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The Causes for the Recent Decline in
Japanese Fertility and its Prospect

Makoto AToH

Japanese fertility has declined dramatically since 1973: the crude birth rate has
decreased from 194 in 1973 to 12.8 per thousand population in 1983 and the total fertility
rate has decreasel from 2.14 to 1.74 between 1973 and 1981. It was shown by the
decomposition analysis of such decline in the crude birth rate that it was only partly
due to the change in marital fertility and mainly due to both the change in age structure
and the change in marital pattern.

The relative stability of marital fertility was also confirmed by the outcome from
the 8th National Fertility Survey held in 1982. The mean number of children ever born was
2.2 on average for the most recent completed familes, the same figure as having been
shown in the previous two NFS’s held in 1972 and 1977. In addition, the total intended
number of children for the young married couples who did not complete their fertility
was 2.3 on average. Also, most of the single, both male and female, responded that
they desired to have 2 or 3 children if thy got married.

On the other hand, the proportion married decreased in this decade due to the rise
in age at first marriage, which was brought about, in turn, partly by marriage squeeze
caused by the imbilance of the sex ratio among some age cohorts and mainly by the
rapid increase in ccllege enrollement rates in the latter half of the 1960’s and in the
first half of the 1970’s. Meanwhile, it was shown from the 8th NFS that almost all the
unmarried young inxtended to eventually get married in the “normative” marriageable
age.

The female age cohort that suffured marriage squeeze reached already the middle
of 30’s and the female cohort younger than this rather enjoys the relative advantage
against the male counterpart in a marriage market. Also, college enrollement rates
ceased to increase im the middle of the 1970’s.  Therefore, the rise in age at marriage
is expected to end soon. Given the universality of marriage desire among the unmarried
women of high 20’s, we can expect the rise in the proportion married for women of 25
to 34 above the previously prevalent level. Given the relative stability of fertility
behavior among the married, such rise in the proportion married would bring about the
rise in age-specific birth rates at relatively higher ages and, in result, the rise in the
total fertility rate. The adequacy of such prospects seems to be proved both by the
steady rise in the total first marriage rate since 1978 and by the upward turn of total
fertility rate since 1982.



