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The Shifting ~H~rns 
of American Women 
In 1989, for the first time since the 
close of the "baby boom," the 
number of annual births surged 
over the 4 million mark. Does this 
signal the start of another baby 
boom? No, say recent statistics 
from the Current Population Sur­
vey. This Brief examines current 
fertility patterns and compares 
them to past patterns. It also 
takes a glimpse at what fertility 
patterns today might portend for 
the future. 

Compared to their mother's 
generation, more baby boom 
women will never give birth. 

One reason for the last baby 
boom was that relatively few 
women were childless: only 8 
percent of women born in 1935, 
for instance, never gave birth. In 
contrast, about 14 to 17 percent 
of women born during the baby 
boom (1946 - 1964) will be child­
less. This is much closer to the 
childless levels of around 20 per­
cent for women born between the 
Civil War and World War I. 

More women are delaying 
childbirth. 

Recently, many women have de­
cided to postpone childbearing. 
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As the graph below shows, the 
proportion of women who have 
given birth by age 30 has 
reached near-record lows for 
those born in the last 100 years. 

In contrast, fertility rates for wom­
en in their thirties rose dramatic­
ally during the 1980's, from 60 
births per 1,000 women aged 
30-34 in 1980 to 80 births per 
1,000 in 1990. The comparable 
increase for women aged 35-39 
years was from 27 to 37 births 
per 1,000. Births to women in 
their thirties comprised 19 per­
cent of all births in 1 976 to wom­
en aged 18 to 44 years; by 1990, 
they comprised 33 percent. 

Why did fertility increase in the 
1980's? Three factors caused the 
annual numbers of births to rise 
from 3.6 million in 1980 to almost 
4.2 million in 1990. First, by 1990, 

more women were in their thirties: 
40 percent of women aged 18 to 
44 years in 1990 versus 32 per­
cent in 1976. Second, more of 
these women are having children. 
Having delayed childbearing in 
their twenties, fertility rates rose 
for older women in the 1980's, in­
creasing overall fertility levels. A 
third factor is immigration, ad­
dressed later in this Brief. 

Many childless women In their 
thirties do expect to give birth 
someday. 

These days, more women who 
are childless at age 30 say they 
expect to have a future birth. 
Even if women who are uncertain 
about having future births remain 
childless. nonetheless, 41 per­
cent of childless women 30 to 34 
years old in 1990 expect to give 
birth, up from 30 percent in 1980. 

Level of Women Giving Birth by Age Thirty 
Has Reached Near-Historic Lows 
Percentage of women having their first birth 
by age 30. by year of woman's birth 
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Immigrants contribute to 
fertlllty rise. 

Large increases in the immigrant 
population during the 1980's also 
contributed to the overall rise in 
fertility. Between 1983 and 1988, 
the foreign-born population rose 
from 12.4 million to 15.1 million. 
About 390,000 babies were born 
to foreign-born women in 1988 
(11 percent of all U.S. births). 
up from 271,000 in 1983. 

In 1988, foreign-born women 
aged 18-44 years had fertility 
rates of 96 births per 1,000 
women, compared with 67 per 
1,000 for native-born women. Un­
less current immigration levels 
drop drastically, particularly from 
Mexico, one should expect the 
immigrants' share of all births 
to rise. 

No new boom expected soon. 

The Census Bureau projects that 
women born during the 1950's 
will end their childbearing years 
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with two children each, com­
pared with the better than three 
children each born to women 
who were born in the 1930's. 
The Census Bureau doesn't 
foresee a baby boom in the 
near future, given the tendency 
of women today to have fewer 
children. the shift to fertility at 
older ages, and the projected 
decline in the number of women 
in their thirties. But an increase 
in immigration levels could play 
an important role in determining 
overall levels of fertility. 

More information: 

Studies in American Fertility, 
Current Population Reports, Se­
ries P-23, No. 176. For sale by 
U.S. Government Printing Office. 
Stock No. 803-005-10029-4. $4. 

Fertility of American Women: 
June 1990, Current Population 
Reports, Series P-20. No. 454. 
For sale by U.S. Government 
Printing Office. Stock No. 
803-005-00054-1. $4. 
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This Brief is one of a series that 
presents information of current 
interest. It may include data from 
businesses, households, or other 
sources. All statistics are subject 
to sampling variability, as well as 
survey design flaws, respondent 
classification and reporting er­
rors, and data processing mis­
takes. We have taken steps to 
minimize errors, and analytical 
statements have been tested and 
meet statistical standards. How­
ever, because of methodological 
differences, use caution when 
comparing these data with data 
from other sources. 

Expectations for Children Rise with 
Educational Attainment, Fall with Age 
Percentage of childless women expecting 
a future birth. by educational attainment 
and age: June 1990 

Immigrant Fertility Rates 
Births in the last year per 1.000 women 
for foreign-born women. 18-44 years old, 
by place of birth: June 1988 
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Note: The number of women bom in Africa and the 
Soviet Union who immigrated to the United States is too 
small to include their rates separately. Nearly one-half of 
all 18-44 year old Latin American-born women living in 
the United States came from Mexico. 
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