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FERTILITY RATES RISE FOR
OLDER WOMEN IN 1980s

Martha McMurry

Sharp changes in the childbearing patterns of

Minnesota women occurred between 1980 and 1990.
Women are having their children at older ages and
are more likely to have them when they are not
married. Women in the Twin Cities are having more
children than they had 10 years ago, while women in
other areas of the state are having fewer.

Despite these changes, the average number of
children a Minnesota woman has during her lifetime
was almost identical in 1980 and 1990, standing at
1.9 or slightly under 1.9 in both years.

More births were recorded in Minnesota in the 1980s
(669,858) than in the 1970s (597,527). This rise in
births has led some observers to talk about a “new
baby boom.” The trend is more accurately described
as a “mother boom.” Women are not having larger
families, but many baby-boom women passed
through their prime childbearing years in the 1980s.
The large number of women of childbearing age was
the major factor behind the growth in the number of
births.

Average family size and the number of women in the
prime childbearing age groups are the major factors
determining the number of births, but other factors
also have an impact. Decisions on the timing of
births, particularly the shift to a later age of
childbearing, have affected year-to-year birth
figures. Economic factors also play a role. The
number of births tends to go down during recessions,
when many people choose to postpone having a child
until they feel more financially secure.

How Fertility Is Measured

The focus in this report is on fertility rates rather
than the number of births. Using rates controls for
population size and gives a better idea of whether
women are having large or small families. Two of the
most commonly used fertility measures are the
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Fertllity At A Glance...

m Major changes in childbearing patterns by age,
marital status and residence occurred between
1980 and 1990.

m Fertility rates rose for women over 30 and
decreased sharply for women in their early 20s.
There was little change in the total number of
children a woman has during her lifetime.

m Differences in fertility rates between the Twin
Cities region and the rest of the state
disappeared during the 1980s.

m Fertility rates rose for unmarried women and
declined for married women.

m Nonwhite and Hispanic origin women had
above average fertility rates.

General Fertility Rate and the Total Fertility Rate.
Both measures are based on the population of women
of childbearing age. The GFR is the annual number
of births per 1,000 women ages 15 to 44. The TFRis
the number of children a woman would have on the
average if birth rates by age do not change over time.
For example, a TFR of 1.89 means that if current
age-specific fertility rates remain constant and all
women live to the end of their childbearing years,
they will have an average of 1.89 children each.
Generally the trends in the GFR and the TFR are
similar, but the TFR is sensitive to the relative size
of the age groups within the broad 15- to 44- year-old
category.

In demographic usage, fertility refers to actual live
births. This differs somewhat from popular usage,
where the term fertility is often used to describe a
woman’s or a couple’s physical ability or potential to
have children.
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Fertility Rates Stable Between 1980 and 1990

Both the General Fertility Rate and the Total
Fertility Rate showed only small changes in
Minnesota between 1980 and 1990 (Table 1). The
state GFR declined slightly from 70.0 to 66.3, while
the TFR rose very slightly from 1.87 to 1.90. The
difference in the direction of the trends in the two
rates is probably attributable to a change in the size
of the 20- to 29 year-old age group relative to the
entire population of childbearing age. Women are
most likely to give birth when they are in their 20s.
In 1980, about 40 percent of all women ages 15 to 44
were in their 20s. This declined to 34 percent in
1990. The GFR declined because a greater
proportion of women were beyond the peak birth
years by 1990.

Fertility Rates Rise in Twin Cities Area

The fertility differential between the seven-county
Twin Cities area and the rest of the state largely
disappeared in the 1980s. In 1980, the Twin Cities
General Fertility Rate was 62.8, well below the 78.0
average for the other 80 counties. By 1990 the rate
for these 80 counties had fallen to 65.2, while the rate
for the Twin Cities region went up to 66.8. The
convergence in fertility rates between the Twin
Cities and the other regions of the state was reported
in an earlier issue of Population Notes (May, 1990.)

Fertility rates fell in most counties outside the Twin
Cities, but these declines were offset by the gains in
the Twin Cities region, which contains 52 percent of
the state’s population. Fertility rose noticeably in
Hennepin and Ramsey counties, the state’s two
largest counties. The TFR in Hennepin County went
up from 1.49 in 1980 to 1.79 in 1990, a rise of over 20
percent. Increases occurred in most other Twin
Cities counties also, but were less dramatic.

Fertility rates increased in four of the state’s five
largest cities, with Duluth the only exception.
Fertility rates in Minneapolis and St. Paul now are
at or above the state average. One reason for the rise
in fertility in the two central cities may be the
increase in their nonwhite and Hispanic origin
populations. As will be noted below, minority women

Figure 1. Total Fertility Rate 1930
(Lifetime Births per Woman at Current Rates)
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have higher fertility rates than white and
non-Hispanic women.

Though fertility levels in the Twin Cities region and
the rest of the state as a whole are now about the
same, there are still substantial differences among
individual counties (Figure 1). Areas with college or
university campuses have very low fertility rates.
These areas contain large numbers of women in their
late teens and early 20s, few of whom have children.
Blue Earth (Mankato State University) and Winona
(Winona State University) counties had the lowest
TFRs in 1990. North-central, northwestern, and
parts of western Minnesota generally had fertility
levels above the state average. The highest TFR was
3.01 in Mahnomen County.

Minnesota Fertility Slightly Below National Average

Minnesota’s fertility rate is slightly lower than the
national average. National data are not available for
1990, but the 1989 figures show a General Fertility
Rate 0of69.2inthe U.S. and 65.9 in Minnesota (Figure
2). Southwestern states tend to have high fertility
rates, but the highest individual rates were recorded

Table 1. Fertility Rates for Minnesota Counties and Largest Cities: 1980 and 1990

1990 1990 1980 1980 Change Change
General Total General Total in GFR in TFR
1980-
Rate Rate Rate Rate 1990 1990

Fertility Fertility Fertility Fertility 1980-

1990 1990 1980 1980 Change Change
General Total General Total in GFR in TFR
Fertility Fertility Fertility Fertility 1980- 1980-

Rate Rate Rate  Rate 1990 1990

Minneapolis 67.1 191 60.8 148 10.4%28.7% Duluth 60.0 1.77 1722 185 -16.9% -4.4%
St. Paul 76.1 212 9714 178 6.6 193 Rochester 773 203 676 176 143 15.6
Bloomington 540 150 45.1 1.32 19.7 13.8
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Table 1. Fertlity Rates for Minnesota Counties and Largest Cities: 1980 and 1990 (continued)

1990 1990 1980 1980 Change Change 1990 1990 1980 1980 Change Change
General Total General Total in GFR in TFR General Total General Total in GFR in TFR
Fertility Fertility Fertility Fertility 1980- 1980- Fertility Fertility Fertility Fertility 1980- 1980-
Rate Rate Rate Rate 1990 1990 Rate Rate Rate Rate 1990 1990
Minnesota 663 190 700 1.87 -5.3% 1.6% Mahnomen 894 3.01 1039 3.05 -13.9% -1.2%
Aitkin 67.7 243 792 237 -144 24 Marshall 1.3 246 828 240 -139 2.4
Anoka 673 196 689 193 23 14 Martin 78 226 787 214 -138 5.6
Becker 764 248 864 239 -11.6 39 Meeker 719 229 886 2,51 -189 -8.9

Beltrami 7483 215 782 2,05 -5.0 48 Mille Lacs 75656 242 88.0 249 -141 27

Big Stone 73.5 Mower 68.7

. -3.6
Blue Earth 48.2 -17.1 Murray 71.9 -5.4
Brown 65.6 -12.8 Nicollet 55.9 -14.6
Carlton 64.2 -1.6 Nobles 719 1.2

Carver 788 219 1735 203 12 1.4 Norman 644 212 991 287 -35.0

Cass 82.0 275 824 255 -04 7.7 Olmsted 692 189 668 180 3.7 4.9
Chippewa 64.7 202 883 241 -26.7 -16.3 Otter Tail 66.7 219 781 222 -146 -12
Chisago 701 222 805 230 -12.9 -3.6 Pennington 634 198 802 213 -209 -7.0

Pine

. Pipestone .
Cook 576 193 171.0 2.1 Polk - 781 832 233 6.2 2.6
Cottonwood 717 238 804 5.1 Pope 80.2 939 279 -146 -35
Crow Wing 1.68 53 145

2.67 -19.2 -11.6

Douglas 66.5 2.09 793 221 -161 -55 244 64 4.7
Faribault 65.6 2.21 858 245 -23.6 -10.0 183 -14.0 95
Fillmore 771 244 869 254 -11.3 -39 2,54 -246 -14.3

Freeborn
E

Goodhue 643 198 824 235 -21.9 -15.8 St. Louis 540 166 694 180 -22.3 -7.9
Grant 787 265 915 2.75 -14.0 -3.8 Scott 76.7 217 740 213 36 1.9
Hennepin 641 1.79 576 149 113 20.2 Sherburne 673 195 872 239 -229 -18.6
Houston Sibley

Hubbard Stearns

Isanti 649 209 713 205 -9.0 20 Steele 702 211 79.0 212 -11.1 -04
Itasca 59.8 2.05 864 236 -30.8 -12.9 Stevens 358 132 688 192 -48.0 -314
Jackson 654 218 78.0 212 -16.1 29 Swift 69.0 222 894 260 -22.8 -144
Kanabec 740 241 89.8 258 -17.7 -6.4 Todd 65.7 219 942 281 -30.2 -21.9

Kandiyohi 705 214 751 2.00 -6.1 6.9 Traverse 80.4 2.68 83.7 266 -3.9 0.8

. . . . . . abasha . . . . . .
Koochiching 616 199 766 212 -19.5 -6.1 Wadena 793 254 91.7 267 -135 4.8

Lac Qui Parle 65.5 232 835 233 -21.6 -0.3 Waseca 65.3 2.01 88.7 234 -264 -14.3
Lake 585 199 1792 224 -26.1 -11.0 Washington 649 197 674 200 -3.7 -1.7
Lake of the Woods 77.2 248 83.7 241 -78 29 Watonwan 790 239 954 263 -17.3 9.2
LeSueur 773 235 85.7 . .8 -5.0 Wilkin 68.6 211 845 243 -18.9 -13.3
Lincoln 704 249 920 2.88 -23.5 -13.5 Winona 489 152 612 1.76 -20.1 -13.6
Lyon 61.0 1.78 78.7 211 -22.5 -15.8 Wright 778 230 881 246 -11.7 6.7
McLeod 731 221 795 218 -8.0 1.2 Yellow Medicine75.9 2.42 86.8 2.57 -125 -5.8
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‘Flgure 2, Fertllity Rates 1989 -

(Births per 1,000 Women Ages 15-44)

in Utah (89.8) and Alaska (89.7). West Virginia had
the lowest GFR, 51.5.

Are Fertility Levels Heading Up or Down?

The national General Fertility Rate declined sharply
between 1960 and the early 1970s (Figure 3). Since
the early 1970s the GFR has fluctuated within a
narrow range. Based on a slight rise in the rate in
the late 1980s, some have speculated that women
will begin to have larger families again. Others
think that high rates of women’s labor force
participation, increasing educational attainment by
women, and high divorce rates will militate against
any meaningful increase in lifetime fertility. Recent
figures give a mixed message. In 1990 the GFR went

Figure 3. U.S. Fertility Rates: 1960-1991
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above 70.0 per 1,000 for the first time since 1972,
providing some support for the rising fertility theory,
but since then the rate has begun to decline again.
Even at their 1990 peak, recent fertility levels are
dramatically lower than the levels of the 1960s,

Fertility Rates Rise for Women Over 30

The delayed fertility pattern that became evident in

the 1970s was even more pronounced in the 1980s.

Fertility rates rose for women over 30 while declining

for women in their 20s (Table 2). The most dramatic .
decline was for women ages 20-24. A similar pattern

occurred in the rates for first births: a sharp drop for

women in their early 20s and an increase in the rate

for women over 30 (Table 3).

Table 2. Fertility Rates by Age of Mother
Minnesota: 1980 and 1990

1980 1990 Change in
Age of Fertility  Fertility Rate
Mother: Rate Rate 1980-1990
15-19 35.1 36.5 4.0%
20-24 111.9 93.5 -16.4%
25-29 131.5 127.3 -3.2%
30-34 71.4 86.0 190.4%
35-39 20.4 31.4 53.9%
40-44 44 5.3 20.5%
All Ages 70.0 66.3 -5.8%

‘Rates are per 1,000 women in the age group.
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Table 3. Rate of First Births by Age of Mother
Minnesota: 1980 and 1990

1980 1990 Change in
Age of First Birth First Birth Rate
Mother: Rate Rate 1980-1990
15-19 29.5 29.9 1.3%
20-24 59.6 46.1 -22.6%
25-29 454 46.7 2.8%
30-34 13.6 214 57.1%
35-39 2.3 6.3 175.8%
40-44 0.3 0.9 196.2%
All Ages 29.5 25.5 -13.6%

Rates are per 1,000 women in the age group.

The shift to a later age for motherhood has resulted
in a striking increase in the proportion of births
occurring to women age 30 or older. More than
one-third of all births and one-fifth of first births are
now to women who have passed their 30th birthday.

The probability of a woman becoming a mother while
in her teens did not change during the decade. The
fertility rate for Minnesota teenagers remained
about the same in 1990 as in 1980. This stability was
in sharp contrast to the fertility decline for women in
their early 20s. Apparently women who do not
become teenage mothers are increasingly likely to
wait until their late 20s or their 30s before having
children.

More Children Born to Unmarried Women

More than one-fifth of Minnesota births in 1990 (20.9
percent) were to unmarried women, up from 13
percent in 1983, Rates of births to unmarried women
increased in every age group during the 1980s and
are highest for unmarried women in their 20s.
Overall the rate of births to unmarried women grew
from 17.5 per 1,000 single women in 1980 to 29.9 per
1,000 in 1990.

In contrast to unmarried women, married women
were less likely to bear children in 1990 than in 1980.
The fertility rate for married women declined from
112.1 per 1,000 in 1980 to 97.0 per 1,000 in 1990,

The proportion of unmarried births is lower in
Minnesota than in the nation. In 1989, the latest
year for which both Minnesota and national data are
available, 27.1 percent of U.S. births were to
unmarried women, compared to 19.5 percent in
Minnesota.
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Minority Fertility Is Higher

Fertility rates are considerably higher for Minnesota
nonwhite and Hispanic origin women than for white
women (Table 4). Asian women have the most
children, averaging slightly more than three per
woman. Rates for African American and American
Indian women are very similar. Hispanic origin
women have more children than white women, but
fewer than the other minority groups.

Most of the racial and ethnic differences in fertility
occur under age 30. For all groups except Asians or
Pacific Islanders, fertility rates for women over age
30 are nearly identical. Asian women older than 30
continue to have higher fertility rates.

During the 1980s, the General Fertility Rate dropped
substantially for Minnesota American Indian women
and dropped slightly for white and black women.
Fertility rates for Hispanic origin and Asian women
are not available for 1980, so no comparisons are
possible.

Nonwhite and Hispanic origin mothers are more
likely to be to unmarried than are white and
non-Hispanic mothers. Though same-year data are
not available, evidence suggests minority births in
Minnesota are more likely to be to unmarried women
than are minority births nationally. The proportion
of births to unmarried women among white women
is about the same for Minnesota women as in the
nation.

Minnesota’s below-average rate of births to
unmarried women is largely attributable to the
state’s population composition. If Minnesota had the
same racial and ethnic composition as the nation, the
percent of births to unwed mothers would be the
same or higher than the national average.

Table 4. Fertility Rates by Race and Hispanlc
Minnesota: 1990

General Total
Fertility Fertility
Rate Rate
Total 66.3 1.90
White 64.2 1.84
Black 110.3 2.99
Asian/Pacific Islander 110.7 3.23
American Indian, Eskimo,and  107.5 - 2.97
Aleut
Hispanic* 86.2 2.33

*Hispanic origin persons may be of any race.
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Figure 4. Teenage Births by Race/Ethnicity

30%

25% -

24%

20% - 20%

.16%

15% -
12%

11%

10%

% of Births to Teenagers

5%

0%

White Black Aslan/P.l. Am. Indian Hispanic*

3 us. 1988 W Minnesota 1989-90

*Hispanic origin persons may be of any race.

One reason that minority births in Minnesota are
more likely to be to unmarried women is that
Minnesota minority mothers are younger. Few
teenagers are married, so births to teenagers usually
are births to unmarried mothers also. For every
minority group, the percent of births occurring to
teenage mothers is higher in Minnesota than
nationally (Figure 4). For white women, on the other
hand, the proportion of births to teenagers is lower
in Minnesota.
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Note on Data Sources

The 1990 Minnesota fertility rates reported here are based on
birth data for an 18-month period surrounding the 1990
census. The birth data come from the Minnesota Center for
Health Statistics. Births for which race of mother was
unknown were assigned according to the proportional
frequency of known cases. The small number of births to
women under age 15 and over age 44 were assigned to the 15-to
19- and 40-to 44- year-old age groups respectively. Data on
population by age and marital status used as a base to compute
the rates come from the 1990 census. National birth statistics
are from the National Center for Health Statistics. Data for
1980 come from Population Notes, December, 1985.
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