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Overview

The Great Recession has ruined the finances of millions of families and has had long-lasting impacts on
employment. But less is known about its social consequences, about how it affected the intimate lives of
the most disadvantaged — and in particular how it affected their fertility. Prior research has found that
fertility decisions are often disconnected from economic concerns. In a new paper, I find the opposite:
fertility falls in rvesponse to severe economic shocks among unmarried and teen women.' I show that
during the Great Recession, unmarried women increased their use of contraceptives and made use of
more effective contraceptive methods. My results suggest that the Great Recession decreased fertility
with consequences for the society as a whole.
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1. Introduction

The effects of the Great Recession are well-documented in macroeconomic indicators. The
unemployment rate skyrocketed, as did mortgage foreclosures and poverty rates. But less well-
documented are the immediate and long-term social consequences of the Great Recession, in
particular its effects on fertility rates. Recent research suggests that those effects may be large:
high levels of unemployment and foreclosures could be associated with a reduction on the
order of 5% to 10% in births in the United States.?

Social scientists have two traditional theories about how economic conditions affect fertility
decisions: some believe that fertility is directly related to economic resources, and that severe
economic conditions dramatically reduce the number of births; 3 others believe that fertility is
disconnected from economic resources, as women find little reason to delay fertility if they
have few prospects for economic success.*

The evidence for these hypotheses is mixed. Some studies (mostly ethnographic and
qualitative) find no impact of economic hardship on fertility.> Others have found that
economic hardship can delay the birth of the first child. Recently, one study suggested that
economic hardship could reduce the number of births.®

In a recent paper, I show that the Great Recession has reduced birth rates among unmarried
and teen women. This is partly due to the rise of contraceptive use, and to the use of more
effective contraceptive methods.

2. The Great Recession has reduced fertility among
teen and unmarried women

Among women, the Great Recession affected the fertility of unmarried and teen women the
most. I have tracked their annual fertility rates using a panel of vital statistics at the state level,
and compared those to state unemployment and foreclosure rates.”

I find that non-marital and teen fertility declined significantly with rising unemployment and
foreclosure rates during the years of the Great Recession.

Figure 1 shows that in states that were mildly hit by the Great Recession - such as North
Dakota and Nebraska - the fertility rates among unmarried women were relatively stable from
2002 to 2012. However, in states more severely hit by the Great Recession - such as Nevada
and Florida - the fertility rates of unmarried women fell between 2007 and 2013 and then
leveled off. For example, in Nevada, the fertility rate among unmarried women was just above
60 births per 1,000 women aged 15-44 in 2007 and was below 50 births per 1,000 women in
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2012. The same pattern is true for teen fertility, although the decline is less dramatic (see
Figure 1).

I estimate that nationally, the fertility rate declined from approximately 49 per 1,000 when
unemployment was 3% to 44 per 1,000 when unemployment was 11%. Let’s take a step back to
size these effects. From 1970 to 2008, the non-marital fertility rate increased steadily from 26
per 1,000 to 52 per 1,000, i.e. at a rate of an additional 0.67 births per 1,000 per year. The
reduction in number of births I estimate over the Great Recession is equivalent to the number
of births accounted for in 7.5 years of the historical increase in the non-marital fertility rate
from 1970 to 2008.

FIGURE 1 Annual Non-Marital and Teen Fertility Rates (per 1,000)
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Source: Schneider (2017).

3. Teen and unmarried women changed their
contraceptive use during the Great Recession

There are many potential channels through which the Great Recession could have reduced the
number of non-marital and teen births. The Great Recession may have increased stress-
induced miscarriages,® may have increased the number of women who terminate their
pregnancy due to economic pressure,® or may have changed women’s use of contraceptive
methods.*

Stress-induced miscarriages alone cannot plausibly account for the large declines in fertility
rates observed during the Great Recession. Rates of abortion have declined from 2002-2011,
with a low in 2011 among young and unmarried women," giving little support to the second
explanation. For these reasons, I focus on the latter explanation. Using data from the National
Survey of Family Growth, I measure the evolution in the probability of using any contraceptive
method month after month, the consistency of contraceptive use, and the effectiveness of the
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methods of contraception. The survey is nationally representative, with over-samples of
African Americans, Hispanics and teenagers. It contains detailed information on the
contraceptive use of 12,249 women across the US from June 2006 to June 2010.

Among unmarried women, I find that the Great Recession increased the probability of using
any contraceptive method from 66% to 70%. I also find that higher monthly rates of
foreclosure at the national level are associated with more consistent contraceptive use."
Worse economic conditions are also associated with the use of contraceptive methods that
present a lower risk of unintended pregnancy.

The correlation between the Great Recession and contraceptive use varies by race, ethnicity,
and nativity. I find that contraceptive use is highest among native-born White and Hispanic
women and among foreign-born Hispanic women. However, I do not find any association
between national foreclosure and unemployment rates on the contraceptive use of unmarried
Black women. It should be noted that other recent research, including my own,' suggests that
the Recession actually depressed the fertility of unmarried Black women, as a consequence of
changes in sexual activity, miscarriage, or abortion.

Among teen women as a whole, I do not find any evidence that the Great Recession changed
their contraceptive use. However, I am able to detect some modest relationship between
national foreclosure and unemployment rates on contraceptive practices for White native-born
teens. They are more likely to use any contraceptive method, to use it consistently, and to use
more effective methods in times of economic hardship.

4. Conclusion

The effects of the Great Recession did not stop at lost jobs, depressed income and increased
foreclosures. The Great Recession also shaped fundamental aspects of household life courses. I
show that the Great Recession depressed fertility among unmarried and teenage women, in
part through affecting contraceptive use.

This research adds to a growing body of evidence that economic hardship affects fertility.
Whether the Great Recession had a lasting effect on fertility rates, in particular teen and non-
marital fertility, will need more investigation. The slow recovery, continued economic hardship
of low-income women, and the introduction of the Affordable Care Act may all contribute to a
prolonged reduction in fertility rates. And those women who delayed fertility during the
Recession may have lower lifetime fertility rates. The relationship between economic hardship
and fertility is certainly more nuanced than previous scholarship has suggested.

—Daniel Schneider is an Assistant Professor at the University of California, Berkeley. Contact:
djschneider@econ.berkeley.edu
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