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bstract: This article discusses different
aspects of the shift towards later pa-
renthood which has affected all indu-

strialised countries. It outlines trends in delayed
childbearing and points out the increase in child-
lessness and growing educational disparities in
first birth timing, especially among women. It re-
views consequences of delayed childbearing for in-
dividuals, couples, their children and society and
discusses the limited role of assisted reproduction
in offsetting the age-related rise in infertility. The
individual social and economic advantages of late
parenthood may outweigh the biological advan-
tage of early parenthood. In conclusion, I outline
possible policy actions that may support childbe-
aring decisions at both younger and older repro-
ductive ages. Such policies should recognise wide
heterogeneity in needs and lifestyle preferences of
individuals and should not explicitly aim to en-
courage early parenthood.

Introduction
In the last four decades women and men in in-

dustrialised countries have been delaying pa-
renthood towards ever later ages. This persi-
stent trend, termed ‘postponement transition’1
has become characteristic for a wide range of
countries with diverse cultural and economic
conditions. Other milestones traditionally lin-
ked with adulthood, such as finishing educa-
tion, leaving the parental home, and forming a
couple, have also been postponed towards later
ages. However, the postponement of births re-
ceives particular attention due to the concerns
about the associated health risks and because
of the fears of persistent low birth rates that are
now common in most parts of Europe and in
East Asia. 
The decision on the right time to have a child
has become increasingly difficult for men and
women who try to find the best way of com-
bining their education, work, and leisure acti-
vities with their partnership life and family
plans. On the one hand, efficient contracep-
tion and the declining normative pressure for
parenthood provides ‘freedom from children’

at younger ages, when most individuals prefer
to focus on non-family activities. On the other
hand, the notion of the biological clock and
the awareness of the possible future deteriora-
tion of one’s health or partnership situation
provide incentives for not postponing parent-
hood until it becomes too late for having chil-
dren.
This article reviews different aspects of the shift
towards later parenthood. Although most of
the issues discussed here pertain to both men
and women, much of the empirical evidence
explicitly focuses on women, for whom consi-
derably more statistics and studies exist, and
whose ‘biological clock’ ticks faster. I empha-
sise that there is a mixture of positive as well as
negative aspects of later parenthood and that
the frequent negative views on childbearing
postponement are exaggerated. 
The article is structured as follows. The shift
towards later childbearing is outlined alongside
an increase in childlessness and wide educatio-
nal differences in fertility timing. Subsequently,
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Women with tertiary education have fre-
quently shifted the birth of their first child to
after the age of 30, whereas women with low
qualifications usually give birth to their first
child at an early age, often as teenagers.13This
rising heterogeneity in first birth timing is il-
lustrated in table 1 giving Norway as an exam-
ple. The shrinking group of the low-educated
women has hardly shown any signs of birth
postponement, while the highly educated
women displayed the most pronounced shift
in their age at motherhood. 

Table 1: Mean age at first birth among
women by the highest achieved level of edu-
cation in Norway (1980, 1990 and 1998).14

The rise of social status heterogeneity in first
birth timing has been most pronounced in the
countries that are characterised by larger social
disparities – England and Wales, Ireland, out-
side Europe, and the United States. McLana-
han (2004) argues that the divergence in
partnership, family, and work trajectories of
low-educated and highly educated persons is
linked to an increasingly disadvantaged eco-
nomic position of the former group. Lochhead
(2005: figure 3) shows that income differences
in Canada by mother’s age at first birth became
pronounced between 1971 and 1996. 
The contrasts in family trajectories by social
status lend a nuanced perspective to the notion
of the ‘rush hour’ of life. In the 1970s and the
1980s, the ‘rush hour’ in industrialised coun-
tries was still concentrated at young adult ages,
with a very high density of major life events
(leaving parental home, school graduation,
marriage, first birth, acquiring employment)
occurring between ages 20 and 30.15 At pre-
sent, such a concentration of major events at
young adult years remains typical for the low-
educated segments of the population (and
some immigrant groups), who often experi-
ence complex and non-standard partnership,
employment and family trajectories. For the
group of higher-educated men and women,
the ‘rush hour’ has increasingly moved into
their thirties. 

Consequences of later parenthood for indi-
viduals and couples
The most obvious consequence of delayed pa-

The expansion of higher education, especially
among women, constitutes the main driving
force of delayed parenthood, contributing ap-
proximately one half to the observed rise in the
age at first birth.5 Given the general incompa-
tibility between studying and having children,
a later age at school leaving directly translates
into later childbearing.6The relative decline in
the economic position of young adults and the
rise of temporary jobs, combined in many
countries with high youth unemployment, also
contributes to parenthood postponement.7

‘Women’s liberation’ from domesticity and
economic dependence on
their husbands made com-
bining career and parent-
hood paramount for their
childbearing decisions. Un-
like for men, improve-
ments of women’s labour
market prospects may sti-
mulate further postpone-
ment of first birth.8

The contraceptive pill is the major technologi-
cal innovation that has become instrumental
for most couples planning (and postponing)
marriage and parenthood.9 In addition, norms
and values related to family have changed ra-
pidly and parenthood has gradually ceased to
be the main and universal goal in life. Conse-
quently, the option of having children compe-
tes with other activities available for
self-realisation, including leisure and consumer
activities, which become legitimate reasons to
delay or forego childbearing.10 Having children
has become a carefully planned decision of the
couple, who considers various potential posi-
tive and negative effects of parenthood on their
relationship, lifestyle, and economic well-
being.11 In this context, partnership instability
and the disagreement between partners may
further delay couples’ childbearing. 

The highly educated lead the shift to late pa-
renthood 
Different factors driving the trend to delayed

parenthood are most perti-
nent for the highly educa-
ted women, for whom the
competition between pa-
renthood and other life
choices is most intense.
Women with a university
education not only post-
pone motherhood due to
their long study period, but
after completing their stu-
dies they wait longer than
other women before having

a child. Consequently, a growing social status
differentiation in the timing of parenthood has
taken place among both men and women.12

I review consequences of delayed childbearing
for individuals, couples, their children and so-
ciety, and discuss the limited role of assisted re-
production in offsetting the age-related rise in
infertility. In conclusion, I outline possible po-
licy actions that may support childbearing de-
cisions at both younger and older reproductive
ages. 

The shift towards later parenthood and the
forces contributing to it
The trend towards later parenthood was first
initiated in the early 1970s in Western and
Northern Europe, Japan and the United States,
and by the late 1990s had spread to all indu-
strialised societies.2 At present women in We-
stern, Northern and Southern Europe as well
as Japan give birth to their first child on ave-
rage between the ages of 28-29 (Figure 1). Fat-
hers have also ‘aged’ considerably; men on
average have their first child at ages 2-4 years
older than women,3 which is in line with their
later home leaving and partnership formation.
The United States constitutes an important ex-
ception with an earlier first birth pattern fuel-
led by the relatively high rates of teenage
motherhood. Also women in Eastern and
South-Eastern Europe still bear their first child
at younger ages (typically at ages 24-26) than
their counterparts in other parts of Europe. In
Japan and in most parts of Europe teenage
births have become marginal, whereas the fre-
quency of births at late reproductive ages (40+)
has increased sharply since the late 1980s, brin-
ging a reversal to the long-standing downward
trend. 

Figure 1: Mean age of mother at birth of first
child, selected countries of Europe, Japan
and the United States (1960-2007).
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The pressures of being a parent are
equal to any pressure on earth. To be a
conscious parent, and really look to
that little being's mental and physical
health, is a responsibility which most
of us, including me, avoid most of the
time because it's too hard.
/ John Lennon /

Year Difference
Highest achieved education 1980 1990 1998 1980 - 1998

Primary and lower secondary 23.3 23.9 24.0 0.7
Upper secondary 24.0 25.3 26.4 2.4
University, 1st stage 26.5 28.1 29.5 3.0
University, 2nd stage 28.5 30.0 31.6 3.1

Source: Computations based national statistical data.4
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ons. The impact varies for children at different
life stages. Overall, late motherhood does not
appear to have any serious effects on beha-
vioural or physical outcomes of children after
controlling for the socio-economic status of
mothers and birth-related risk factors. Adoles-

cent children of older mothers may display bet-
ter educational achievement and lower drug
abuse, possibly due to better parenting practi-
ces and family functioning.29The effect of fat-
her’s age on child health and cognitive
outcomes may be more pronounced due to a
higher risk with age of mutations in sperm
cells. Saha et al. (2009) reported that paternal
age has a negative effect on a range of measu-
res of neurocognitive performance (such as
concentration, memory, learning, and reading)
until the age of 7 years. Late fatherhood has
also been linked to long-term health outcomes
such as a higher risk of schizophrenia, autism,
dyslexia, and Alzheimer disease.30

Delayed parenthood may also affect intergene-
ration relations. As the time span between ge-
nerations increases, parents and grandparents
are more likely to have difficulties communi-
cating with their children and grandchildren
and to share common values and interests.
Older parents are less likely to survive until the
time their children reach adulthood, marry or
have their own children; they also have a hig-
her likelihood of suffering health problems at
a time when they are still caring for their teen-
age children. The risk of not surviving to see
one’s own grandchildren is much higher for
men, who have, at any age, a higher mortality
than women and are on average about three
years older when having children. Finally, later
parenthood may lead to a better availability of
childcare in the form of help from grandpa-
rents: at a time when most women remain in
employment until their late fifties or early six-
ties, more of them will retire and become avai-
lable to help with childcare when their
daughters or sons become parents at age 30
and above.

Societal-level consequences of delayed child-
bearing 
On an aggregate level, a shift to a later timing
of childbearing brings a temporary decline in
birth rates, even if the number of children that
women have over their life course does not
change. One can also think of this effect in
terms of an expansion of an interval between
generations during which fewer births fall into

The psychological consequences of permanent
sterility are most serious for women who are
childless.24 Late pregnancies are associated with
a rapidly increasing risk of miscarriage, higher
risk of pregnancy complications and negative
health outcomes for the mother, and also with
an elevated risk of stillbirths, premature births
and foetus malformations, such as Down Syn-
drome.25 Some of these negative outcomes can
be reduced or prevented by an extensive use of
prenatal screening and selective abortion. Ho-
wever, motherhood at ages above 35 has not
been consistently found to pose long-term he-
alth risks for the mother. Mirowsky (2005)
concluded that women having their first child
in their early thirties subsequently display bet-
ter health conditions than the younger first-
time mothers. Men’s age may also negatively
influence reproductive outcomes. After age 40,
fathers face an increased risk of genetic abnor-
malities in their children.26 De la Rochebro-
chard and Thonneau (2002) found that
women who become pregnant by men above
age 40 have a substantially higher likelihood of
miscarriage, and that the combined effects of a
woman’s and man’s higher age produced parti-
cularly high risks. 
Late parenthood also has a number of generally
positive effects and consequences. Most chil-
dren born to ‘older’ couples are strongly desi-
red and born into a stable family environment.
Men becoming fathers after age 30 become
more involved with their children and express
more positive feeling about fatherhood.27 Gar-
rison et al. (1997) found that couples having
their first child after age 35 were more satisfied
with their marital life and reported better fa-
mily functioning. Few older mothers are living
without a partner at the time of birth. The li-
kelihood that a woman would give birth as a
single mother declines rapidly with age until
about age 30. Partnerships and marriages are
considerably more stable among couples in
their late 20s and 30s than among younger
couples, reducing the risk that children will ex-
perience family disruption that has become
common in the majority of developed coun-
tries.28

Late parenthood is also associated with econo-
mic and career advantages. Joshi (2002) con-
cluded that birth postponement could reduce
income loss associated with motherhood, par-
ticularly among women with a university de-
gree. Miller (2008) found a significant increase
in women’s earnings associated with each year
of birth postponement; especially college-edu-
cated women benefited from delaying births. 

Consequences of late parenthood for child -
ren and intergenerational links
Later parenthood also affects children, their in-
teraction with parents and wider family relati-

58

renthood is a rapid rise of childlessness at ages
below 35. It has been most pronounced among
highly educated women. In the Netherlands,
nine out of ten women with a high level of
education born in 1965-74 remained childless
by age 28, a sharp increase from about one half
in the 1940-49 cohorts.16 Most of these women
will eventually have a child, as the higher-edu-
cated usually display elevated rates of childbe-
aring in their mid-to late thirties and early
forties,17 but many will also remain perma-
nently childless.
In contrast to women, childlessness among
men is especially high among the lower-edu-
cated.18 This apparent paradox can be explai-
ned not only by a higher risk of infertility with
age for women and a high ‘price’ paid for pa-
renthood by the highly educated women, but
also by the fact that, for men, lower social sta-
tus often means an exclusion from the part-
nership market.19

For women, ages 36-42 may be thought of as
a critical window for their last pregnancy at-
tempts, when their biological clock ticks parti-
cularly fast. By postponing childbearing until
their thirties, highly educated women risk,
more than other groups, being unable to reach
their reproductive goals. Infertility starts rising
markedly after age 35 and then accelerates after
age 40. At that age 17 percent of women are
estimated to be permanently sterile (unable to
conceive) and 35 percent of women will not
eventually be able to have a child when star-
ting their pregnancy attempts (see figure 2).20

Men’s reproductive capacity declines slower
with age;21 men are nevertheless often ‘respon-
sible’ for couple’s inability to conceive. 

Figure 2: Percentage of women who are per-
manently sterile and of couples remaining
childless at age 50 when trying to conceive
after a given age.22

Still, many women that are approaching their
critical window desire to have a child in the fu-
ture. Including somewhat uncertain responses
(“probably yes”), 17 percent of Austrian wo -
men aged 35-39 and 6 percent aged 40-45 in-
tended to have a child within the next three
years; at that age, as many as 17 percent of men
intended to have a child.23

You have these highly educated,
high-powered women adjusting to
being mothers and they are deter-
mined to be the best mothers.
/ Jennifer Weiner /
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portance of children and family life at younger
ages and with the general extension of life span,
prolonged education and delayed economic ac-
tivity.36

Educational, social and economic policies may
affect decisions on fertility timing. Lutz and
Skirbekk (2005) outline two ways in which po-
licies may support earlier timing of parent-
hood: (1) by reordering life course events (e.g.,
by having children before finishing education)
and (2) by shortening different phases that lead
to parenthood (e.g., by shortening the time
spent in higher education), but maintaining
the ‘usual’ sequence of events. Rindfuss and
Brauner-Otto (2008) have recently investiga-
ted this issue in detail and discussed how poli-
cies and regulations related to education,
labour market and housing market may sti-
mulate earlier timing of births. 
Large individual heterogeneity in living arran-
gements, family life course and the timing of
childbearing need to be taken into account by
policy actions that aim to ease the work-family
combination during the ‘rush hour’ stage of
life. Arguably, policies assuming uniform needs
and preferences might be counterproductive as
they may lead to different reactions among in-
dividual men and women. For instance, the
policy stimulating an extended period of gene-
rous parental leave without offering an alter-
native option of short work interruption and
easily available institutional child care may dis-
courage career-oriented women from having
children earlier in life. Policies for the 21st cen-
tury need to reflect heterogeneous lifestyle pre-
ferences and, at a very general level, should aim
to spread “more innovatively paid and unpaid
duty-free time over the entire life course”.37

Taking these general observations as a starting
point and drawing on the existing research, a
stylised ‘wish list’ of policy recommendations
can be formulated as follows:

Aim to reverse trends in relative income of
younger workers below age 35, which was
falling in comparison with the older workers
(aged 45-54) between the mid-1970s and the
mid-1990s.38

Make the labour market more flexible and
open for young adults, and limit employ-
ment policies favouring older workers, thus
reducing youth unemployment rates. 
Give both men and women greater flexibility
over their employment and family time. Allow
broad choice in the length of weekly work
time, duration of parental leave (including a
system of short family leaves for parents) and
its sharing by both partners. Similarly, allow
wider choice in retirement age. 
Make institutional childcare inexpensive and
well accessible and with full-day coverage,
also for parents with children below age 3
and for school-aged children.

own oocytes, success rates, as measured by the
chances of achieving a live birth decline stea-
dily from about age 32. Pregnancy rates and
live birth rates are particularly low for women
aged 40 and older: In the United States, where
ART industry is very competitive, only 16 per-
cent of attempts using fresh non-donor eggs
result in live birth at age 40.34 Given that these
women have little time left to try many more
ART cycles, the overall chances of getting preg-
nant through assisted reproduction are rather
low. Leridon’s (2004) simulations estimated

that after the age of 40 ART is
only marginally more success-
ful when compared with preg-
nancy attempts through
sexual intercourse. Conse-
quently, costs of treatment per
one ART child born are pro-
hibitively high after age 40.
Many infertile women wis-
hing to have a child after age
40 achieve high success rates
of around 50 percent per cycle

by using donated oocytes. Remarkably, the use
of donated oocytes, commonly originating
from much younger women, does not dimi-
nish chances of achieving successful delivery
with the age of woman undergoing ART. This
suggests that using cryopreservation (‘egg free-
zing’) at younger ages may give many women
a chance to get pregnant with their own ferti-
lised oocytes later in life. However, at present,
this method is – in contrast to the commonly
used sperm and embryo cryopreservation – still
in an early stage of technological develop-
ment35  and only a few cases of its successful use
have been documented. Consequently, the po-
tential impact of ‘egg storing’ on late birth rates
remains low for the next two to three decades.

Concluding discussion and policy recom-
mendations
Medical literature generally perceives delayed
childbearing negatively, emphasising high risks
of infertility and high rates of negative preg-
nancy outcomes and foetus deformations. How -
ever, the biological rationale for early
childbearing is increasingly in conflict with so-
cial and economic rationales favouring late
childbearing. Late parenthood has a number
of potentially benefiting effects for both pa-
rents and their children. It is also a strategy
consistent with the decline in the relative im-

each calendar year. Estimates produced by the
Vienna Institute of Demography31 show that
in the absence of the ongoing increase in age at
childbearing the total fertility rate (TFR; this is
the most commonly used indicator of period
fertility) for the European Union in 2003-
2005 would reach 1.72 instead of the observed
value of 1.48. This effect was most pronoun-
ced in Central and Eastern Europe, where the
observed TFR was as low as 1.25, whereas the
estimated TFR in the absence of the tempo ef-
fect was substantially higher, 1.64 (figure 3).

Figure 3: Total fertility rate, observed (TFR)
and in the absence of changing age at mot-
herhood (adjusted TFR), major European
regions 1997 – 2004.32

Besides the temporary effect on the number of
births and fertility rates, delayed childbearing
also leads to permanently lower fertility rate as
a result of the rising infertility at higher ages
(see also above). The magnitude of this effect is
difficult to estimate. Kohler et al. (2002) esti-
mated that one year of delay from the mean
age at first birth reduced the complete fertility
rate of women in different European countries
by 1.6 to 5.1 percent. Noticeably, this effect
was smaller for younger cohorts that experi-
enced motherhood later in life. This is not a
small effect, but a comparative analysis suggests
that delayed childbearing has, so far, played a
minor role in the observed shift to low fertility
levels and that other factors are responsible for
the very low fertility experienced especially in
Southern Europe, Eastern Europe, and Ger-
man-speaking countries.33

Is assisted reproduction a solution to the in-
fertility caused by postponement?
Medical treatment of infertility might be per-
ceived as a potential solution for women who
have postponed childbearing for ‘too long.’
The use of assisted reproduction technology
(ART), which involves surgical removal of wo-
man’s oocytes (‘eggs’), has been increasing ra-
pidly in developed countries. However, with
current knowledge and technology, the ART
remains ineffective in coping with infertility
caused by childbearing postponement. For
each cycle initiated with the use of woman’s
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This race was just feeling my way
through. I'm 39, but I'm not over the
hill yet. The one title I didn't have
was motherhood. Everything I've
ever wanted, I have. ... I'm blessed to
have a healthy baby.
/ Gail Devers /

-

-

-

-
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Enable an easy and cheap access to all types
of infertility treatment to women and cou-
ples who are infertile and have a non-margi-
nal chance of becoming pregnant. 
Support affordable and accessible housing,
both rental and privately owned.39 The abi-
lity to establish an independent household is
one of the most important preconditions for
parenthood. 

These policies should not explicitly aim at re-
ducing age at childbearing, as there is no clear
support for the notion that an earlier timing of
births should be preferred. To some extent, the
outlined policy actions would prop up child-
bearing at younger ages by facilitating parent-
hood among younger couples who wish to
become parents and face obstacles to realising
this desire. At the same time, some of these po-
licies may also encourage ‘recuperation’ of de-
layed childbearing at later reproductive ages
and thus lead to a continuous increase in ferti-
lity rates of women past age 30. 
On balance, the shift to a late childbearing pat-
tern does not need to be perceived negatively,
especially when most women have their first
child at ages when they can achieve their desi-
red family size, which is in most countries and
in most social groups centred at two children.
In other words, as long as a majority of
women, including those with a high education,
have their first child before age 35, age-related
decline in fecundity may not have a very strong
effect on their ability to achieve their plans and
on aggregate cohort fertility rates. As Stein and
Susser (2000) suggest, the ‘social advantage’ of
late parenthood may outweigh the biological
advantage of early parenthood, as older parents
are more experienced and knowledgeable, have
better economic situations, face lower risk of
divorce, and can more easily afford child-care.
The persistence of the current institutional and
cultural framework in most developed socie-
ties, which favours non-family orientation at
younger ages and postponement of stable part-
nership and family formation is likely to con-
tribute to a further shift towards later
parenthood. The late parenthood ‘revolution’
is not over yet.
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Comparing Welfare Regime Changes: Living Standards and 
the Unequal Life Chances of Different Birth Cohorts1

by Prof. Dr. Louis Chauvel (Edited by: Hannah Taylor-Kensell, Patrick Wegner and Dan Sylvain)

bstract: This article focuses on inter-
and intra-cohort inequalities of living
standards in a comparative perspective,

underlining the diversity of national responses to
the challenges of economic slow down, stronger
economic competition and globalisation and their
implications on different age groups. The aim is to
make a connection between national welfare re-
gimes and the emergence of specific cohort-based
economic constraint patterns in different coun-
tries, which are about to produce specific social
generations.2 I highlight the emergence of ‘scar-
ring effects’; that is the irreversible consequences
of (short term) social fluctuations in the context of
socialisation on the (long term) life chances of dif-
ferent birth cohorts. These scarring effects can af-
fect specific birth cohorts in countries where the
welfare regime provides the context for increasing
polarisation between middle-aged insiders and
young outsiders. This is characterised by a lack of

resilience to early career difficulties faced by co-
horts of young adults. 

Consequences of the welfare states reforms
for the different generations
This article focuses on generational sustainabi-
lity in welfare states and aims to analyse the
long-term consequences that the reforms4 car-
ried out by these states have on the different
cohorts. I show that in the context of con-
juncture fluctuation, from the ‘economic mi-
racle’ (1945-1975) to the slowdown in
economic growth (1975 until today),5 a gap
appeared between those who were exposed to
a high rate of youth unemployment and its re-
sulting consequences and those who were not,
namely generations born before 1955 (the
early baby boomers) and the generations born
after 1955. This gap between generations
would often be denied by the politicians in the

public debate. These points of view imply that
these generational dynamics could have major
consequences for the stability of our welfare
states. Furthermore the emergence of strong
inter-cohort inequalities at the expense of
young adults that we observed in France is not
seen in America. In America the same stressors
(economic slowdown and increasing competi-
tion) have resulted in a less visible inter-cohort,
but a more obvious intra-cohort inequality. 
I base my reflections on the Esping-Andersen
(1990) trilogy of welfare regimes, completed
by the post-Ferrara (1996) controversy. My ar-
gument is that in the intrinsic logics of diffe-
rent welfare regimes, the probable set of
socioeconomic responses to contemporary
common challenges or stresses (economic
slowdown, social distortions in the face of glo-
balisation, obsolescence of unqualified or in-
dustrially-qualified labour, etc.) could be

A
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