https://helda.helsinki.fi

All-time low period fertility in Finland : Demographic drivers,
tempo effects, and cohort implications
Hellstrand, Julia Ingrid Sofia
2020-09-01
Hellstrand , J I S , Nisén , J & Myrskylä , M 2020 , ' All-time low period fertility in Finland :
Demographic drivers, tempo effects, and cohort implications ' , Population Studies , vol. 74 ,
no. 3 , pp. 315-329 . https://doi.org/10.1080/00324728.2020.1750677

http://hdl.handle.net/10138/327091
https://doi.org/10.1080/00324728.2020.1750677
cc_by
publishedVersion
Downloaded from Helda, University of Helsinki institutional repository.
This is an electronic reprint of the original article.
This reprint may differ from the original in pagination and typographic detail.
Please cite the original version.

Population Studies
A Journal of Demography

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rpst20

All-time low period fertility in Finland:
Demographic drivers, tempo effects, and cohort
implications
Julia Hellstrand , Jessica Nisén & Mikko Myrskylä
To cite this article: Julia Hellstrand , Jessica Nisén & Mikko Myrskylä (2020) All-time low period
fertility in Finland: Demographic drivers, tempo effects, and cohort implications, Population Studies,
74:3, 315-329, DOI: 10.1080/00324728.2020.1750677
To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/00324728.2020.1750677

© 2020 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group
Published online: 12 May 2020.

Submit your article to this journal

Article views: 2286

View related articles

View Crossmark data

Citing articles: 1 View citing articles

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rpst20

Population Studies, 2020
Vol. 74, No. 3, 315–329, https://doi.org/10.1080/00324728.2020.1750677

All-time low period fertility in Finland: Demographic
drivers, tempo effects, and cohort implications
Julia Hellstrand1,2, Jessica Nisén1,2 and Mikko Myrskylä1,2,3
1

Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research, 2University of Helsinki, 3London School of Economics and
Political Science

The ongoing period fertility decline in the Nordic countries is particularly strong in Finland, where the total
fertility rate (TFR) reached an all-time low of 1.41 in 2018. We analyse the decrease in Finland’s TFR in
2010–17, and assess its consequences for cohort fertility using complementary approaches.
Decomposition of this fertility decline shows that first births and women aged <30 are making the largest
contributions. However, women aged 30–39 are also, for the first time in decades, experiencing a
sustained fertility decline. Tempo adjustments to the TFR suggest that quantum change is part of the
decline. Several forecasting methods indicate that cohort fertility is likely to decline from the long-lasting
level of 1.85–1.95 to 1.75 or lower among women born in the mid-1980s. Without an exceptionally strong
recovery in fertility, Finnish cohort fertility is likely to decline to levels currently observed among
countries with very low fertility.
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Introduction
In recent decades, family demographic research has
shown that Finland and the other Nordic countries
exhibit relatively high and stable cohort fertility
(Frejka 2008, 2017; Andersson et al. 2009; Myrskylä
et al. 2013; Zeman et al. 2018; Jalovaara et al.
2019). This trend has been partly attributed to the
institutional and socio-cultural settings of these
countries, which strongly promote gender equality
in the labour market and the family (Ellingsæter
and Leira 2006; Rønsen and Skrede 2010). As the
Nordic countries all have similar policies aimed at
promoting work–family reconciliation among
parents, scholars have argued that these policies contribute to a common Nordic fertility regime with very
similar period and cohort fertility patterns (Andersson 2004; Neyer et al. 2006; Andersson et al. 2009).
These patterns include fertility postponement and,
unlike in other countries, strong recuperation of
births at older ages. Thus, in these countries, cohort
fertility has remained stable at around two children
per woman, while women’s labour market participation has remained high.

Since 2010, total fertility has been decreasing
across the Nordic countries (Finland, Norway,
Iceland, Denmark, and Sweden) (Comolli et al.
2019). The average total fertility rate (TFR) across
these countries decreased from 1.97 to 1.74 in the
five years from 2010 to 2015; and the decrease has
been strongest in Finland, where the TFR declined
from 1.87 in 2010 to an all-time low of 1.41 in 2018
(Official Statistics of Finland 2019). Birth rates in
the early 2010s have been studied in Finland
(Comolli 2018) and across the Nordic countries
(Comolli et al. 2019), but the accelerating decrease
during the most recent years, specifically in Finland,
has not yet been studied in detail despite considerable public attention.
The current TFR in Finland is well below the 2016
European Union (EU) average of 1.60, far below the
current Nordic country average (OECD 2019), and
close to the all-time lowest TFR recorded in the
Nordic countries (1.38 in Denmark in 1983; Andersson 2004). During the 1960s, fertility fell rapidly, and
period TFRs were comparatively low in all Nordic
countries by 1980, as higher-order births decreased
and fertility shifted to older ages. It is unlikely that
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similar factors can explain decreasing fertility levels
today, because most variation in fertility in Europe
is currently driven by variation in first and second
births (Frejka 2008; Zeman et al. 2018). However,
the demographic determinants driving these contemporary fertility declines are unknown, as no existing
studies have detailed their components. Previous
analyses of birth risks in the Nordic countries after
the recent recession (Comolli et al. 2019) are based
on data only up to 2014 for Finland and, unlike our
study, they did not adopt a tempo–quantum or forecasting perspective on fertility developments.
Fluctuations in period fertility do not necessarily
affect the completed fertility of cohorts, since
period-based measures such as the TFR are sensitive
to shifts in the timing of childbirth (Bongaarts and
Feeney 1998), and period rates tend to underestimate
completed fertility when births are being postponed
(Myrskylä et al. 2013). Thus, a decrease in the TFR
can be driven by either delayed childbearing or
lower childbearing, or a combination of both. The
recent decrease in period fertility in Finland raises
the question of to what extent this decrease will be
reflected in the total number of children women
have, that is, the fertility quantum of cohorts of
Finnish women currently of childbearing age. While
the most recent cohort fertility forecast for Finland
did not indicate that the country’s fertility quantum
was decreasing (Myrskylä et al. 2013; Schmertmann
et al. 2014), the rapid decline in period fertility in
recent years suggests that it is. Updated forecasts
are therefore required.
The aim of this study is to investigate the recent
rapid decline in total fertility in Finland, and its
potential effects on cohort fertility. Our main
research questions are as follows:
(1) Which age groups and parities have contributed to the period fertility decline in 2010–17?
(2) What would the TFR in this period have been
in the absence of fertility postponement?
(3) Are women born after the early 1970s likely to
have fewer children than earlier cohorts; and,
if so, how many fewer?
Answering these questions is important because a
substantial decrease in cohort fertility in Finland
would call into question whether Finnish fertility conforms to the idea of a Nordic fertility regime. This
would indicate that even a family-friendly country,
such as Finland, is not spared from the challenges
of low fertility seen in many other European and
East Asian countries.

To address questions (1) and (2), we use standard
demographic decompositions and tempo adjustments. To address question (3), we use existing parametric and model-based approaches to estimate
completed cohort fertility rates (CFRs), and a novel
non-parametric approach to assess possible recuperation paths for cohorts who have postponed childbearing. Each of the forecasting methods is based on
different assumptions: from freezing the most recent
age-specific rates and extrapolating recent trends, to
using prior demographic data, both with and without
strict modelling assumptions, to obtain likely fertility
developments. Consequently, we produce cohort fertility forecasts that are not restricted to one method
only. Our study is the first to apply the non-parametric approach in the study of cohort fertility.

Fertility in Finland compared with other highincome countries
Finland is often positioned as sitting within the established idea of a Nordic fertility regime—a context of
high and stable fertility combined with high support
for working mothers and consequently high labour
force participation and childcare enrolment rates—
as it shares many similar characteristics in family
polices and childbearing trends with other Nordic
countries (Andersson et al. 2009). The idea of a
Nordic fertility regime is widespread in the literature
(e.g. Rønsen and Skrede 2010; Jónsson 2017; Merz
and Liefbroer 2018). However, Finland can be seen
as an outlier in some respects. Cohort fertility close
to replacement level in Denmark, Sweden, and
Norway is the result of a strong two-child norm
where most women enter motherhood (Frejka
2008; Zeman et al. 2018). On the contrary, ultimate
childlessness in Finland is among the highest in
Europe (Neyer et al. 2006; Kreyenfeld and
Konietzka 2017). For instance, 20 per cent of
women born around 1970 were still childless at age
40 (Jalovaara et al. 2019). Also in Finland, remaining
ultimately childless usually results from the process
of postponing childbearing until it becomes too late
to have a child, rather than being an active choice
(Miettinen 2010). Ultimate childlessness strongly
relates to union histories: most childless Finns at
the end of their reproductive age have experienced
unstable or non-existent spells of co-residential partnership (Jalovaara and Fasang 2017), and the likelihood of remaining childless decreases as marriage
or partnership length increases (Saarela and Skirbekk 2019). Cohort fertility is still fairly close to
replacement level in Finland, although at a slightly
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lower level than in the rest of the Nordic countries,
due to high rates of continued childbearing among
mothers (Eurostat 2019; Jalovaara et al. 2019).
Cohort fertility is highest for women who start their
childbearing at an early age and decreases with
increasing age at first birth (Roustaei et al. 2019).
In Finland, it has declined slightly among the most
recent cohorts: among women born in the 1960s,
the CFR fell from nearly 2.0 to 1.9.
The dominant trend in cohort fertility over the
1940–73 birth cohorts in other high-income countries
has been a decline (Figure 1), and this decline has
been more pronounced in Central, Eastern, and
Southern Europe and in East Asia compared with
Western and Northern Europe and the United
States (US). The former group has experienced completed fertility below 1.75, which is the level that can
be viewed as a threshold between low and ‘very low’
cohort fertility (Zeman et al. 2018). These two distinct fertility regimes can also be observed in recent
period fertility trends (Rindfuss et al. 2016). In the
last few decades, countries such as Spain, Germany,
and Japan have reported ‘lowest-low’ fertility, with
total fertility below 1.3 (Kohler et al. 2002; Goldstein
et al. 2009), while period fertility in Nordic and
English-speaking countries has remained fairly
stable or recovered slightly (Anderson and Kohler
2015). However, these two distinct fertility regimes
have started to converge in the most recent years
(Figure 2). Many countries with relatively high fertility reached a peak in their TFR around 2010 and
have subsequently experienced declines of varying
speeds, while TFRs in low-fertility countries, and in
particular in Eastern Europe, are recovering substantially. Amid these trends, the rapid fertility decline in
Finland and the other Nordic countries stands out. A
significant decline in cohort fertility as well would
place Finland among the group of countries with
very low fertility (currently found in Central,
Eastern, and Southern Europe), rather than among
the countries with current relatively high fertility
(in Northern and Western Europe).

Data and methods
Data
In our study, we use aggregated data from the
Human Fertility Database (HFD). The HFD is a
source of high-quality fertility data, and is based on
a collaboration between the Max Planck Institute
for Demographic Research and the Vienna Institute
of Demography. For the analysis of period fertility,

317

we use data containing both unconditional and conditional fertility rates by calendar year, age, and
birth order, from the year 1960 onwards. The conditional fertility rates control for age and parity
(e.g. second births relate to women of parity one
only), whereas the unconditional fertility rates
control only for age. For cohort fertility estimation,
we use period fertility rates by calendar year, age
reached during the year, and birth cohort for all
countries with data available in the HFD database
from the 1900 birth cohort onwards. The published
time series of HFD rates from Finland at the time
of writing (14 February 2019) ended in 2015, but
we were kindly provided with preliminary data for
the
years
2016–17
(Jasilioniene,
personal
communication).

Methods
Our analyses are based on four different approaches,
which examine the decreasing period fertility in
Finland independently of each other and from different angles. First, time trends in fertility are described
by five-year age group, and the drop in period fertility between 2010 and 2017 is decomposed into additive age and parity contributions. We decompose the
differences in the age- and parity-adjusted TFR
(TFRp), which is computed from conditional ageand parity-specific fertility rates using the stepwise
replacement method (Andreev et al. 2002; Andreev
and Shkolnikov 2012). In addition to adjusting for
population age structure, the TFRp adjusts for differences in the parity composition of the female population. Therefore, the TFRp may differ slightly
from the conventional TFR.
Second, we use the tempo-adjusted TFR (Bongaarts and Feeney 1998) to analyse the impact of
changes in the timing of childbearing on the recent
fertility decline. A decrease in the observed TFR
can be attributed to increasing tempo effects if
there is no decrease in the tempo-adjusted TFR,
while quantum changes can be held responsible if
the observed and tempo-adjusted TFRs show
similar decreases. Since the latest year’s observation
is lost in the Bongaarts–Feeney adjustment, we calculate a crude estimate following Goldstein et al. (2009)
to replace the lost observation (Appendix 1).
Third, cohort fertility is forecasted to address the
question of whether cohorts currently of childbearing
age will ultimately have fewer children than earlier
cohorts; and, if so, how many fewer. The tempo
adjustments decompose changes in period fertility
into tempo and quantum components, whereas the
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Figure 1 Completed fertility of women born in 1940–73: all HFD countries, with Nordic countries highlighted
Source: Human Fertility Database: Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research (Germany) and Vienna Institute of
Demography (Austria). Available at www.humanfertility.org (accessed 28 November 2019).

forecasting methods estimate cohort fertility and may
detect pure fertility quantum changes. Cohort fertility forecasting is accomplished by estimating the
remaining unobserved fertility rates for cohorts
with incomplete fertility schedules. We forecast
cohort fertility using three different methods: the
simple freeze rate method, the five-year extrapolation method (Myrskylä et al. 2013), and a Bayesian
method (Schmertmann et al. 2014). Recent

Figure 2

evaluations of the forecasting performance of a
large number of methods for cohort fertility completion have suggested that the five-year extrapolation method (Myrskylä et al. 2013) and the
Bayesian forecasting method (Schmertmann et al.
2014) are among the most accurate (Bohk-Ewald
et al. 2018).
The freeze rate method freezes the latest observed
age-specific fertility rates into the future. Hence, the

Total fertility rate (TFR), 1960–2017: all HFD countries, with Nordic countries highlighted

Source: As for Figure 1, plus Eurostat 2019 (for TFR in 2017 in Denmark, in 2016–17 in Finland and Iceland, and in 2015–17
in Norway).
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method borrows the most recent year’s rates and
applies them to cohorts with unobserved fertility
rates. This approach is appropriate when fertility is
stable, but can underestimate cohort fertility when
fertility is shifting to older ages. The five-year extrapolation method estimates the trends in age-specific
fertility over the past five years, extrapolates the
trends five years into the future, and then freezes
these rates (Myrskylä et al. 2013). Extrapolation of
trends is appropriate when fertility developments
are stable, but can give misleading estimates in
times of trend changes.
The Bayesian forecasting method (Schmertmann
et al. 2014) produces a probabilistic forecast by combining prior demographic information about plausible age patterns and time trends in fertility, and
extrapolating fertility rates over both time and age
into the future (Appendix 2). The method produces
uncertainty estimates, and no explicit choice
between the freeze rate approach and the five-year
extrapolation approach needs to be made in the
Bayesian framework. The prior distribution for
typical fertility rates is constructed based on three
basic categories of prior information: cohort schedule
shapes, time-series freeze rates, and time-series
freeze slopes. The cohort category of prior information describes typical shapes of cohort schedules
and the time-series categories of prior information
describe how smooth a time series is likely to be at
a given age based on historical data. These categories
of prior information are then combined to determine
likely or unlikely fertility surfaces, that is, fertility
rates over the cohort’s year of birth (x-axis) and
age (y-axis). The general features of past rate surfaces are assumed to persist into the future. Historically unlikely fertility surfaces with age patterns in
cohort fertility schedules that differ from patterns
in historical data, and whose patterns in time series
of age-specific rates differ from the corresponding
series in historical data, have high penalties, and
are therefore assigned lower prior probabilities.
Thus, the Bayesian method produces forecasts in
which both time trends and cohort schedules are
demographically feasible.
Fourth, we use a novel non-parametric forecasting
approach to assess—without making modelling
assumptions as in the Bayesian method—whether
historical recorded fertility includes recuperation
paths that would prevent Finnish cohort fertility
from declining strongly. While the Bayesian method
restricts trends in age-specific fertility rates to being
relatively smooth, the non-parametric approach
does not make similar restrictions and therefore
allows estimation of cohort fertility in circumstances
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of abrupt change. The non-parametric approach is
based on the work of Keyfitz (1985, 1989), Denton
et al. (2005), and Dudel (2015), but is modified to
fit our purpose of estimating possible fertility recuperation paths for older cohorts and their consequences for completed fertility. With HFD data we
use this approach to calculate, for a cohort with
observed age-specific fertility rates up to age x, the
universe of fertility changes for ages above x
observed in the past, and add these changes to the
most recent year’s fertility rates. The non-parametric
approach makes use of HFD data to measure fertility
recuperations only at older ages, while the Bayesian
method uses cohort fertility schedules and timeseries trends in fertility rates at all ages.
As an example, consider the cohort born in 1980,
whose fertility rates are observed up to age 37 in
2017. The rate at age 38 is observed in 2018, and
the final rate at age 44 is observed in 2024. To complete the fertility schedule of this cohort, we calculate
starting in 2017 the change one year ahead, the
change two years ahead, and so on, up to the
change seven years ahead. We then sum up these
changes to form a possible recuperation path for
this cohort. To derive a universe of possible recuperation paths for each cohort born between 1975 and
1987, we use all HFD data from 1975 onwards. This
results in a total of 910 possible fertility recuperation
schedules for the cohort born in 1987, and 1,342 possible schedules for the cohort born in 1975. The
smaller number of possible recuperation schedules
for the later-born cohorts results from the fact that
they will reach the end of their reproductive age in
later years than earlier-born cohorts, and therefore
need longer time series of past data. For each
cohort, we resample from the universe of fertility
recuperation schedules with replacement (10,000
samples) to derive non-parametrically a probabilistic
distribution of potential future fertility trajectories.
We also repeat the same procedure but restrict the
possible recuperation schedules to those observed
in the Nordic countries, because the Nordic patterns
may better reflect the realm of recuperation possibilities for Finland.

Results
Age-specific fertility developments, 1960–2017
Figure 3 shows the development in period fertility
rates by five-year age group in Finland in 1960–
2017. We provide a longer time period on agespecific fertility developments and data for more
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Figure 3

Age-specific fertility rates, Finland, 1960–2017

Source: As for Figure 1.

recent years compared with results published elsewhere (e.g. Official Statistics of Finland (2015); Roustaei et al. (2019)). Since the 1970s, the timing of
childbirth has been shifting to older ages. Since the
rapid period fertility decline in the 1960s that
affected almost every age group, fertility rates at
ages below 25 have continued to decrease, while fertility rates at ages 30+ have been increasing. The fertility rate among 25–29-year-olds peaked in the early

Figure 4

1990s, at a rate of nearly 140 live births per 1,000
women, while the corresponding rate for 30–34year-olds was around 100. In the past, 20–24-yearold women had children at a higher intensity than
35–39-year-old women. But since 2010, this pattern
has reversed and fertility has become more concentrated at older ages. Notably, since 2010, there have
been declines in fertility in nearly all age groups:
the childbearing intensity of women below age 30

Decomposition of the 2010–17 decrease in the TFRp by age and parity, Finland

Source: Authors’ calculations based on the Human Fertility Database.

All-time low period fertility in Finland
has been reducing even more rapidly than in the past,
while the fertility rates of women aged 30–39 have
been decreasing for the first time since the early
1970s. The downward trend among women at ages
30–39 is suggestive of a quantum effect, since
women who postpone childbearing to later reproductive ages are at higher risk of experiencing infertility.

Contributions of age and parity to the decrease
in period fertility, 2010–17
Figure 4 shows the decomposition of the decrease in
the TFRp between 2010 and 2017 by age and parity.
The TFRp, which is adjusted for both the age and
parity composition of the female population, fell
from 1.86 in 2010 to 1.48 in 2017. The greatest contributions to this steep decline came from the decreasing childbearing intensity of women in their late
20s, although women at nearly every age contributed
to this trend. Women close to the end of their reproductive years were the only ones who contributed
positively to fertility change, albeit very modestly.
Birth order decomposition shows that the contributions produced by the decreasing intensity of first
births accounted for more than 75 per cent of the
fall in period fertility. This decrease was not only pronounced among the youngest women but also among
women in their early 30s. Changes in second and
third births accounted for 21 per cent of the total
decline in fertility while higher-order births played
a negligible role in explaining the fertility decline.
The changes in first birth intensity imply that the
share of young childless women has increased: of
the women in the 25–29 age group, 64 per cent
were childless in 2010 (Official Statistics of Finland
2010) and 69 per cent were childless in 2017. Similarly, in the 30–34 age group, the childless share
rose from 37 per cent in 2010 to 41 per cent in 2017.

Tempo-adjusted TFR, 1990–2017
Figure 5 shows the observed and tempo-adjusted
TFR and the mean age at childbearing (MAC) in
Finland in the period 1990–2017, by birth order and
for all birth orders combined. The MAC for all
births was 30.9 years in 2017, which represents an
increase of two years since 1990 (Figure 5(a)). The
tempo-adjusted TFR was higher than the observed
TFR in every year, which means that in the
absence of fertility postponement, the TFR would
have been higher. If the MAC had not increased,
the TFR would have been higher than 2.0 in 1994,
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1995, and 2010; it would have been no lower than
1.75 in any year in the 1990–2016 period. If the development in the MAC observed in 2017 were to follow
a similar pattern in 2018, the estimated tempoadjusted TFR for 2017 would be 1.65. Since the
tempo-adjusted TFR has been higher than the
observed TFR in each year since 1990, the tempo
effect during this whole time period is clear.
However, the tempo-adjusted fertility rate decreased
in tandem with the observed TFR during 2010–17,
which indicates that the decrease in the TFR in
Finland since 2010 is not mainly attributable to
changes in the timing of childbearing. The gap
between the observed and tempo-adjusted TFRs
still implies that the current observed period fertility
levels are suppressed by continuing postponement of
childbearing.
The mean age at first birth was 29.1 in 2017, which
represents an increase of 2.6 years since 1990 (Figure
5(b)). The mean ages at second and third birth
increased less, from 29.2 in 1990 to 31.1 in 2017 for
second births, and from 31.8 in 1990 to 32.9 in 2017
for third births (Figure 5(c) and (d)). Since 2010,
the TFR for first births has decreased from 0.78 to
0.61, for second births from 0.60 to 0.50, and for
third births from 0.30 to 0.22. The tempo adjustments
show the largest tempo effect for first births.

Cohort fertility of women born since 1974
Figure 6 shows the observed and forecasted completed CFRs for the 1940–87 birth cohorts in
Finland. The latest observed CFR is for women
born in 1973, since they reached age 44 in 2017,
and thus have (almost) completed their fertility.
These women had an average of 1.89 children,
approximately the level that has been consistently
observed over the last 30 years. However, all three
forecasting methods suggest that there will be a substantial decrease in the completed CFRs of women
who are currently in their childbearing years.
According to all three methods, the average
number of children born to each woman is likely to
be lower than 1.7 for women currently aged 30
(1987 birth cohort) and lower than 1.75 for women
in their early 30s (1985 birth cohort). For women in
their late 30s (1980 birth cohort), cohort fertility is
expected to reach 1.82, which is an all-time low in
Finland based on currently available HFD data
from the 1924 birth cohort onwards; the lowest
value previously observed was 1.85 for the 1950
birth cohort. Even if fertility rates remained stable
and did not decrease further at any age (see freeze
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Figure 5 Observed and tempo-adjusted TFRs and mean age at childbearing (MAC) by birth order, calculated
from unconditional fertility rates, Finland, 1990–2017
Note: adjTFR refers to the tempo-adjusted TFR and adjTFR est. refers to the crude estimate that replaces the lost value in
2017.
Source: As for Figure 4.

Figure 6 Observed completed fertility for cohorts born in 1940–73 and forecasted completed fertility for
cohorts born in 1974–87, Finland
Source: As for Figure 4.

All-time low period fertility in Finland
rate line), the CFR would approach 1.65 for the
cohorts born in the late 1980s. This is, however, the
most optimistic scenario, since both the five-year
extrapolation method and the Bayesian method
suggest that fertility declines will be larger. Both
methods forecast completed fertility of 1.6 for the
cohort born in 1987, for whom fertility has been
observed up to age 30. The forecast uncertainty is,
however, greater for cohorts with many as yet unobserved age-specific fertility rates. Taken together, the
cohort fertility forecasts indicate that unless agespecific rates recover very rapidly, the cohort fertility
rate in Finland will decrease dramatically in the near
future.

Potential for recuperation of cohort fertility
How likely is it that fertility rates will recover fast
enough to prevent a strong decrease in cohort fertility? While the probabilistic Bayesian forecast
answers this question, the answer is ultimately
based on a model, and it is unclear whether the
model assumptions hold in the current context. To
complement the model-based results, we use a nonparametric approach that does not impose any
restrictions on the smoothness or shape of the fertility schedules. We calculate the changes in agespecific fertility rates in all HFD countries since
1975, and illustrate their hypothetical consequences
for cohort fertility in Finland in Table 1. To keep
the CFR of the 1985 cohort at 1.75, and using
freeze rates as the baseline (forecasted CFR of
1.73, see panel (a)), a recuperation of 0.02 would
be needed. In other words, the remaining fertility
rates needed to make the CFR complete would
have to increase by a total of 0.02 from the most
recently observed age-specific fertility rates at ages
33–44. As this level of recuperation has occurred in
more than half (53 per cent) of the trajectories in
the HFD countries, it is not unlikely (panel (c)).
However, the level of recuperation needed to keep
the CFR at 1.75 increases for the younger cohorts.
For the 1987 cohort, an increase of 0.10 is required
(from the freeze rate forecast of 1.65); such an
increase has been observed in only 16 per cent of
the trajectories in the HFD countries.
Since strong recuperation at older ages has been a
particular feature of the Nordic countries (Andersson et al. 2009), we additionally calculate the corresponding chances of keeping the CFR at 1.75 based
on the patterns observed in the Nordic countries
only (panel (c)). The likelihood of keeping the
CFR at 1.75 would then be higher, at 75, 62, and 32
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per cent, respectively, for the 1985, 1986, and 1987
cohorts. However, the likelihood that the CFR will
remain at the latest observed level of 1.89 is extremely low, even given the recuperation patterns
typical of the Nordic countries. Recuperations with
strength levels in the 90th percentile would result in
a CFR of around 1.80, but projections based on the
most typical (median) recuperation patterns would
result in a CFR below 1.75 for the youngest cohorts
(panel (b)). Keeping the CFR at the level that has
been observed in Finland in recent decades would
therefore require a recuperation stronger than any
that has previously occurred. Thus, while this nonparametric analysis shows that it is still possible for
the CFR to remain above 1.75 for women born in
the late 1980s, this is not what the current trend in
Finland is indicating.

Discussion
Using aggregated data from the HFD, we analysed
the rapid decline in period fertility by age and
parity seen in recent years in Finland, and forecasted
the ultimate cohort fertility for women currently of
childbearing age. Our focus was on Finland because
the period fertility decline that started in 2010 in
many countries with relatively high fertility was particularly pronounced there. As reported previously,
the long-term decrease in fertility rates among
women below age 30 accelerated during the 2010–
17 period, while the long-term increase among
older women stagnated or even turned negative—
as was the case among 30–39-year-olds. Our study
shows that the greatest contributions to the decrease
were produced by decreasing first-order births, particularly at ages 25–29. The period rates were
depressed because the age at entering motherhood
increased; they would have been higher in the
absence of fertility postponement. The tempoadjusted TFR did not, however, show increasing
tempo effects, which implies that the decrease in
total fertility cannot be explained by the accelerating
postponement of childbearing. By updating existing
Finnish cohort fertility forecasts (Myrskylä et al.
2013; Schmertmann et al. 2014) with the most
recent data, we obtained results suggesting that
among women born since the mid-1980s, completed
fertility will fall sharply to levels below 1.75 unless
fertility rates recover very rapidly. A turnaround in
fertility at older ages would help to counterbalance
decreases at younger ages, but a catch-up process
that keeps cohort fertility stable is highly unlikely
to occur. Continuously stable cohort fertility in
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Table 1 (a) Summary of forecasted completed fertility (CFR) for cohorts born in 1975, 1980, and 1985–87 (parametric and
model-based approaches); (b) Distribution of CFRs based on fertility changes observed in all HFD countries since 1975 (nonparametric approach); and (c) Likelihood of the CFR staying at 1.75 or higher based on past observed changes
Cohorts
Year of birth

1975

1980

1985

Age at forecast in 2017
42
37
32
(a) Forecasted CFR
Freeze rate
1.90
1.82
1.73
Five-year extrapolation
1.90
1.82
1.70
Bayesian model
1.90
1.82
1.71
(b) Forecasted CFR based on empirical distribution of fertility changes in HFD countries since 1975
99.5th percentile (99 per cent CI)
1.91
1.85
1.85
97.5th percentile (95 per cent CI)
1.90
1.84
1.83
90th percentile (80 per cent CI)
1.90
1.84
1.80
Median
1.90
1.83
1.75
10th percentile (80 per cent CI)
1.90
1.81
1.69
2.5th percentile (95 per cent CI)
1.90
1.80
1.64
0.5th percentile (99 per cent CI)
1.90
1.78
1.56
(c) Likelihood of CFR staying at 1.75 (percentage)
Based on data from all HFD countries
–
–
53
Based on data from the Nordic countries1
–
–
75

1986

1987

31

30

1.70
1.65
1.67

1.65
1.59
1.60

1.86
1.84
1.80
1.74
1.66
1.60
1.50

1.85
1.81
1.78
1.70
1.60
1.53
1.41

43
62

16
32

1
Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden.
Note: CI refers to confidence interval.
Source: Authors’ calculations based on the Human Fertility Database.

future would require stronger recuperation than ever
seen among older cohorts in high-income countries,
and preliminary data for Finland beyond 2017
already display further decreasing period rates, that
is, weak prospects for such a pattern (Official Statistics of Finland 2019). This points to an important
shift in fertility patterns in Finland, as the country’s
cohort fertility declined only slightly among women
born in the 1960s, and has generally been stable at
around 1.90 over the last 30 years.
The multiple forecasting approaches used in this
study produce consistent forecasts in terms of the
direction of fertility development. However, the
magnitude of the expected cohort fertility decline
varies to some extent across the methods, as the
central estimate for the 1987 cohort is around 1.60
from the two extrapolation-based methods, 1.65
from the freeze rate method, and 1.70 from the
non-parametric approach. These differences in forecasted fertility are partially attributable to the
inherent increase in uncertainty when forecasting
with a longer time horizon, but they also reflect systematic differences in the modelling assumptions
and their implications. For example, the recent
change in the trend in fertility rates among women
aged 30–39 from positive to negative suggests that
different assumptions about future fertility developments are needed, since it is impossible to know
whether this new trend will continue, plateau, or

reverse, or when a deviation from this trend might
occur. A key strength of our analysis is that the forecasting methods used in this study are based on
different assumptions, and allow for each of these fertility developments to occur.
The five-year extrapolation method (Myrskylä
et al. 2013) and the Bayesian method (Schmertmann
et al. 2014) extrapolate past trends into the future. As
recent trends have been negative among all age
groups except for women aged 40+, these methods
produce the lowest CFRs, and perform well when a
continuous trend is uninterrupted during a period
of time. If the trend were to plateau, as the freeze
rate method assumes, the forecasted CFRs would
be slightly higher. These three methods still consistently produce forecasted CFRs substantially below
1.75 for women born in 1987. However, the nonparametric approach suggests that there is a one in
six to one in three chance of the CFR staying at
1.75 or higher for the 1987 cohort (Table 1). This
approach does not make assumptions about future
trends, and instead shows the most likely recuperation paths, based on recorded fertility histories in
high-income countries over the past four decades.
As the main feature of the fertility histories has
been an ongoing increase in fertility at higher ages,
this non-parametric method samples possible recuperation histories from a data set dominated by patterns in which fertility rates at older ages increase.

All-time low period fertility in Finland
Consequently, this method produces the highest forecasted CFR for the 1987 birth cohort (observed up to
age 30), with a median of 1.70. Importantly, however,
the lack of assumptions regarding trends or age schedules in this non-parametric approach implies that
some of the forecasted recuperation trajectories
may be implausible in terms of the age pattern or
time trend. Moreover, while our forecasts use data
up to 2017, recent data indicate that fertility has continued to decline since 2017 (Official Statistics of
Finland 2019). This suggests that our estimate of a
one in six to one in three likelihood of the CFR
remaining at 1.75 or above is likely to be an upper
bound of the true likelihood of such a fertility recuperation occurring.
These findings challenge the view of Finland as
part of the common Nordic fertility regime that exhibits a combination of high and stable fertility
together with high support for working mothers
and consequently high labour force participation
and childcare enrolment. Instead, the results place
Finland among the group of countries with very low
fertility rates—currently found in Central, Eastern,
and Southern Europe and in East Asia—that often
lack support for working mothers. A cohort fertility
decline in Finland would be an interesting development more generally, given the widespread assumption that the Nordic countries have maintained
close to replacement-level fertility through generous
social policies promoting work–family reconciliation.
A common feature of childbearing behaviour in
these countries has been a strong recuperation of
postponed births at older ages, which has caused
cohort fertility to remain stable even as the age at
entry into motherhood increased (Andersson et al.
2009). This new trend of stagnating or decreasing
childbearing intensity among Finnish women in
their 30s implies that this pattern may be changing
in Finland. The evidence suggests that women currently of higher childbearing ages are not catching
up on births to the same extent as previous generations. Based on several cohort forecast approaches
applied in this study, a catch-up that would keep
cohort fertility stable is highly unlikely to occur.
However, given the recent history of recuperation
paths observed in the Nordic countries, there was,
as of 2017, still a reasonable possibility that completed fertility would not fall below 1.75 if fertility
at older ages recovered substantially. The crucial
question is whether a strong recuperation typical of
those in the Nordic countries can still be expected
in Finland.
Given that Finland is considered an advanced
country in terms of gender equality (World Bank
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2012), the current findings do not necessarily
support the assumption that there is a positive association between fertility and gender equality. Demographic theories suggest that fertility levels will
increase if the ‘second shift’ experienced by
working women is alleviated by men becoming
more involved in the family and by stronger institutional support (Anderson and Kohler 2015;
Esping-Andersen and Billari 2015; Goldscheider
et al. 2015). In a recent study, no evidence was
found that fertility would increase in societies with
the most advanced levels of gender equality (Kolk
2019). Notably, women in the Nordic countries still
continue to perform more unpaid work than men,
including more childcare and other housework
(Hook 2006; Prince Cooke and Baxter 2010), and
previous individual-level studies have noted that
high fertility is concentrated among women who
stay at home to care for their children for long
spells, or who work in more family-friendly jobs in
the public sector (Rønsen and Sundström 2002;
Duvander et al. 2010; Miettinen et al. 2011). Particularly in Finland, the responsibility for rearing small
children lies heavily on the mother (Nordic Social
Statistical Committee 2017; Hudde 2018; OECD
2019). If cohort fertility in Finland were to fall
below 1.75, as the conventional forecasts predict, it
would become similar to the levels currently
observed among the ‘late developers’, that is,
countries such as those in Southern and Eastern
Europe, where the fertility transition occurred later
and gender equality is less advanced (Anderson
and Kohler 2015).
In comparison to other countries, levels of ultimate
childlessness in Finland are high (Neyer et al. 2006;
Kreyenfeld and Konietzka 2017). As we find in this
study, the decline in period fertility is mainly attributable to decreasing first birth rates, although rates of
higher-order births, particularly second births, have
decreased as well. This means that larger shares of
young women are currently childless than was the
case only a few years ago: less than half of all
Finnish women currently aged 30 have entered
motherhood. Without an exceptionally strong recuperation in first births at older ages, ultimate childlessness will increase further in Finland. Indeed, ultimate
childlessness may become a strong driver of cohort
fertility decline, given the increasing trends in ultimate childlessness observed in many countries
among women born from the 1940s onwards
(Sobotka 2017; Zeman et al. 2018). In the Nordic
context, however, Finland might become even more
of an outlier, since in Denmark, Norway, and
Sweden increases in ultimate childlessness have
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plateaued among the most recent cohorts (Sobotka
2017; Jalovaara et al. 2019).
It is unclear what underlying factors or socio-economic determinants are driving this fertility decline in
Finland. Previous studies from the Nordic countries
have shown that fertility rates are positively related
to economic cycles (Andersson 2000; Kravdal
2002). More generally, Matysiak et al. (2018)
showed that the Great Recession in 2008–14 negatively affected fertility rates in Europe, and argued
that not only the timing but the quantum of fertility
may have been affected. In Finland, fertility rates
declined more during the recent Great Recession
than during the recession in the early 1990s
(Hiilamo 2017). The negative association between
unemployment and first childbearing is stronger for
men than for women in Finland (Miettinen and Jalovaara 2019), and this association has become stronger since the Great Recession, at least for women
(Comolli 2019). As period fertility rates are still
declining despite the fact that the economic recession
ended years ago, Comolli et al. (2019) have argued
that the recession may have affected people’s perceptions of welfare uncertainty, with implications for
childbearing decisions after an economic crisis.
However, the most remarkable change in recent
years seems to be that Finns simply want fewer children and more commonly prefer to remain childless.
The annual Family Barometer survey in Finland
found that the share of women with no children or
only one child who did not intend a(nother) child
had increased in all age groups in the last decade:
from below 10 to almost 30 per cent in the 25–29
age group, from almost 15 to 35 per cent in the 30–
34 age group, and from almost 40 to over 60 per
cent among those aged 35–39 (Berg 2018). Additionally, the desire to pursue interesting life goals other
than parenting is now becoming the most important
reason, ahead of both economic factors and the
lack of a partner, to postpone childbearing (Miettinen 2015). Consequently, the recent strong period
fertility decline may reflect changes in family values
in Finland. This assumption would not be at odds
with our finding of a sharp decrease in first births
among women aged 25–29. Moreover, it would
make the recuperation of fertility at older ages
even more unlikely in the years to come.
The Nordic countries have experienced relatively
high and stable cohort fertility in recent decades,
despite the ongoing process of fertility postponement. Using a variety of analytical tools, including
several cohort fertility forecasts, this study shows
that the all-time low period fertility currently
observed in Finland is not a consequence of

accelerating fertility postponement, but is most
likely a reflection of decreasing fertility quantum.
Finnish women who were born in the mid-1980s,
and are thus currently of higher childbearing ages,
are likely to end up having fewer children on
average than previous generations of women. Our
results therefore suggest that Finland may not
conform to the idea of a Nordic fertility regime.
Recent fertility declines in other Nordic countries
tentatively point to developments similar to those
in Finland, albeit at fertility levels that are still
higher. If, however, the other Nordic countries
follow Finland, the concept of the Nordic model of
fertility may require updating. This study casts
doubt on the assumption that Finland will continue
to be seen as a Nordic country characterized by relatively high and stable fertility, and thus suggests that
even having comparatively strong institutional
support for gender equality may not hinder declines
in fertility.
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Appendix 1: Tempo-adjusted TFR
The tempo-adjusted total fertility rate (adjTFR) by Bongaarts and Feeney (1998) is the sum of order-specific
adjusted fertility rates, which are calculated as
adjTFRi (t) =

TFRi (t)
1 − ri (t)

where i represents birth order and t represents year. The
adjustment factor ri (t) is estimated by
ri (t) =

MACi (t + 1) − MACi (t − 1)
2

where MACi (t) is the mean age of childbearing by birth order
i at year t. We consider birth orders 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 + . Due to
the large annual fluctuations in the adjusted rates, a smoothed
version of the adjTFR is calculated using a three-year moving
average of the adjustment factors by each birth order to
increase stability in the time series.
Since the latest year’s observation is lost in the Bongaarts–Feeney adjustment, a crude estimate is calculated
to replace the lost value. We use the adjustment factor
ri (t)′ = MACi (t) − MACi (t − 1)
for the latest year’s observation, following Goldstein et al.
(2009), but emphasize that the crude estimate should be
read with caution. The crude estimate assumes that the
development in the mean age of childbearing will follow
roughly the same trend this year as that observed in the
previous year—which is, however, not necessarily true.

Appendix 2: Bayesian forecasting of cohort
fertility
The Bayesian forecasting method (Schmertmann et al.
2014) automatically includes uncertainty estimates, and
no explicit choice between the freeze rate approach and
the five-year extrapolation approach needs to be made in
the Bayesian framework. The Bayesian cohort fertility
forecasting method uses two separate non-overlapping
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subsets formed from the HFD: contemporary data and historical data. The contemporary data consist of ten complete
cohort schedules for Finnish cohorts born in 1964–73 and
30 incomplete schedules for Finnish cohorts born in
1974–2003, and the surface of the incomplete schedules is
to be forecasted. The historical data (Table A2) consist of
N = 648 complete cohort schedules for cohorts born in
high-income countries between 1900 and 1960, and is
used as a priori information about typical shapes of the
cohort fertility schedules and time-series trends in fertility
rates across countries.
The Bayesian model could be applied using either the
prior shape and the time series, or the prior time series
only. If the cohort fertility schedule of interest is not well
represented in the historical data, a model with prior
time series only may be preferable. Our results are based
on the prior shape and the time series, but a prior distribution with time-series penalties only did not substantially
change the results.
Table A2 The historical data set used to build the prior
information in the Bayesian forecasting model
Country
Austria
Bulgaria
Canada
Czechia
Estonia
Finland
France
Germany
West Germany
East Germany
Hungary
Lithuania
Netherlands
Portugal
Russia
Slovakia
Sweden
Switzerland
Great Britain
England and Wales
Scotland
Northern Ireland
USA

n
25
29
55
26
17
37
30
20
20
20
26
17
26
36
17
26
61
44
2
38
31
2
43

Birth cohorts
1936–60
1932–60
1906–60
1935–60
1944–60
1924–60
1931–60
1941–60
1941–60
1941–60
1935–60
1944–60
1935–60
1925–60
1944–60
1935–60
1900–60
1917–60
1959–60
1923–60
1930–60
1959–60
1918–60

Source: Human Fertility Database: Max Planck Institute for
Demographic Research (Germany) and Vienna Institute of
Demography (Austria). Available at www.humanfertility.org
(accessed 28 November 2019).

