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The pandemic of the new coronavirus (COVID-19) constitutes not only a sanitary
emergency, but also an unprecedented social and economic crisis. It has brought
about increased levels of unemployment, an economic downturn, and amplified
uncertainty about the future. Demographers are thus monitoring how family dynam-
ics may change in response to the crisis, as the deterioration of economic conditions,
labour market uncertainty, general societal uncertainty, and negative expectations
about the future have all been associated with delays in childbearing (Alderotti et al.,
2019; Boberg-Fazli¢ et al., 2017; Comolli & Vignoli, 2021; Lappegérd et al., 2021;
Marteleto et al., 2020; Matysiak et al., 2020; Sobotka et al., 2011; Vignoli et al.,
2020). Thus, reductions of the total fertility rate can be expected in Canada and
other developed nations, at least in the short term (Aassve, et al. 2020). In addition,
as a consequence of fertility postponement, mean age at first birth in Canada has
been increasing over the past decades, reaching 29.4 years in 2019 (Statistics Can-
ada, 2020a), making Canada a “late-late fertility” country, which exhibited a record
low fertility rate of 1.47 children per woman in 2019 (Statistics Canada, 2020a). In
this context, any delays in childbearing due to the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly
among older women, could have a negative effect not only on period fertility rates
but also on cohort-completed fertility.

1 How Does Labour Market Uncertainty Affect Fertility
at the Individual Level?

Increased unemployment and the deterioration of labour market conditions are one
of the main reasons why the COVID-19 crisis could impact fertility intentions and
behaviour. After reaching a record high of 13.7% in May 2020 (Statistics Canada,
2020b), and remaining above 9% between March and December 2020, the unem-
ployment rate has decreased in 2021 (Statistics Canada, 2021b). However, the
unemployment rate has remained higher than its pre-pandemic level, at 7.8%, in
June 2021 (Statistics Canada, 2021b). The employment rate and self-employment
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also increased since March 2020 but remained below pre-pandemic levels by June
2021, whereas the underutilization rate remained higher, an indication that more
people than before the start of the pandemic are working less than half their usual
hours, searching for a job, in temporary lay-offs, or wanting to be employed but
not finding a job (Statistics Canada, 2021b). All these indicators point to increased
labour market uncertainty and precariousness, which have been negatively linked to
fertility behaviour.

Before the pandemic, a meta-analysis of the impacts of unemployment and tem-
porary employment on fertility in Europe showed that individuals who experienced
episodes of unemployment tended to delay births (Alderotti et al., 2019), consist-
ently with the fact that unemployment results in a loss of income and increased
uncertainty about future job prospects. This was particularly true of male unem-
ployment and affected births of all ranks (the first birth and subsequent ones). Fur-
thermore, the study showed that the impact of unemployment episodes on fertility
became more negative throughout the period from 1970 to 2015.

On the other hand, women in some countries took advantage of periods of unem-
ployment as a time to carry out their fertility plans and have children in that moment,
as time for childbearing and childrearing became more available and the opportunity
costs diminished. However, this was not true in the countries hardest hit by the 2008
Great Recession in Southern Europe such as Italy or Spain, which were also those
with the lowest fertility rates.

Having a temporary job was also found to be negatively associated with child-
bearing, particularly among women and for second and subsequent births, which
was interpreted to be due to the added financial burden of expanding the family.
Among men, having a temporary job had less of an impact on births, which was
interpreted in the context of the male breadwinner model: to start or expand a fam-
ily, having a job, regardless of its characteristics, is better than having none.

The evidence for Canada only refers to high income, dual earner families
(research hasn’t covered educational attainment mainly those with higher educa-
tional levels and higher income (Marshall, Burd, & Burrows, 2021). In Canada, tele-
working was more prevalent in high income, two-earner families (Statistics Canada,
2021c). This greater compatibility between professional careers and childrearing
could partially offset the negative impact of labour market uncertainty on fertility,
at least among the groups which most benefited from the advantages of teleworking.

2 The Effects of Economic Downturns on Fertility Rates

Economic crises, as they translate into a reduction in GDP growth and an increase
in unemployment, can impact fertility intentions and fertility behaviour even when
individuals are not personally affected by the loss of a job or income. In times of
uncertainty about the economic future and the stability of the labour market, indi-
viduals might become risk averse and avoid any long-term commitments, of which
having a child is the most irreversible one. Negative expectations about the future
may lead many families to postpone childbearing plans until times of greater cer-
tainty (Sobotka et al., 2011).
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Evidence for some subnational regions of the USA and Germany point to a
decrease in fertility rates during the 1929 Great Depression (Kluesener & Lerch,
2020). More recent examples of declines in fertility following a recession can be
found in Europe and in the USA during and after the Great Recession of 2008—-2009.
Fertility rates decreased and then stagnated in most European regions, particularly
those most affected by the recession, reversing in some cases the trends observed the
first years of the 2000s towards increasing fertility. Matysiak et al. (2020) recently
explored the impact of this recession on fertility in 28 European countries, focus-
ing on the impact of unemployment, long-term unemployment, and GDP decline
on fertility at the aggregate level. Unemployment increases had a significant effect,
decreasing fertility rates. Moreover, the effect was even more negative during the
period of the recession than before its start, suggesting that the impact of unemploy-
ment on fertility behaviour may be magnified during times of recessions (Matysiak
et al., 2020).

3 The Role of Fundamental Uncertainty

While the European economy recovered after the recession, in many countries, fer-
tility did not. This is especially true of some Nordic countries, where the effects
of the Great Recession were mild and where fertility decline continued after 2014,
when the macroeconomic conditions improved. This led some researchers to focus
on the presence of “fundamental uncertainty” regarding the future and its impact
on childbearing behaviour. Their argument is that fundamental uncertainty regard-
ing the future of the economy, but also of politic systems at a global level, can enter
the narratives of individuals regardless of their experiences in the labour market. As
“narratives of uncertainty” become widespread, births are delayed, even when the
economy is going well (Comolli & Vignoli, 2021; Lappegéard et al., 2020; Vignoli
et al., 2020).

A study of the effects of a financial crisis in Italy in 2011-2012 showed an asso-
ciation between increased googling of the financial term “spread” (an indicator of
the lack of confidence in the financial system) and a sharp decline in births 9 months
after. The estimated reduction in lagged births as a consequence of these “narratives
of uncertainty” was between 2.5 and 5% (Comolli & Vignoli, 2021).

4 Observed Effects of COVID-19 on Fertility

Evidence for several European countries shows that fertility plans were indeed
revised during the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic, as very large proportions
of the younger population—under 34 years old—reported delaying or abandon-
ing their conceiving projects they had previously planned up to February 2020 in
Italy, Germany, France, Spain, and the UK (Luppi et al., 2020). Fertility plans also
changed among women in the USA during the pandemic; a survey conducted by
the Guttmacher Institute found that about a third (34%) of women reported wanting
later births or fewer children because of the pandemic (Lindberg et al., 2020). These
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proportions were higher among non-Hispanic Black and Hispanic groups, among
LGBTQ + women, and among those with low household income.

There is also recent evidence for developed countries that monthly birth rates
declined in several national contexts starting in November 2020, compared to the
same month of the preceding year (Sobotka et al., 2021). In the USA, births in
December 2020 dropped by 8%, whereas in 15 countries of the European Union,
births declined on average by 3% in October 2020, 5% in November 2020, and 8% in
December 2020. In some countries, such as Spain, the declines were more dramatic,
with births falling by 20% in December 2020 and January 2021. However, in other
European countries such as Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands, and Norway, no
changes to previous trends in monthly birth rates were observed for December 2020
and January 2021 (Sobotka et al., 2021). Evidence at the county-level for the USA
shows an overall annual decline in births in 2020 of 3.8%, where reductions in births
were observed throughout the country, and steeper declines were detected in coun-
ties with higher prevalence of COVID-19 infections and in counties where mobility
diminished the most (Cohen, 2021).

Little is yet known for Canada regarding possible changes in fertility intentions
or behaviour associated with the COVID-19 pandemic. Some preliminary data for
British Columbia shows that births reported in December 2020 declined by 6.9%
compared with the same month in the preceding year (BC Vital Statistics Agency,
2021a, b), as well as a decline of 4.9% in births reported in January 2021 compared
with the same month in 2020 (BC Vital Statistics Agency, 2021b, c).l However,
such declines are not observed after January 2021: births increased in March (3.7%)
and May (5.8%). A decrease of over 2% in the year-over-year monthly births also
occurred between May and October of 2020. This could be explained by the impact
of COVID-19 on border closures, refraining pregnant new immigrants and non-per-
manent residents from landing in Canada. Combined with an already declining fer-
tility, that could have caused a higher than usual decrease in births in 2020 in British
Columbia.

In Quebec, reported annual births observed in 2020 declined by 3% compared
with annual births for 2019% (Institut de la Statistique du Québec, 2021a). The prov-
ince’s fertility rate also fell from 1.57 in 2019 to 1.52 in 2020 (Institut de la Statis-
tique du Québec, 2021b), with declines mainly occurring in the second portion of
2020 (Statistics Canada, 2021a).> Also, Quebec vital statistics provided to Statis-
tics Canada for the population estimates* show that births for the first quarter of

! Author’s calculations based on BC Vital Statistics Agency “Births by Local Health Area” reports for
2019, 2020 and 2021.

2 Author’s calculations based on the report “Naissances, décés, accroissement naturel et mariages par
MRC, Québec, 2002-2020", Institut National de la Statistique, 2021.

3 Author’s calculations based on “Estimates of the components of natural increase, quarterly”, Statistics
Canada, 2021a.

4 Quebec and British Columbia are the only two provinces to provide their own vital statistics data every
quarter.
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2021 were 2.7% lower compared to the same quarter a year ago (Statistics Canada,
202121).5 With the exception of Yukon, no data from vital statistics is yet available
for the other Canadian provinces and territories.

A mediating variable to changes in fertility behaviour is possible changes in fam-
ily formation and dissolution dynamics during the pandemic. Although it is still too
early to tell whether the pandemic might have had an effect on union dissolution,
there are some indicators that union formation might have been delayed in 2020, at
least concerning marriages. Data for Quebec shows that marriages halved between
2019 and 2020 in the province; whereas 22,284 marriages were observed in 2019,
and only 11,306 were registered in 2020 (Institut de la Statistique du Québec,
2021a). The impact of such a reduction in marriage could have been offset by child-
bearing in common-law unions.

5 Recuperation of Fertility in the Medium and Long Term

Experiences from past economic and sanitary crises have shown that a proportion
of the births that are postponed in times of upheaval are caught up with later on
(Boberg-Fazli¢ et al., 2017; Kluessener & Lerch, 2020). Individuals might wait until
times are less uncertain before going forward with births that were already planned.
The total fertility rate is a snapshot indicator, which reflects how many children
women would have on average, over their lifetime, if fertility conditions at the time
of observation persisted during their entire reproductive life. That is why we can
expect a reduction of fertility rates during a period of crisis, followed by an uptick
once the crisis is over: births that were postponed can be “caught up” with, if repro-
ductive plans and ideals remain intact, provided there is enough fecund time left.

However, it is possible that a part of these “missed” births might not material-
ise. In the context of the second demographic transition, in many Western coun-
tries, including Canada, births were postponed even before the pandemic, as women
develop their professional and educational paths before entering motherhood.
Even births at age 40 and older have increased in the past few decades, represent-
ing an increasing share of first births (Beaujouan, 2020). In 2014, it was estimated
that 3.6% of all births in Canada were to mothers aged 40 and older (Beaujouan &
Sobotka, 2019). However, at age 40 and older, an important proportion of births are
the result of assisted reproductive technology (Beaujouan, 2020); the use of such
technology has been impacted by clinics closures and other restrictions during the
pandemic.

Only time will tell if the generations impacted by the COVID-19 crisis will have
the same number of children they were planning to have, but at a later time, or if their
ideal number of children changed in these circumstances. If some adults decided to
forego childbearing altogether as a response to the new challenges brought about by
the pandemic and its associated economic crisis, younger generations might be more

5 Author’s calculations based on “Estimates of the components of natural increase, quarterly”, Statistics
Canada, 2021a.
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likely to remain childless. Research about changes in fertility intentions before and
after the pandemic will be of crucial importance to understand this key aspect of
childbearing dynamics.

In this context, Statistics Canada is conducting a new survey, the Canadian
Social Survey (CSS®), which collects information on emerging social issues every
3 months. Several waves of the CSS contain modules on changes in relationships
since the start of the pandemic in March 2020 (such as starting or ending common-
law unions, marriages and living apart together relationships), as well as a mod-
ule on changing fertility intentions due to the COVID-19 pandemic, which was first
developed by the Guttmacher Institute (Lindberg et al., 2020). This module allows
estimating not only whether fertility intentions changed in terms of timing of births,
but also whether the intended number of children was affected, that is, whether indi-
viduals are now planning to have either fewer or more children. A question about the
intended total number of children is also asked, allowing for comparisons with the
same question in the 2017 General Social Survey (Family Cycle). The first wave of
the CSS was conducted between April and June 2021, and the dataset is expected to
be released during the fall of 2021. At a later time, the dataset will be linked with
administrative data, which will allow assessing the role of policy measures such as
the Canada Emergency Response Benefit (CERB) to potentially offset some of the
negative labour market impacts.
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