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The Decline in Fertility: The Role of Marriage and
Education

Summary: We relate the decline in the birth rate to two demographic factors closely associated with
women’s fertility patterns: marriage and educational attainment. Married women are at least three
percentage points more likely to have a child than unmarried women, and simultaneously marriage rates
among women 25 to 29 declined 15.9 percent since 2006. Women who complete 4 years of college are less
likely to have a child, while completion rates of 4 years of college rose 10 percent for women over the past
decade.

Introduction

Over the past decade, fertility declined rapidly in the United States – from a Total Fertility Rate (TFR) of 2.2 births
per woman in 2008 to just 1.7 in 2019. Initial reports suggest the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic accelerated
this trend. Though some of the pandemic-related fertility decline may be due to families waiting to have children,
rather than changing their desired family size.  If this is the case, fertility should rise near the end of the pandemic
and in the years directly following the pandemic. This post highlights two demographic trends in women related
to the past decade’s decline in fertility: marriage and education.

Marriage and Fertility

Timing of marriage, and particularly whether a woman marries younger or older, has historically been a strong
indicator of women’s fertility patterns. Figure 1 depicts age-specific marriage rates among women of childrearing
age in 5-year age cohorts from 2006 to 2019, calculated from the American Community Survey (ACS). Over the
time period observed, marriage rates among women aged 25-29 dropped 15.9 percentage points.

https://budgetmodel.wharton.upenn.edu/issues/2022/7/8/measuring-fertility-in-the-united-states
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/vsrr/vsrr012-508.pdf
https://genus.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s41118-019-0056-z
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Figure 1: Age-Specific Marriage Rates Over Time
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Figure 2 shows the percentage of women at childrearing age who had a child in the previous year, separately by

marital status.1 Over the whole period observed, married women are at least three percentage points more likely
to have given birth in the past year than unmarried women. Further, over the past decade unmarried women of
childbearing age have grown increasingly unlikely to give birth: the likelihood drops a full percentage point over
the time frame observed.

 

https://pwbm.squarespace.com/s/Data_The-Decline-in-Fertility_The-Role-of-Marriage-and-Education.xlsx
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Figure 2: Percentage of women aged 15-49 who had a child last year, by marital status
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Education and Fertility

In women, educational attainment (particularly college attendance), is also closely related to declines in fertility.

Figure 3 displays college education rates among women ages 25 and older. The figure shows a linear rise in
completion of four years of college: in 2006, only 30.5 percent of women ages 25 to 49 had completed four years
of college, compared to 40.7 percent in 2019.

https://pwbm.squarespace.com/s/Data_The-Decline-in-Fertility_The-Role-of-Marriage-and-Education.xlsx
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3449224/
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Figure 3: College Education Rates Among Women Ages 25+

DOWNLOAD DATA

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f w
om

en
 w

ho
 c

om
pl

et
ed

 4
 y

ea
rs

 o
f c

ol
le

ge

2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018
28%

30%

32%

34%

36%

38%

40%

42%

Figure 4 plots the percentage of women of childrearing age who had a child last year, separately by whether she
completed 4 years of college. The birth rates for each of these groups of women declined a full percentage point
over the period observed. In 2019, women aged 15-49 with at least four years of college were 0.8 percentage
points less likely to have had a child in the past year.

https://pwbm.squarespace.com/s/Data_The-Decline-in-Fertility_The-Role-of-Marriage-and-Education.xlsx
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Figure 4: Percentage of women aged 15-49 who had a child last year, by completion of 4
years of college
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Discussion

Examining age-specific fertility rates, marriage rates, and trends in women’s educational attainment, it is clear
many women are delaying fertility and ultimately having fewer children. These factors are not isolated, but also
interact with one another. A young woman who graduates college is more likely to marry and have children after
age 21 and enter the formal labor market. Because she is a worker with a college degree, she likely earns a higher
income than women without college degrees meaning her opportunity cost of leaving the labor market to have
children will be higher than it otherwise would have been if she earned a lower income. Additionally, if women are
concerned that they will progress in their careers at a slower rate if they go on maternity leave, they will also be
disincentivized to have children. Further, high childcare costs provide a disincentive for parenthood.

Implications

The decline in birth rates in the US has also been observed in most developed countries around the world.  With
the fertility rate being below the 2.1-births-per-woman replacement rate, the resulting population’s age
distribution has many policy implications. One concern about declines in fertility is that per capita federal debt
will increase for future generations ceteris paribus. For instance, programs like Social Security that are pay-as-you-
go systems, will not have enough working age people paying into the program to support the population of
retirees without fundamentally changing payroll tax rates or Social Security benefit payouts. Relatedly, there are

https://pwbm.squarespace.com/s/Data_The-Decline-in-Fertility_The-Role-of-Marriage-and-Education.xlsx
https://budgetmodel.wharton.upenn.edu/issues/2022/7/8/measuring-fertility-in-the-united-states
https://equitablegrowth.org/child-care-costs-are-going-to-rise-but-policymakers-can-help-u-s-families-manage-these-increases/
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/how-low-can-americas-birth-rate-go-before-its-a-problem/
https://www.nasi.org/learn/social-security/what-is-social-security/
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concerns that a shrinking population would result in a smaller workforce and slower economic growth. Still, others
argue that a declining birthrate could have potential positive effects, such as reducing infrastructure costs, and
easing ecological burdens and natural resource constraints. One should also keep in mind that increasing
immigration could also offset some of the population decline (and effects) that the current trends in the birth rate
would cause.

This analysis was conducted by Maddison Erbabian, Austin Herrick, and Victoria Osorio. Prepared for the website by
Mariko Paulson. 

1. Marital status is determined by whether the respondent has ever been married, regardless of whether she
is married currently.  ↩

https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.1250542
http://budgetmodel.wharton.upenn.edu/experts/maddison-erbabian
http://budgetmodel.wharton.upenn.edu/experts/austin-herrick
http://budgetmodel.wharton.upenn.edu/experts/victoria-osorio
http://budgetmodel.wharton.upenn.edu/experts/mariko-paulson

