of disagreements between partners in relation to making childbearing 
decisions. Furthermore, the nature and relative importance of forces deterring 
couples from having children will vary somewhat for different sub-groups in 
the population (e.g., ethnic groups). The understanding about these sub-group 
differences is still a long way off.

The above discussion highlights the importance of broad contextual factors 
influencing fertility decisions. Government policy is part of this context, and 
although the extent to which they can affect fertility decision-making is debated, 
there is, in our view, growing evidence that policy does influence fertility rates.

3 While there is strong evidence, using cross-country data, that higher rates of female 
labour force participation are associated with a higher fertility rate, there is some 
evidence that, in a multivariate context, the direction of the relationship is sensitive 
to the range of other macro-level variables that are controlled for in the modelling. 
For example, Kogel (2006) found that when the increasing age of childbearing, formal 
child care use, and the long-term unemployment rate of women are controlled for the 
relationship reverses.
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5 Australian Government family policies
In this section, we focus on those government policies that aim to help families 
with children through direct financial support: cash payments and tax measures 
designed to modify income or provide basic income support, assistance with the 
costs of chid care, and maternity and paternity leave.4

The income support system in Australia differs in important ways from the 
system in most other oecd countries. As Whiteford and Angenent (2002) noted, 
“Consideration of government policy statements suggests that there are two 
long-standing values that provide the basis of the Australian income support 
system. One is the recognition of government and community responsibility to 
assist those in need. The other is that private provision outside the social security 
system is to be encouraged as far as possible, with the income support system seen 
primarily as a safety net. This distinguishes Australia from most other developed 
countries—the primary focus of Australia’s social security system is protection 
against poverty. In most other oecd countries, the primary principle is one of 
income maintenance across an individual’s life-cycle, although many have poverty 
relief as an important additional objective” (p. 13).

In Australia, income support benefits are flat-rate and paid from general government 
revenue.5 There are no earnings-related features in the government benefit system 
and payments are made on the basis of categories (e.g., unemployed, disabled, 
primary carer). There is also an extensive system of supplementary payments for 
families with children. This includes direct cash assistance for over 80 per cent of 
all families with children (with those excluded being the highest income earners), 
and higher levels of assistance for those receiving income support payments or in 
low-paid jobs. Other payments include the maternity allowance, assistance with 
child care costs, housing costs for those renting privately, health care costs, and a 
range of concessions on other services.

Benefits are subject to income and assets tests, but these tests are generous 
compared to the income and means tests applying to social assistance in other 
oecd countries (Whiteford & Angenent, 2002). Benefits (in one form or another) 
are effectively available on an indefinite basis, subject to the means tests. Because 
payments are not contributory, coverage of the system is universal, subject to a 
range of residence requirements.

The significance of family payments has increased substantially in recent years. 
While comparing the level of family benefit expenditure over the last 15 to 20 
years is not straightforward since the structure of family payments has changed 
significantly, it is estimated that between the years 1993–94 and 2003–04, 
expenditure on family payments increased in real terms by about 115 per cent, 
from $7 billion to $15.3 billion in 2003–04 dollars (Ministerial Taskforce on Child 
Support, 2005).

5.1 Family payments

The core of the family payments system in Australia is the Family Tax Benefit 
(ftb). The system of family payments comprises:

ftb ■  Part A, a two-tiered payment linked to the number and age of children;

4 This refers to the Australian income support system as of 1 July 2007. Information on 
payments is available from the Australian Government publication, A Guide to Australian 
Government Payments (Centrelink, 2007).

5 The description of the Australian income support system in this section draws heavily 
on Whiteford and Angenent (2002).



RESEARCH PAPER NO. 41, FEBRUARY 2008 13

ftb ■  Part B, to provide extra help for families with one main income, including 
sole parents;
Child Care Benefit ( ■ ccb) and Child Care Rebate, to assist families with their 
child care costs;
Baby Bonus (formerly known as the Maternity Payment), to assist families  ■

following the birth or adoption of a child; and
Maternity Immunisation Allowance, to encourage immunisation of children  ■

aged 18–24 months.

Families receiving ftb Part A may also be eligible for several additional 
components:

Rent Assistance, for private renters; ■

Multiple Birth Allowance, for the birth of triplets or more; and ■

Large Family Supplement, for the third and subsequent children. ■

The base ftb Part A rate recognises the costs of children for all but the highest 
income parents.6 Many families with relatively low household incomes are also 
given a supplementary payment as a component of ftb Part A.7 It is provided 
to ensure that parents on low incomes have enough money to maintain their 
children adequately. In the financial year 2007–08, parents with a household 
income of less than $41,318 are entitled to the maximum rates of ftb Part A.8 
Payments of ftb Part A are for each child.

ftb Part B provides additional assistance to sole-parent families and two-parent 
families with only one main income earner. The amount received is based on the 
age of the youngest child.9 Unlike Part A, Part B is not paid for each child. For a 
couple, this payment is not income tested on the higher earner’s income, but on 
the income of the lower income earner. Under the ftb Part B income test, the 
lower earner can earn $4,380 each income year before the payment is tapered out 
at 20 cents for each dollar of income. For sole parents, there is no income test.

5.2 Parenting Payment
The Parenting Payment is an income support payment for both sole and partnered 
parents. However, it is only payable to one member of a couple. An alternative 
income support payment, such as Newstart Allowance (for unemployed people 
looking for work), may be payable to the other member of the couple.

A number of changes were made to the Parenting Payment from 1 July 2006. 
These changes were made as part of the Welfare to Work package—measures that 
are aimed at increasing the rates of paid employment of those in receipt of income 
support payments.

Principal carers who went on to Parenting Payment (Partnered) on or after 1 July 
2006 receive the Parenting Payment until their youngest child is 6 years old. 
When their youngest child turns 6 years, these parents need to test their eligibility 

6 The base rates of ftb Part A are $46.90 per fortnight for dependent children aged under 
18 years and $63.00 for dependent children aged 18–24 years.

7 The maximum rates of ftb Part A are $145.46 per fortnight for children aged under 13 
years, $179.76 for dependent children aged 13–15 years, $46.90 for dependent children 
aged 16–17 years and $63.00 for dependent children aged 18–24 years.

8 A household income above $41,318 reduces the amount of ftb Part A by 20 cents for 
every dollar received until the payment reaches the base rate. ftb Part A stays at the base 
rate until the family income reaches $91,542 a year (plus $3,650 for each dependent 
child after the first). The payment decreases by 30 cents for every dollar over that amount 
until it reaches zero.

9 The maximum rate of ftb Part B that can be received is $125.02 if the youngest child is 
aged under 5 years, and $87.08 if the youngest child is aged 5–15 years (or 16–18 years 
if a full-time student).
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for another income support payment if they still require such support. People on 
unemployment-related payments who are principal carers have an obligation to 
look for part-time work of at least 15 hours per week. Principal carers who are 
single parents and went on to the Parenting Payment (Single) on or after 1 July 
2006 are eligible for Parenting Payment until their youngest child turns 8 years. 
At that time, they also need to test their eligibility for another income support 
payment, usually an unemployment-related payment (e.g., Newstart Allowance).

Those who started receiving Parenting Payment before July 2006 are eligible to 
continue to receive Parenting Payment until their youngest child turns 16 years 
(subject to continuing eligibility). From 1 July 2007, eligibility to continue receiving 
Parenting Payment is subject to meeting a part-time participation requirement, or 
when their youngest child turns 7 years, whichever is later.10

5.3 Child care
Assistance with the costs of child care is provided through ccb. ccb is paid for 
hours of care used in approved or registered child care. The maximum rate of ccb 
($3.37 per hour for children who are not yet at school) applies to those with a 
family income under $35,478 or who are in receipt of income support payments.

Additional assistance with the costs of children is provided by the Child Care Tax 
Rebate. The Child Care Tax Rebate covers 30 per cent of out-of-pocket child care 
expenses paid for approved child care, less any ccb received. The rebate is payable 
to a maximum of $4,354 per child per year. The Child Care Tax Rebate applies to 
child care costs incurred from 1 July 2004. The rebate is received at the end of the 
tax year in which the child care expenditure was made, that is, after a full year of 
eligibility for ccb has been completed.

5.4 Baby Bonus
The Baby Bonus is paid to families following the birth or adoption of a baby. It 
is payable to: a parent of the baby; families who have care of a newborn child 
within 13 weeks of the child’s birth and who are likely to have care of the child 
for no less than 13 weeks; and families who have a child entrusted to their care for 
adoption before the child is two years of age. (In the case of overseas adoptions, 
families are eligible for this payment if the child enters Australia before his or her 
second birthday.) Usually, the payment is made as a one-off lump sum payment 
of $4,133. For multiple births, the Baby Bonus is paid for each child; for example, 
$8,266 is currently paid for twins. No income or assets tests apply. The Baby Bonus 
came into effect in the financial year 2004–05 at a value of $3,000. It will increase 
to $5,000 for babies born after 1 July 2008.11

10 For single parents, the Parenting Payment can be up to $525.10 per fortnight. Income 
above the “free area” reduces the rate of pension payable by 40 cents in the dollar. The 
free area is $156.60 for a single parent with one child. Each additional child adds $24.60 
to the free area. For partnered parents, the Parenting Payment can be up to $382.80 per 
fortnight. It is taxable and income-tested on the income of both the claimant and the 
partner. The claimant’s income reduces the rate by 50 cents for each dollar between $62 
and $250, and by 60 cents for each dollar above $250 per fortnight. For partners who are 
not pensioners (income support payment recipients), incomes up to $732 per fortnight 
have no effect on payments, while incomes over this amount reduce the rate by 60 
cents for each extra dollar. If a partner is in receipt of a pension, for maximum payment 
the couple’s combined income must be no more than $124 per fortnight. A couple’s 
combined income reduces payment by 25 cents for each dollar between $124 and $500, 
and by 30 cents for each dollar above $500 per fortnight. Parenting Payment (Single) 
recipients also receive the Pharmaceutical Allowance of $5.80 per fortnight.

11 The Baby Bonus replaced a previous policy that operated as a refundable tax offset and 
the Maternity Allowance, a means-tested payment to families receiving ftb A. At the 
time of the change (1 July 2004), the Maternity Allowance was worth $842.64 per child 
for eligible families.
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5.5 Maternity and paternity leave

Australia does not have a statutory system of paid maternity or paternity leave. 
Permanent full-time and part-time employees, as well as regular casuals who have 
at least 12 months of continuous service with an employer, can take up to 52 
weeks of unpaid parental leave following the birth or adoption of a chid. There is 
no statutory right to paid maternity or paternity leave. Employees can negotiate 
paid maternity or paternity leave with their employer. In 2004, 41 per cent of 
women and 31 per cent of men had access to paid maternity or paternity leave in 
their job (abs, 2004).

While these are key supports to families, it is important to note that families may 
have access to several other forms of support, such as access to free education for 
school children, bulk-billing of basic medical services, and concession cards that 
enable low-income families to receive various goods and services at a reduced cost 
(e.g., pharmaceuticals, public transport).

The purpose of this benefit package can be better understood when it is compared 
to the amount of assistance in other countries. This can be achieved by expressing 
the amount of a country’s public spending on families as a percentage of its gdp. 
Figure 6 provides such data for 2003 in a number of oecd countries, including 
Australia. Australia’s family spending was about 3.3 per cent of gdp, which is 
towards the higher end among oecd countries.

Figure 7 shows that public expenditure on families in Australia has increased 
considerably since 1980. While the latest figures available are for 2003, the level 
of family payments has increased quite substantially in Australia since that time.

figure 6 family spending in cash, services and tax measures, percentage of GDP, 2003
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exclusively, and is not included here. Columns that are in black indicate a TFR of 1.5 or less in 2004.

Sources: OECD (2007) and Population Reference Bureau (2006)
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figure 7 family spending in cash, services and tax measures, percentage of GDP, 
1980–2003
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There has been a great deal of discussion as to whether the recent up-turn in 
fertility rates in Australia is a direct result of government initiatives in the area of 
assistance to families (especially the Baby Bonus). As discussed in this paper, the 
level of financial support that the Australian Government provides to families 
with children has increased substantially, a factor that appears to be positively 
related to fertility rates. While the research evidence about this question is 
limited, McDonald (2006a) reported that early data on the introduction of the 
Baby Bonus indicate that “in the first full quarter in which births could have been 
affected by the new payment (June Quarter 2005), there was an increase of 10 
per cent in the number of births compared to the same quarter in the preceding 
year” (pp. 224–225). This is consistent with the findings of studies from a range of 
countries into the impact of this type of maternity payment on fertility rates (e.g., 
Adkins, 2003; Gauthier & Hatzius, 1997; Milligan, 2005). Although there is some 
evidence that the maternity payments had an impact upon fertility, it is difficult 
to determine whether this was caused by changes in the financial incentives to 
have children or by the publicity around the payment that emphasised more 
broadly the importance of having children to the parents and society.12

12 Discussions in the media on fertility may raise the awareness of issues about having 
children.



RESEARCH PAPER NO. 41, FEBRUARY 2008 17

6 Views about having children
The Australian Institute of Family Studies has undertaken considerable research 
into the decisions individuals make about having children—the “micro-level” 
dynamics of their everyday choices. The broad aim of this research program is 
to enhance understanding of the reasons underlying the fertility decisions of 
men and women in their key childbearing years, both as individuals and couples. 
Selected findings from this research that relate to the relevance of some of the 
above-mentioned explanations are outlined below.

The Institute’s research, along with that undertaken elsewhere in Australia (Evans 
& Kelley. 1999; McDonald, 2002), clearly suggests that most people want to have 
children. In this section, the following issues are examined: the desire for children; 
current, ideal and expected family sizes; perceived stability of preferences; and 
issues men and women consider to be important when thinking about having or 
not having children.

6.1 The desire for children

There is little evidence from the Institute’s research that individualism is an 
important explanation for Australia’s below-replacement-level tfr. According 
to the Fertility Decision Making Project (fdmp), a national survey of 3,201 men 
and women aged 20–39 years undertaken in 2004, two-child families were the 
most popular, followed by three-child families (Weston, Qu, Parker, & Alexander, 
2004).13 A family of four or more children appeared to be more popular than no 
children or only one child (taken separately). In fact, each of these latter two 
alternatives (taken separately) was considered to be ideal by less than 10 per 
cent of men and women in four age groups (Table 2). The popularity of an ideal 
of having two children, followed by three, then four or more, applied to men 
and women in their twenties and thirties regardless of relationship status and 
educational attainment.

These proportions were based on all men and women in each age group, including 
those who were already parents. Two-child families also represented the most 
common ideal family size of childless respondents in the four age groups (applying 
to 51 to 63 per cent of men and 44 to 56 per cent of women). While three-child 
families were the second most common preference for childless respondents under 
35 years old (15 to 24 per cent of men and 18 to 29 per cent of women), remaining 
childless was the second most commonly mentioned ideal for those in their late 
thirties (21 per cent of men and 24 per cent of women).

In fact, among the childless, the ideal of having no children or one child became 
progressively more popular with advancing age, while having three or more 
children became less popular. For example, 24 per cent of childless women in 
their late thirties ideally wanted to remain childless, compared with only 5 per 
cent of childless women in their early twenties.

While to some extent these results reflect the fact that those approaching their 
forties would include an increased concentration of people who never wanted 
children, there was also evidence from the fdmp and in previous research (Weston 
& Qu 2001), that limited opportunities for having a child led some childless 
people to adjust to their circumstances by modifying their fertility preferences to 

13 This study was undertaken by the aifs in collaboration with the Office for Women in 
the then Australian Government Department of Family and Community Services (now 
the Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs 
(fahcsia)).
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be consistent with reality. For example, some childless respondents’ reasons for 
their ideal of being childless included being single or having a partner who already 
had children, having postponed having a child and now feeling too old to cope 
with raising children, or fecundity problems experienced by themselves or their 
partner. In other words, preferences tended to be constrained by circumstance.14

6.2 Current, ideal and expected family sizes

Figures 8 and 9, which are based on the fdmp, show the averages (means) derived 
for ideal, expected and actual family size for men and women respectively in their 
early and late twenties and thirties. For each gender taken separately, the average 
ideal family sizes were similar across the four age groups (men: 2.3–2.4 children; 
women: 2.5–2.6 children), as were the average expected family sizes (men: 1.7–1.8 
children; women: 2.1 children), with ideal family size being higher than expected 
family size. Women’s average ideal and expected family sizes were slightly higher 
than those for men, although the ideal family size of men and women in their 
early twenties was very similar.

It is noteworthy that the average number of children that men and women, in 
their late thirties actually had, is below the average expected family size (men: 
1.3 versus 1.8; women: 1.8 versus 2.1). Given that the men tended to be two 
or three years older than their partner, it is not surprising that the gap between 
the actual and expected number of children was greater for men than women. 

14 This information was derived from open-ended questions.

Table 2 ideal number of children by age, australia

age (years)

20–24 25–29 30–34 35–39

Per cent

Men

None 4.5 6.0 5.8 8.4

One 4.5 3.3 5.2 7.3

Two 55.8 60.2 55.4 47.1

Three 24.3 21.1 19.7 23.8

Four or more 11.0 9.4 13.8 13.4

Total 100.1 100.0 99.9 100.0

Number of respondents 292 299 325 261

Women

None 4.1 4.3 3.1 3.9

One 3.8 3.7 7.3 9.1

Two 48.8 48.7 45.4 43.8

Three 31.1 26.9 25.3 25.7

Four or more 12.3 16.5 18.9 17.5

Total 100.1 100.1 100.0 100.0

Number of respondents 367 491 549 463

Source: Weston et al. (2004)
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The gap would narrow further as some men and women in their late thirties will 
have a child or more children. Nevertheless, even in their late thirties, neither the 
women nor the men were expecting to have the number of children they said 
they ideally wanted.

figure 8 Men: current, expected and preferred number of children

0

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

3.0

20–24 25–29 30–34 35–39

Current Expected Ideal

Pr
ef

er
re

d 
nu

m
be

r o
f c

hi
ld

re
n

Age

Source: Weston et al. (2004)

figure 9 Women: current, expected and preferred number of children
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Men and women in their thirties, regardless of whether they were married, single 
or cohabiting, had higher average ideal family sizes than they expected to actually 
have15. The same applied to patterns of averages for those in the three educational 
status groups. Of each of these different groups, the greatest discrepancy between 

15 Throughout this document, “cohabiting” refers to living-together unions involving 
couples who are not legally married to each other.
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average ideals and expectations occurred for men and women who were single 
(men: 2.3 versus 1.4; women: 2.4 versus 1.7), while the smallest discrepancy 
occurred for men and women who were married (men: 2.5 versus 2.3; women: 
2.7 versus 2.4).

It is important to note, however, that between 60 and 65 per cent of men and 
women in the four age groups expected to have (or already had) the number 
of children they considered ideal—although, as noted above, there was evidence 
that ideals tended to be limited by perceived opportunities. Just over 30 per cent 
of men in their twenties and 32 to 41 per cent of men in their thirties believed 
that they would have fewer children than they considered ideal—a situation that 
applied to 29 to 37 per cent of women in their twenties and 30 to 34 per cent of 
women in their thirties. No more than 10 per cent in any group expected to have 
more children than they considered ideal.

The proportion of respondents expecting to achieve their ideal was strongly related 
to relationship status for men and women in their twenties and thirties (taken 
separately). Those most likely to expect to achieve their ideal family size were 
married men and women in their twenties and thirties, and cohabiting women in 
their twenties (68 to 70 per cent), while those least likely to expect this were single 
men and women in their thirties. Indeed, a slightly higher proportion of these 
older single men felt that they would “underachieve” rather than achieve their 
preference (50 per cent versus 45 per cent), while the opposite applied for women 
in their thirties (45 per cent versus 52 per cent).

Whatever the family size ideals held by men and women, most respondents in 
each educational status group indicated that they expected to achieve (or had 
achieved) their ideal family size. Nevertheless, men in their thirties who neither 
had, nor were pursuing, post-school qualifications, were less likely than other 
men to expect to achieve their ideal family size (41 per cent versus 32–34 per 
cent). Men in their thirties in the lowest educational status group were also less 
likely than other men of the same age to be partnered, although single men in 
the lowest educational status group were more likely to have children than other 
single men. These trends are generally consistent with the arguments by Birrell, 
Rapson, and Hourigan (2004) that men with poor financial prospects are less likely 
than other men to be able to have and raise children in a secure relationship.

6.3 Perceived stability of preferences

In the fdmp, those who were 23 years or older were asked to recall how many 
children they wanted when they were 20 years old. While most respondents 
indicated no change in preferences, across all age groups, those who reported 
a change in views were more likely to indicate a conversion from not wanting 
a child to wanting a child (a “positive conversion”) rather than the reverse (a 
“negative conversion”). Positive conversions were indicated by 22 to 24 per cent 
of all men and by 15 to 18 per cent of all women. Negative conversions, on the 
other hand, were indicated by no more than 5 per cent of respondents in any 
group.

Among the majority who wanted children at age 20, family size preferences were 
more likely to be revised downwards than upwards—except for men in their 
twenties (Figure 10 and Figure 11). An upward revision was reported by 13–17 per 
cent of men and women in each age group, while the tendency to revise family 
size preferences downwards appeared to increase with increasing age. For instance, 
a revision downwards was indicated by 20 per cent of men in their late twenties 
and by 32 per cent of men in their late thirties. For women, the proportions were 
21 per cent and 39 per cent respectively. Nevertheless, with the exception of 
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women in their late thirties, more than half the respondents indicated no change 
in desired family size.

figure 10 Men at age 20 who wanted to have a child: number of children wanted now 

(2004) and then (at age 20) by current age
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figure 11 Women at age 20 who wanted to have a child: number of children wanted 

now (2004) and then (at age 20) by current age
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Interestingly, the reasons for respondents revising their family size aspirations 
downward and upward often related to the same domains. While financial and 
work-related reasons were often seen as constraints that led to a downward 
revision, a few respondents who wanted more children than when they were 
20 years old mentioned their improved financial resources or job situation. 
Perceptions of financial resources were sometimes couched in terms of the desire 
to give children a good start in life, including sending them to private schools. For 
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some, personal values and beliefs about how to maximise children’s life chances 
led to perceptions of financial constraints.

Partnership issues, along with age, health and fecundity, emerged as reasons 
for changing family size aspirations. While lack of a partner and relationship 
breakdown led to revisions downwards, finding a partner and feeling secure 
in this relationship was often mentioned as a reason for upward revision. And 
while some of those who were already approaching their forties saw their age 
and fecundity problems as reasons for downward revisions, upward revision of 
family size was sometimes explained in terms of having “grown up” and changed 
priorities in life accordingly.

The pressures of parenting sometimes appeared to trigger downward revision, 
while for some, the joys experienced in parenting led them to consider having 
more children. Clearly, improving access to strategies that help those who are 
finding the task of parenting a stressful one is important. There also needs to 
be a change in the way in which parenting is perceived by many of those who 
are yet to have children. As noted above, parenting has within some sections of 
society, been devalued, and the fdmp suggests that some people are unaware of 
the positive aspects of having children until (and unless) they become parents.

Others who had revised their views downward explained this change of heart in 
terms of the problematic state of the world for raising children or over-population. 
On the other hand, upward revisions were sometimes explained in terms of a 
desire to have both a boy and a girl or to give a child a sibling.

6.4 Important considerations when thinking about 
having children

Respondents in the fdmp were also asked to indicate, on a scale from 0 to 10, 
how important each factor was when considering whether or not to have a child. 
Table 3 ranks the 28 items according to the proportions of men and women who 
appeared to see the item as very important (here defined as ratings of 8 to 10).

The capacity to support a child financially and the ability of each partner to be a 
good parent were issues that were most commonly considered to be of the highest 
importance. The male partner’s job security was also a key issue for most men and 
women. Other matters rated as highly important by close to 50 per cent or more 
of men and women were: having someone to love, the female partner’s age and 
the uncertainty about a relationship’s future.

By contrast, only one-quarter of men and women emphasised concerns that may 
reflect emphasis on individualism, such as having time for leisure and social 
activities, and the ability to make major purchases.

Women were more likely than men to attach strong importance to the male 
partner having the time and energy to put into his career, and to the stress and 
worry of raising a first or additional child. The latter finding is not surprising 
given that the female partner usually assumes most of the responsibility for the 
everyday care of the children (Baxter, 2002; Bittman, 2004; Morehead, 2001).

In conclusion, these results clearly suggest that most Australians in their primary 
childbearing years either have or want children, and while most respondents 
expected to achieve their preferred family size, for some this had come about by a 
downward revision of aspirations to better fit personal circumstances. Furthermore, 
sizeable numbers did not expect to achieve their aspirations.
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An important finding is that for both men and women the ideal family size 
was higher than that required for population replacement, but also higher than 
the family size that respondents expected. The proportion of young childless 
respondents who expected to remain childless was clearly lower than the proportion 
of young women who are projected by the abs (2002) to be permanently childless 
(25 per cent).

A core set of issues appeared to shape aspirations and expectations, including 
achievement of an adequate income stream and ongoing secure employment; the 
perceived difficulties in having the time for both work and family life; and, for 
older respondents, age and fecundity problems. Importantly, this report clearly 
suggests that people are very concerned about their capacity to be a good parent 
and to provide the emotional security for their children that comes from a secure 
relationship.

Table 3 Proportion and ranking of factors considered important in having children, 
by gender

Men Women Men Women

Per cent Rank

Can afford to support child 65 67 1 1

Female partner makes a good parent 65 58 1 3

Male partner makes a good parent 63 60 3 2

Having someone to love 57 46 4 7

Male partner’s job security 53 57 5 4

Female partner’s age 49 56 6 5

Uncertain that relationship will last 47 47 7 6

Add purpose/meaning to life 45 39 8 11

Male partner’s age 42 42 9 9

Male partner established in job/career 41 37 10 13

Giving child(ren) a brother/sister 40 37 11 13

Finding good affordable child care 40 46 11 7

Child would make partner happier 37 23 13 23

Female partner’s job security 34 38 14 12

Child would be good for relationship 32 27 15 19

Ability to buy/renovate/move home 32 30 15 17

Time/energy for male partner’s career 30 40 17 10

Suitable world for children 30 29 17 18

Female partner established in job/career 29 37 19 13

Time for leisure & social activities 27 24 20 21

Time/energy for female partner’s career 26 24 21 21

Stress and worry of raising child 24 34 22 16

Have at least one/another boy 23 12 23 28

Ability to make major purchases 22 22 24 24

Too much stress on relationship 22 26 24 20

Other children would miss out 19 22 26 24

Have at least one/another girl 18 16 27 26

Child difficult to raise 11 15 28 27

Source: Weston et al. (2004)
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7 A closer look at the importance of 
partnerships

Partnership formation and relationship stability is a common theme running 
through the above analysis and it is clear that finding a partner early in life 
and being happy in this relationship were important to respondents in the 
fdmp. Relationship breakdown, on the other hand, appeared to be linked with 
a downward revision of fertility preferences. The following section considers, in 
the first instance, partnership trends in Australia. It then outlines research that 
highlights the importance of these trends as factors influencing Australia’s current 
fertility level.

Table 4 shows that partnership rates (covering both partners who are married to 
each other and those who are cohabiting) have fallen across all age groups (Birrell 
et al., 2004; Weston, de Vaus, & Qu, 2003).

Table 4 Proportion of men and women who were living with a partner, 1986, 
1996 and 2001

1986 1996 2001

Per cent

Men

20–24 years 20 15 13

25–29 years 53 43 41

30–34 years 71 62 59

35–39 years 77 70 66

40–44 years 79 73 69

45–49 years 79 75 71

Women

20–24 years 39 27 24

25–29 years 67 57 53

30–34 years 77 70 66

35–39 years 80 73 70

40–44 years 79 74 71

45–49 years 78 73 70

Source: Birrell et al. (2004)

The decline in overall partnership rates arises from delays in partnership formation, 
the increased instability of relationships, and the increased proportions of people 
who remain continuously single.

Nevertheless, research suggests that most young adults appear to want to find a 
suitable partner and get married, but they appear to encounter many difficulties 
in achieving their ambition. These difficulties include: the setting of very high 
“standards” of suitability (i.e., it was difficult to find someone who could meet 
their standards); associated caution linked with the instability of relationships; 
already having young children whose needs were paramount; and lack of time to 
find a partner, owing to study or work pressures (Qu & Soriano, 2004).
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7.1 Changing partnership formation pathways

Changing trends in partnership formation pathways have also contributed to 
delays in having children. While the proportion of children born outside marriage 
has increased, most couples wait until they marry before they have children. 
Around two-thirds of all births occur within marriage, and most of the remainder 
occur to couples who are cohabiting. However, first marriage rates have declined 
for all age groups, as shown in Figure 12 for women (the rates for men are very 
similar).

figure 12 age-specific first marriage rate, women
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7.2 Instability of relationships

The instability of relationships is clearly an important factor affecting opportunities 
for individuals to have the number of children they hoped to have. In Australia, 
divorce rates were lower in the late 1980s (between 10.6 and 10.9 per 1000 married 
men and women), but then climbed fairly steadily from 10.9 in 1990 to 12.9 in 
1996. Between 1997 and 2001 they have fluctuated between 12.0 and 13.1 (the 
rates occurring for 2000 and 2001). However, given the increase in cohabitation, 
divorce rates are no longer an accurate proxy for relationship instability.

Most first unions now start with cohabitation rather than marriage, with around 
80 per cent of recent (first-union) cohabitations ending in either marriage or 
separation within five years of the start of the relationship. Furthermore, the 
proportion of such unions that end in separation within five years of the start of 
the relationship has increased. For example, of those who began cohabiting in the 
early 1970s, 63 per cent had married and 25 per cent had separated within the first 
five years of the relationship. Of those who began cohabiting in the early 1990s, 
43 per cent had married and 38 per cent had separated within five years (Weston, 
de Vaus et al., 2003).

In other words, cohabitation was predominantly a prelude to marriage for 
women born in the early 1950s and appears to have become progressively less 
so for younger generations. Possibly, young couples today may be more likely 
to cohabit at an earlier stage in their relationship (when “going steady”, rather 
than when considering marriage). Alternatively, young couples may now embark 
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on cohabitation as a “trial marriage”, but hold higher expectations about having 
their needs fulfilled in the relationship and are more prepared to separate if their 
needs are not met.

7.3 Links between relationship stability and fertility 
intentions

The fdmp was a large-scale cross-sectional study that relied on respondents’ 
recollections to assess the dynamics of fertility aspirations. Nevertheless, the 
importance of partnership circumstances for views on having children was also 
apparent in a 10-year national follow-up study. The relevant analysis based on 
this latter study focused on fertility intentions and childbearing outcomes of 
783 respondents (425 men and 358 women), all of whom were childless and 
had been between 18–34 years old in Wave 1 (Qu, Weston, & Kilmartin, 2000). 
Most respondents intended having children in Wave 1 and, regardless of their 
relationship status, most of them held these intentions in Wave 2, either having 
had children or still intending to do so. However, changes of intentions were often 
linked with personal relationships. Those who had separated from their partners 
were the most likely to change their minds and decide against having children, 
followed by those who were continuously single (particularly continuously 
single people aged 35 years or more). Nevertheless, this change of mind for the 
continuously single appeared to become more entrenched with age. Such trends 
may well reflect respondents’ adjustment to the fact that time was running out. 
In this case, there appears to be a blurring of “voluntary” and “involuntary” 
childlessness.

Qu et al. (2000) also found that intentions to remain childless were less stable than 
intentions to have children, and were more likely to change for those who were 
single in 1981 and who subsequently partnered over the next ten years than for 
respondents who were partnered and remained with the same partner. The extent 
to which such changes arose from enhanced opportunities to have children or 
home pressures from the new partner is unclear, although as noted above, some 
respondents in the fdmp remarked that it was not until they met their partner 
that they first felt the urge to have children.

Another consequence of partnership instability is that, in new relationships, at 
least one of the partners may have already had children. The fdmp and other 
research (Weston & Qu, 2001) suggests that this circumstance leads some people 
to expect fewer children than they ideally want (including remaining childless), 
and others to revise their aspirations downward (and sometimes preferring 
childlessness).

While there is evidence at the individual level that relationship breakdown can 
have a negative impact upon fertility, the evidence at the macro level is not so 
clear. Firstly, Castle (2002), using data from 1998 for a number of oecd countries, 
found a positive correlation between having a higher divorce rate and the fertility 
rate.16 Castle cited the work of Monnier and de Guibert-Lantoire (1996), which 
found that countries with higher divorce rates and higher rates of cohabitation 
tend to have higher fertility rates. As Castle (2002) noted, this apparently counter-
intuitive pattern may be a reflection of the fact that countries with higher divorce 
rates also tend to have higher rates of female labour force participation and gender-
equity, factors, as argued above, which are thought to be positively associated 
with fertility rates.

16 Interestingly, when data from 1980 was used, the correlation between the divorce rate 
and fertility rate was negative.
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Secondly, the fertility rate in Australia has been relatively stable over the last 25 
years, while the rate of relationship breakdown has increased as the proportion 
of relationships that are cohabiting increases. Of course, the lack of a clear 
relationship between the increasing instability of relationships and fertility rates 
at a macro level may be because other changes that tend to increase fertility rates 
are happening over the same period. An example of such a change may be the 
increasing ability for women to combine childbearing with participation in the 
labour market.

The research described above also highlights the obvious importance of 
partnership formation for having children. Nevertheless, partnership formation 
represents a private realm into which Western governments seem reluctant to 
enter, although Singapore has launched several strategies to help people find a 
“life-long” partner. While having a partner is almost always a pre-requisite for 
childbearing, relationship quality is also one of the important factors in fertility 
decision-making. On the whole, this private area is one in which governments 
have been willing to help—by introducing “prevention” and “early intervention” 
measures directed towards promoting partnership quality and stability. Such 
measures, if successful, may lead some couples who want a child or who want 
to have more children to achieve their aims. There is evidence that participation 
in premarital education is associated with higher relationship quality and lower 
likelihood of divorce. (Stanley, Amato, Johnson, & Markman, 2006). However, 
the extent to which such positive results are a function of other unmeasured 
characteristics is unclear,17 and only a minority of couples use such services (see 
Halford & Simons, 2005).

7.5 Influence of a partner’s views
Once in such a relationship, the role of a partner in fertility decision-making is 
clearly important. Yet, as Thomson (1997) pointed out, most research focuses on 
individuals rather than couples. In the fdmp, the importance of a partner’s views 
or reproductive history featured in some of the explanations for not wanting or 
expecting children, for revising family size preferences upward or downward, or 
for expecting more or fewer children than preferred (Weston et al., 2004).

Furthermore, there was some evidence both in the fdmp and in the analysis of 
another large-scale dataset (the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in 
Australia (hilda) survey) to suggest that, among couples, the female partner’s 
aspirations about having a child are more influential in shaping the expectations 
of the male partner than vice versa (Qu, Weston, & Parker, 2003).18

Finally, analysis of hilda suggests that, among cohabiting couples, where couples 
disagree about wanting a child, the chance of separation increases if it is the male 
partner who wants a child, while the chance of marriage increases if it is the 
female partner who wants a child (Weston, Qu, & de Vaus, 2005).

Clearly, the research suggests that the inability to find a suitable partner or the 
experience of a relationship breakdown can prevent individuals from achieving 
their ideal number of children. Such practical circumstances can blur the 
distinction between voluntary and involuntary childlessness.

17 For example, those who take part in premarital education may be more likely than 
others to have lower risks of marriage breakdown to begin with.

18 hilda is funded by the Australian Government through the Department of Families, 
Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (fahcsia). hilda is managed by 
the Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research (the lead agency), in 
conjunction with the aifs and the Australian Council for Educational Research (acer).
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8 Conclusion
In the first instance, this paper outlined fertility trends, their implications for 
Australia, and key government policies directed towards supporting Australian 
families. Secondly, the results from a major national survey that explored 
contributing factors influencing fertility-making decisions were discussed.

From the research and evidence presented, it suggests that macro-level factors 
associated with higher fertility rates across countries include a strong economy 
and relatively low unemployment rates, a higher level of wage replacement during 
maternity leave, higher levels of government payments to families that reduce 
the costs of children, a higher rate of female employment (particularly maternal 
employment), higher use of non-parental child care, and a higher proportion of 
female employment being part-time.

An important message to be taken from the research is that a number of oecd 
countries with very different characteristics, economic and social policies have 
fertility rates that are around 1.7 to 1.8. This demonstrates that there is no unique 
set of specific policies associated with the achievement of such fertility levels in 
oecd countries.

Generally, however, it is fair to say that policies that lower the direct and indirect 
costs of raising children to families and allow women to combine paid employment 
with childrearing are likely to boost fertility rates. Policy changes in Australia over 
the last 25 years have certainly reduced the direct costs of childrearing through 
expanding the family payment system to include families with relatively high 
incomes. The recently introduced maternity payment has also provided significant 
financial support to families following the birth of a child.

In order to enhance fertility rates, it is important that families have support as the 
child grows up, not just when the child is a pre-schooler. Potential parents need 
to feel confident that any children they may have are in with a good chance of 
experiencing a secure lifestyle throughout their childhood and into adulthood 
(where “security” covers both material and psycho-social concerns). Parents also 
need to feel confident that they can manage to raise their children while also 
enjoying opportunities for personal development, beyond the world of family 
life.

Although Australia’s fertility rate has been below the level of replacement for 
about three decades, most people of childbearing age want to have children 
and few consider no children or one child their ideal number of children. Close 
to two-thirds expect to achieve their ideal family size. On the other hand, a 
substantial minority of men and women do not expect to have their ideal number 
of children. Some people made downward revisions of their preferred family size 
over time and such revision was related to: advancing age, lack of a partner and 
relationship breakdown. Reasons for upward revisions included: “growing up”, 
finding a partner and feeling secure in this relationship.

A fundamental challenge for policy makers, would seem to be that much of this 
terrain is in the realm of the private, and governments are naturally reluctant to 
intrude into people’s relationship issues—even where there may be serious long-
lasting consequences when a population is unable to replace itself. Nevertheless, 
governments have been willing to support programs that aim to enhance 
relationships, such as relationship counselling programs. There is evidence that 
premarital education is associated with a lower risk of marriage breakdown, but 
only a minority of couples participate in such programs, and those who do may 
possess characteristics that favour strong relationships.



RESEARCH PAPER NO. 41, FEBRUARY 2008 29

Despite Australia’s economic prosperity, people remain concerned about their 
capacity to create and maintain a family environment in which children can 
be nurtured and supported financially and emotionally. Such concerns, real or 
perceived, reflect macro-level trends in economic and employment security and 
in relationship formation pathways and their stability, as well as micro-level 
concerns about people’s personal capacity to be good parents. Strategies directed 
towards helping people achieve their childbearing aspirations need to tackle 
their sense of security in each of these three domains. The data suggest that these 
strategies should target forces both at the macro- and micro-levels—for neither 
level acts in isolation.

In conclusion, governments need to use a combination of approaches that is 
based on the recognition that a low fertility rate is not due to a “lack of wanting 
children”. If Australia is to boost its fertility rate—or at least maintain the 
current level—the message that raising children has an intrinsic richness and is 
an enjoyable part of life needs to be conveyed widely. To be effective, however, 
such a message must reflect reality. Couples need to have personal resources 
such as a secure income stream, a loving and stable relationship, and the skills 
and confidence to be parents. They also require access to community resources, 
including family-friendly workplaces and the confidence that they have a strong, 
continuing commitment from the community. It is of the utmost importance that 
parents do not feel alone in raising the next generation of citizens.
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