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The main purpose of this paper is to examine how and to what extent age at first 
marriage and birth intervals are associated with each other and related to socio-economic 
background of individuals in a Korean context. The empirical data used for the current 
analysis are from the 1974 Korean National Fertility Survey conducted in connection with 
the World Fertility Survey. 

Major findings are: (1) In Korea marriage is generally known to signify the start of 
constant union and childbearing. It is also generally believed that the timing of births is 
a major factor affecting the completed family size and thus population growth. (2) In 
contrast to the case of the Western countries, the first birth interval in Korea decreases 
with increasing age at first marriage and is shorter among the higher social status group. 
However, the intervals of later births reveal no socio-economic relationships similar to 
that observed in the Western societies. (3) The mean nUlI/ber of children ever born 
de,creases with delay in age at first birth. However since Korean women tend to have their 
first birth as soon as possible after marriage and the intervals of the second birth onwards 
tend to have little variation by age at first marriage, age at first marriage is still found 

to playa crucial role in determining the level of fertility in Korea. 

Introdudion 

Arithmetically, it is easy to demonstrate that, other things being equal, a family in which 
all women marry at age 15 and produce daughters every five years until age 40 will have 
more than five times as many female members after a period of 80 years compared with a 
family in which all women marry at age 25 and also produce daughters every five years until 
age 40. A family in which all women marry at age 20 and produce daughters every four 
years until age 40 will have three times as many female members after a period of 80 years 
than a family in which all women marry also at age 20 and produce daughters every six 
years until age 40. 

If a woman gives birth to her daughters at 5-year intervals after marriage until age 40, 
her total female descendants after 80 years (assuming the length of every female's life is 
between 60 and 70) would be 66 if age at first marriage is 15, 24 with age at first marriage 
20, and 13 with age at first marriage 25. And, if a woman marries at age 20, her female 
decendants in 80 years would be 40 if she gives birth to daughters at every 4 years until age 
40; it would be 24 when the birth interval is 5 years, and 13 when it is 6 years. Even if 
women have the same number of births during their life span and marry at the same age, 
those who have the shorter birth intervals will have more descendants over a fixed period 
of time. If every female marries at the same age and has 2 daughters in her life and the 
length of her life span is 60 years, the famale population will change according to the average 
birth interval as shown in Table 1. 

* This is a substantialIy revised edition of a part of" Age at First Marriage and Fertility in Korea", 
submitted for the degree of Master of Arts in Demography to the Australian National University, 
Canberra in 1981. 
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Table 1. Hypothesized Female Population Growth under Varying Assumptions 
on Birth Interval and Ages at First Marriage 

Age at First Length of Years Since the First Female Born 

Marriage Birth Interval 40 80 110 130 150 

Size of Female Population 
15 6 3 13 25 52 101 

8 3 10 22 29 55 

25 4 3 6 12 23 29 
6 3 6 11 14 24 

It is very clear that, in theory, age at first marriage and birth intervals influence population 
growth directly. However, for a number of reasons, the impact of later marriage and longer 
birth intervals on fertility may in fact never reach the limits that these hypothetical schemes 
suggest. These reasons include: the deliberate use of contraception and abortion to control 
fertility; extra-marital pregnancies, cultural norms regulating reproductive behaviour, and 
socio-economic conditions that influence fertility differently at various ages. Also, age at 
first marriage and birth intervals may not be independent of each other as assumed in the 
above hypothetical discussions. The main purpose of this paper is thus to examine how and 
to what extent these two basic components of fertility are associated with each other and 
related to socio-economic background of individuals in a Korean context. Through this, 
we may be able to evaluate indirectly their actual importance as factors in ultimate fertility 
and population growth. The empirical data used for the current analysis are from the 
1974 Korean National Fertility Survey conducted in connection with the World Fertility 
Survey (EPB & KIEP, 1977: 32-37). 

Age at First Marriage and the Timing of Births 

As mentioned above, the timing of births is of-everincreasing importance in the analysis 
of fertility. The spacing pattern and its changes are not only significant for the analysis and 
the evaluation of period changes in fertility from one year to the next, bur also provide us. 
with an insight into the ultimate average family size of cohorts (Moors, 1974: 85). More
over, whether women in a society have their children when they are young or delay births, 
whether the period of childbearing is concentrated or extended, and whether the reproduc
tion is completed in one or in more than one phase should have different implications for 
the future population growth of the society, even if these differences result in the same 
number of children for both individual women and their aggregate (U.N., 1976: 66). 

The pattern of timing of the first nuptial confinement by duration of marriage is found 
to have been rather uniform in all countries under observation (Prioux-Marchal, 1974: 
cited in Ruzicka, 1976: 529) and almost constant over a prolonged period of time. In Korea, 
although the pattern is not as salient as those of the Western countries, the proportion of 
women bearing their first child increases with the passage of marriage duration, and a 
minor peak in the proportion is seen between the third and sixth months. Then the propor
tion decreases to a minimum level and ascend again afterward to form a second peak be
tween the tenth and twelfth months, descending slowly but consistently thereafter (Figure 
1). 

Some deviations in the pattern are usually observed when it is controlled for a single 
demographic determinant, the age at first marriage (Ruzicka, 1976: 529). In Korea, it is 
observed that the height of the early peak becomes more salient with increasing age at 
first marriage, as shown in Figure 1. This pattern is opposite to that of the Western coun-
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Figure 1. Distribution of Women Who Have Passed 5 or More Years since First Marriage by 
the Interval between First Marriage and First Birth-for Various Age at First 

Marriage Groups (in single month) 
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Source: The 1974 Korean Fertility Survey 

tries. The second peak of the first nuptial confinement on a marriage duration scale shows a 
range of proportion from 2.9 percent for women married at age under 18 to 9.7 percent for 
those married at 22 or more. A higher second peak for those marrying later is also evident 
in the Western countries. 

The early first peak is not much noticed, while the second peak is pronounced except for 
women in the youngest age at first marriage group. This suggests that premarital pregnancies 
have been very infrequent in Korea regardless of age at first marriage which, in turn, is 
known to have been influenced by the traditional New-Confucianism principles. Although 
being :mggestive of the extent of the impact of age at first marriage upon the timing of 
births, particularly the first births, the above analysis is neither definitive nor conclusive. 
A more refined measure to deal with this problem is to examine the differentials in birth 
interva.ls by age at first marriage for each parity of births. Beside birth intervals, the level 
of fertility is also a function of parity progression. However, this study confines to the 
analysis of differential intervals between two successive births, ignoring the influence of 
parity progression on the level of fertility on an aggregate level (and individual birth 
intervals) since many studies have already dealt with the parity progression ratios as a 
measure of fertility (Park, 1976; Cheong & Han, 1977; Lee & Han, 1978). Particularly for 
the first birth, whether a woman (or a couple) had the first birth is not a critical factor in 
examining the aggregate level of fertility in Korea for almost every woman married had at 
least oille birth within four or five years of marriage (Presser, 1971: 331; Park, Choi & 
Kwon, 1979: 128), Now let us first examine the differences in interval between the timings 
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Table 2. Distribution of Women Wbo Have Passed Five or More Years Since First 
Marriage According to the Interval Between First Marriage and First Birth 

by Age at First Marriage and Years Since First Marriage 

Age at First Marriage First Birth Interval (months) 
and Years Since 
First Marriage Negative 0-7 8-11 12-17 18-23 24-35 3~7 48+ No N 

Child 

(1) Years since first marriage: Total 
Total 1.2 4.3 17.6 23.3 14.6 16.4 8.0 13.2 1.4 4233 

<18 0.8 1.0 6.7 14.3 11.8 23.9 13.2 26.7 1.5 1165 
18-19 0.7 3.2 14.2 25.0 17.0 18.6 8.3 11.2 1.3 1085 
20-21 1.3 5.1 20.7 29.0 17.2 12.6 5.7 7.3 1.1 985 

22+ 2.2 8.6 31.1 26.2 12.9 9.0 3.1 5.3 1.6 998 
(2) Years since first Marriage: 5-9 

Total 10.7 28.3 26.8 14.1 11.1 4.3 3.5 1.4 1028 
<20 7.5 14.5 29.4 18.0 17.5 7.5 3.9 1.8 228 

20-21 9.5 26.5 .28.6 13.6 12.9 4.4 3.1 1.4 294 
22+ 12.7 35.6 24.5 12.6 7.1 2.8 3.6 1.2 506 

(3) Years since first marriage: 10-14 
Total 6.7 21.l 29.5 15.2 13.4 5.7 6.6 1.7 814 

<20 5.9 16.5 26.7 13.4 19.9 7.6 8.5 1.3 236 
20-21 5.3 20.4 29.6 19.0 12.7 5.3 6.7 1.1 284 

22+ 8.8 25.5 31.6 12.9 8.8 4.4 5.1 2.7 294 
(4) Years since first Marriage: 15-19 

Total 4.6 17.7 27.0 16.3 15.7 6.6 10.9 1.2 808 
<18 2.7 8.1 22.5 12.6 20.7 10.8 20.7 1.8 111 

19-20 2.8 13.3 27.0 18.2 18.2 8.4 10.9 1.1 285 
21-22 5.4 18.3 32.4 18.7 11.1 5.3 7.6 1.1 262 

22+ 8.0 32.0 20.7 11.3 15.3 2.0 9.3 1.3 150 
(5) Years since first Marriage: 20+ 

Total 2.1 8.8 15.9 13.8 21.7 12.3 23.9 1.3 1583 
<18 0.9 5.7 11.9 12.2 24.8 13.7 29.2 1.7 945 

19-20 2.9 13.3 21.1 15.3 18.9 11.2 16.4 1.1 445 
20+ 6.2 14.0 22.3 18.7 13.5 7.8 15.5 0.5 193 

Source: The 1974 Korean National Fertility Survey 

of first marriage and first birth by age at first marriage, controlling for years since first 
marriage. 

The distribution of women by the first birth interval, age at first marriage, and years 
since first marriage is presented in Table 2. A marked concentration of the first birth in
terval is observed in 12 through 17 months for all groups of years since first marriage except 
the oldest age at first marriage group, that of 22 or more years. With the increase of age 
at first marriage the degree of concentration is getting stronger and the concentration is 
found in an earlier interval. For example, the degree of concentration of the first births is 
most marked with women manied at age 22 or more (31.3 percent between 8 and 11 
months). The tendency is diametrically opposed in the youngest age at first marriage group 
(less than 18 years). This pattern can be found in all groups of women regardless of the 
years since first marriage. This clearly indicates that women who marry at older ages have. 
their first birth quicker. If this pattern of differential birth interval continues for the suc
cessive births, the net impact of age at marriage upon fertility would ultimately be reduced 
to a insignificant degree. 

Table 3 presents the proportions of women who had the first through fourth birth among 
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Table 3. Cumulative Per Cent Having A Birth upto Selected Times Since First Marriage 
or the Preceding Birth for First through Fourth Birth by Age at First Marriage· 

Age at First Months Since First Marriage or Preceding Birth 

Marriage 12 18 24 30 36 42 48 N 

(1) First Birth 
Total 23.9 47.3 62.0 71.2 78.1 82.3 85.9 4469 

<18 8.5 23.0 34.9 47.2 58.9 65.0 72.0 1175 
18--19 18.7 43.6 60.6 72.2 79.1 84.6 87.7 1116 
20--21 27.4 56.7 73.6 81.1 86.1 89.4 91.8 1035 

22+ 41.7 57.6 80.9 85.9 89.6 91.3 93.1 1143 
(2) Se<:ond Birth 

Total 1.1 8.6 28.0 49.5 67.2 78.5 84.5 4113 
<18 1.1 5.8 19.7 38.0 56.3 70.7 79.7 1142 

18--19 1.0 7.7 26.9 48.1 65.6 78.1 83.9 1060 
20--21 0.7 7.5 30.4 54.4 73.5 83.6 87.4 944 

22+ 1.7 14.0 36.6 59.9 75.5 83.2 88.0 967 
(3) Th:.rd Birth 

Total 1.1 5.0 18.3 42.4 62.4 75.7 83.4 3510 
<18 1.4 5.3 16.6 37.1 56.8 71.5 81.4 1085 

18-19 1.2 4.7 17.7 42.4 46.2 68.6 76.6 946 
20-21 0.5 3.8 18.6 47.1 67.9 79.6 85.3 778 

22+ 1.1 6.2 21.2 45.3 62.4 74.0 80.0 701 
(4) Fourth Birth 

Total 1.1 5.3 15.2 36.4 55.7 68.5 75.3 2841 
<18 1.3 5.3 15.0 34.7 57.6 74.0 81.1 1006 

18-19 1.2 5.7 15.6 37.7 57.9 70.0 67.7 815 
20-21 0.8 4.6 15.3 37.5 55.5 66.3 72.8 600 

22+ 1.0 5.8 14.6 36.3 47.3 55.4 62.1 420 

• Included are only those women who have passed 4 years at least since first marriage or the 
prece:ding birth. 

Source:' The 1974 Korean National Fertility Survey. 

those passed 4 years at least since the first marriage or the previous birth by age at first 
marriage and the order of births} The table shows that the difference in birth intervals 
among different age at first marriage groups decreases after the second birth: Comparing 
women with age at first marriage less than 18 to those with 22 or more, the difference of the 
cumula.tive percentage of women who had births up to the 30th month is 39 percentage 
points for the first birth, and while the difference becomes narrower with later births. It 
ultimately disappears at the fourth birth. The average interval between the first marriage 
and th~: first birth ranges between a low of 18 'and a high of 39 months depending upon age 
at first marriage. (Table 4)2 The use of averages may be somewhat deceptive, however_ for 
the distributions are highly skewed. For example, the mean first birth interval is 26 months 
for all women who have passed 4 years or more since first marriage, while more than 60 
percent of women had the first births before they had been married for 26 months. In fact, 
50 percent of women had the first birth within 19 months of marriage (this is the median 
value of the first birth intervals). The mode is placed in a lower interval, which is reported 

1. If all ever-married women are included some should have married or a birth of the given order 
only recently. For analytical purposes, it is better to restrict the tabulation to women who ex
perienced marriage or the birth of the given order at least four years ago. The cumulative percent 
having a birth within four years is 80 percent or more. 

2. In discussing the interval between marriage and first birth, it should also be noted that births 
occurring before marriage would have negative intervals (Whe}ston, Campbell and Patterson, 
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Table 4. Mean Birth Interval Since First Marriage or the Preceding Birth by Age at First 
Marriage and Years Since First Marriage· 

Age at First Years Since First Marriage 

Marriage 4-9 10-14 15-19 20+ Total 
Mean 

(1) First Birth 
Total 17.3 21.5 24.6 37.1 26.5 4345 

<18 22.0 29.4 31.0 41.2 39.0 1148 
18-19 19.8 21.4 25.0 30.2 25.5 1093 
20-21 17.5 22.5 22.8 34.2 22.5 1009 

22+ 15.9 19.1 22.1 (24.3) 17.9 1095 
(2) Second Birth 

Total 26.8 31.1 32.1 38.1 33.0 3973 
<18 (26.8) (32.4) 32.8 38.4 37.1 1114 

18-19 26.6 31.4 31.3 36.7 33.2 1029 
20-21 27.4 31.0 33.0 39.6 31.8 913 

22+ 26.0 30.6 31.3 (40.3) 28.9 917 
(3) Third Birth 

Total 28.8 32.2 33.4 36.3 33.8 3305 
<18 (27.5) 34.8 34.3 37.1 36.5 1045 

18-19 31.2 30.7 32.8 35.4 33.5 904 
20-21 28.5 31.5 33.2 34.5 32.1 730 

22+ 28.4 33.3 34.3 (33.8) 31.8 626 
(4) Fourth Birth 

Total 27.6 32.1 35.6 35.4 34.6 2455 
<18 (31.8) 37.4 36.0 35.9 944 

18-19 32.6 35.2 33.8 34.0 712 
20-21 (32.6) 32.8 33.9 34.8 33.6 500 

22+ (25.4) 30.9 38.2 (41.3) 33.7 299 

* (1) Included are only those women who have passed 4 years at least snice first marriage or the 
preceding bith and have had the nth birth. 

(2) Negative intervals are not included for first births. 
(3)( ) refers to figures based on less than 50 cases and an asterisk to figures based on less 

than 10 cases. 
Source: The 1974 KOlean National Fertility Survey. 

as 10 months. The relationship between these values of central tendencies and the distri
bution of first birth intervals is seen more clearly in Figure 2. The reason for such a higher 
mean value than the median and mode is, of course, that a large proportion of couples 
-delayed the first birth for a significant period of time after marriage. The proportion of 
-couples who had their first birth after 4 years of marriage is reported to have been 13.2 
:percent (Table 2). 

It is important to note from Tables 2 and 4 that the interval length has been getting pro
gressively shorter over time for every parity of births when controlled for age at marriage; 
that is, the intervals have been shorter for the more recent marriage cohorts. In other words, 
it is indicated that years since first marriage is a more distinct factor than age at first mar-

1966: 322). The calculation here has been restricted to births occurring after marriage. Hence, 
if the negative intervals were included, the mean number of months from marriage to first birth 
would have been slightly lower than the 26 months shown here. However, only 1.2 percent 
(Table 2) of women with births reported that their first birth occurred before marriage. Therefore 
the influence of negative intervals to the total average will be negligible (Lee, Park and Choi, 
1978; Cho, Arnold and Kwon, 1982: 75-76). 
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Figure 2. Distribution of Women Who Have Passed 5 or More Years since First Marriage 
According to the Interval between First Marriage and First Birth-by 

marriage duration (in single month) 

(Per cent) 

7.0 

6.0 

5.0 

4.0 

3.0 

2.0 

1.0 

o 
I 
2 

I 
4 

I I 
'6 ·8 

Mode (10) 

t 

I 
10 12 

I 
14 

Source: The 1974 Korean National Fertility Survey 

Median (19) 

t 

J6 Ji; :20 
I 

:22 

Mean ~6) 

~ 

24 26 28 30 

riage in determining birth intervals in general. The apparent relationship between age at 
fust marriage and birth interval from the second parity onwards based on the data for all 
women irrespective of marriage duration disappears if the individual marriage duration 
.groups are examined separately. This suggests that the observed relationship for all women 
-can be explained by the differential composition of marriage durations by age at first 
marriage. 

Age at first marriage, therefore, appears to have influenced only the first birth interval 
and not the subsequent intervals. The following are the most probable reasons for this: 

(i) The proportion of women who married before menarche, which is generally defined 
as around age 15 (Lucas, 1980C: 65), is much smaller for all ever-married (6.4 %) 
women than that for the women married before 18 years of age (28.8 %).3 

(ii) The proportions having had a subsequent birth within four years from the previous 
birth remain about the same for all parities for women married at young ages; 
while these proportions decrease with an increasing birth order for women married 
at older ages (Table 3). This may be explained by the fact that a significant portion 
of women at an earlier age at first marriage controlled their fertility at higher birth 
orders, while for most women married at a relatively late age the second, third and 
fourth births within four years after the previous confinement can be considered to 
reflect "natural" fertility. 

(iii) The proportions of confinements after 4 years since first marriage or the preceding 

3. The proportions are calculated from Table 1.1.1 and 1.1.2 of The 1974 Korean National Fertility 
Survey, First Report (B.P.B. and K.I.F.P., 1977: T 213- T 217). 
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Table 5. Per Cent of Women Who Had Births After 4 Years Since First Marriage or Preceding 
Birth by Age at First Marriage 

Age at First Marriage 

< 18 18-19 20-21 22+ 
Marriage to 1st Birth 26.5 108 7.0 4.8 
1st Birth to 2nd Birth 17.8 12.9 9.3 6.9 
2nd Birth to 3rd Birth 14.9 9.0 8.5 9.3 
3rd Birth to 4th Birth 12.8 10.4 10.5 9.3 

Source: The 1974 Korean National Fetility Survey. 

birth increase with the increasing birth order for the later age at first marriage 
groups. The reverse is true for the earlier age at first marriage groups (Table 5). 
This again appears to be related with the differential patterns of fertility control 
in accordance with the age at first marriage. 

In sum, this section has examined the differential patterns of the timing and intervals of 
the first to fourth births in terms of age at first marriage. The analysis has confirmed that 
age at first marriage is a crucial factor in the timing of births. The timing, however, may be 
expected to vary according to the socio-economic background of women. For this, socio
economic differentials in birth intervals, controlling for age at first marriage, will be ex
amined below. 

Socio-Economic Differentials in Birth Intervals 

Many studies have established the relationship between family size and such basic socio
economic characteristics of women and their husbands as family income, occupational 
status, and educational level. Some demonstrated significant relationships between birth 
intervals and such variables. Pakrasi and Malaker (1973: 103-110), who studied the nature 
of the distribution of the average number of months between effective marriage and first 
birth within and between social classes in India, concluded that the average first birth 
interval declined steadily with an increasing age at first marriage in all social classes and 
that the couples of Calcutta with higher status and better educated revealed a pattern of 
family building behaviour, just after consummation of marriage, which hardly differed from 
that of their counterparts in relatively lower social strata. Whelpton, Campbell and Patterson 
(1966: 320-327), baded on a study of socio-economic differences in age at first marriage 
and the timing of births for 18-39-year-old white wives in the United states, concluded 
that the couples in the different socio-economic groups differ mainly in the timing when they 
start their families, but show approximately the same birth intervals for the births of later 
parties. 

Socio-economic differences in birth spacing in Korea for the parties up to the fourth are 
shown in Table 6. On the whole, socio-economic differences in the first birth interval are 
pronounced. Among them, most marked differences are shown in terms of the level of 
educational attainment. The socio-economic differences tend to be less pronounced, how
ever, among women married at older ages. As is the case of India (Pakrasi and Malaker, 
1973: 107), a shorter first birth interval is observed in Korea in an older age at first marri
age and higher social status group: Women who are living or grew up in a city, with higher 
education or whose husband's are white collar workers reveal a shorter interval. The situa
tion is reversed in most Western countries where the higher the status, the longer is the 
interval. Those differential patterns are clearly linked with the group differences in the 
timing of the first use of contraception and the effectiveness of the contraceptive use early 
in marriage (Whelpton, Campbell and Patterson, 1966: 325; U.N., 1976: 75). The second, 
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Table 6. Mean Birth Interval Since First Marriage or The Preceding Birth by Age at 
Marriage and Selected Socio-Economic Characteristics· 

Age at First 
Marriage 

Birth 
Less than 20 years 

SelecWd Interval Marriage 1st 2nd 
to 

3rd 

3rd 
to 

4th 

Characteristics to 
1st 

Total Mean 32.4 
No. of Respondents 2241 
(1) Current Place of Residence 

City 30.9 
Town & Village 33.4 

(2) Childhood Type of Residence 
City 26.6 
Town & Village 33.1 

(3) Level of Education 
Less than middle 

school 
Middle School & 

higher 
(4) Religion 

Buddhist 
Christian 
None or others 

(5) Pattern of Work 
Current 
Before & after 
Marriage but not 

33.4 

23.5 

31.3 
30.6 
33.1 

33.5 

current 30.3 
Never 30.8 

(6) Hu:;band's Occupation 
Prof., Manag., Clercal, 
Sales & Service 30.4 
Agricultural 34.5 
Others 30.5 

to 
2nd 

35.2 
2144 

35.9 
34.8 

36.1 
35.1 

35.1 
1949 

35.7 
34.7 

36.7 
34.9 

35.1 
1656 

36.4 
34.5 

38.4 
34.8 

35.3 35.0 35.1 

34.5 35.7 35.4 

36.2 34.5 35.2 
35.4 33.0 34.7 
34.8 35.6 35.1 

35.0 35.0 34.8 

34.5 36.1 37.2 
36.5 34.6 34.6 

35.0 34.9 35.3 
34.9 34.8 34.4 
35.9 35.8 36.6 

20 and more years 

Marriage 1st 2nd 
to 

3rd 

3rd 
to 

4th 
to 

1st 

20.1 
2104 

19.8 
20.6 

20.2 
20.0 

20.7 

19.1 

19.4 
19.7 
20.5 

20.1 

19.2 
31.4 

20.0 
20.4 
20.0 

to 
2nd 

30.4 
1829 

31.1 
29.3 

30.2 
30.4 

31.9 
1356 

32.2 
31.5 

33.2 
31.6 

33.7 
799 

35.1 
32.4 

36.7 
33.2 

30.5 31.8 33.5 

30.2 32.2 34.1 

30.1 32.5 35.9 
30.4 31.6 32.6 
30.4 31.8 33.0 

30.1 32.1 33.3 

30.7 31.6 33.8 
30.6 32.1 34.5 

30.6 32.3 34.0 
28.9 30.8 33.3 
31.3 32.7 33.8 

.) 1) Included are only those women who have passed 4 years at least since first maniage or the 
preceding birth and have had the nth birth. 

2) Negative Intervals are not included. 
Source: The 1974 Korean National Fetility Survey. 

third and fourth intervals of births do not appear to vary by socio-economic backgrounds 
of the couples in Korea. This phenomenon is similar to what is observed in the Western 
countries, where, after the beginning of contraceptive use, birth intervals are known not to 
vary nl!cessarily with any socio-economic status of the couple. 

When the differences in birth intervals by socio-economic background are compared with 
those by age at first marriage, the latter are clearly more distinctive. The mean of the first 
birth intervals is calculated as 32.4 months for women with less than 20 years, while the 
equivalent is 20.1 months for those with 20 years and over. For the second or higher-order 
intervals, although not as big as for the first birth intervals, the differences by age at first 
marriage still exist, whereas this is not the case with socio-economic background. It can be 
concluded from these observations that the higher-order birth intervals are not so directly 
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related to socio-economic status of individuals unlike the first intervals, as has also been 
observed in Western and other developing countries. 

Age at First Marriage and Fertility According to Timing of First and Other Births 

The timing of the first birth is known to be a critical factor in generating subsequent 
fertility. The general hypothesis is that the earlier the timing of the first birth, the higher 
the completed fertility (Presser, 1971: 352). Postponement of the first birth tends in several 
ways to be related to social change in developing countries. It also tends to slow rates of 
population growth as examined in the first section of this paper. Birth control and rising 
age at first marriage are known to be the major factors in the postponement of first births 
and thus slowing population growth. 

A survey in Detroit suggests that postponement of the first birth would permit the 
couples the accumulation of cash and possessions (Pohlman, 1968: 262), and that the timing 
of fertility would be as important for the health and welfare of families as the number of 
births in low fertility societies. A number of studies for Western societies suggest that 
family well-being is conditioned by how soon childbearing is begun and how rapidly it 
proceeds (Bumpass, Rindfuss and Janoski, 1978: 75). Furthermore, early childbearing is 
suggested to affect adversely the health of mothers and infants (Menken, 1972), the econo
mic welfare of the family (Freedman and Coombs, 1966 and 1970; Campbell, 1967), and 
marital stability (Bumpass and Sweet, 1972). It was also found that, the size of completed 
families is likely to be influenced strongly by age at first motherhood (Presser, 1971; Bum
pass and Mburugu, 1977). 

No national data which show the relationship between the timing of the fir.>t birth and 
completed fertility are yet available in Korea. However, the relationship can be est
abolished though rough, using the mean number of births to women whose first marriage 
occurred 20 or more years ago may as an index of the completed fertility. In this case the 
index understates moderately the true level of completed fertility since women in this age 
bracket still has some chance, though remote, to have additional children. Table 7 presents 
the mean number of children ever born by age at first birth for women ever married 20 or 

Table 7. Mean Number of Children Ever Born to Ever-Married Women Who have Passed 
20 or More Years Since First Marriage by ar First Birth* 

Age at First Birth** Number of Respondents Mean Number of Children 
Ever Born 

Total 1562 5.6 
<17 70 6.7 

17 113 6.6 
18 212 6.4 
19 300 6.0 
20 265 5.7 
21 175 5.2 
22 146 5.2 
23-24 146 4.8 
25+ 135 4.1 

* Women who have no children ever born are excluded. 
** (1) Age at first birth = Age at first marriage + First birth interval 

(2) In case of the first birth being a pre-marital birth, the age at first birth is considered to be 
the same as the age at first marriage 

Surce: The 1974 Korean National Frtility Survey. 
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Table 8. Mean Number of Children Evern Born to Women Who Have Passed 20 or More 
Year Since First Marriage by Birth Order, Age at First Marriage, and Birth Interval· 

Birth Interval No. of Age at First Marriage 
(in months) Respondents 

16 17-18 18-19 20 Total Mean 

(1) First Birth 
Total 1562 6.6 5.7 5.3 4.4 5.6 
<12 174 (6.6) 5.8 5.4 (4.3) 5.4 
12-23 471 7.0 6.1 5.5 5.0 5.8 
24-35 344 6.8 6.0 5.6 (4.3) 6.0 
36-47 194 7.3 6.2 5.2 (4.2) 6.1 

48+ 379 5.9 4.8 4.6 (3.4) 5.0 
(2) Second Birth 

Total 1511 6.7 5.9 5.5 4.7 5.8 
<24 315 7.4 6.6 5.6 (5.5) 6.3 
24-35 557 6.9 6.0 5.8 4.7 6.0 
36-47 335 6.5 5.9 5.5 (5.1) 5.9 

48+ 304 6.1 5.0 4.5 (3.5) 4.9 
(3) Third Birth 

Total 1442 6.9 6.0 5.6 4.9 6.0 
<24 254 7.6 6.6 6.0 (5.3) 6.4 
24-35 612 7.0 6.1 5.8 5.1 6.0 
36-47 357 7.0 6.0 5.6 (4.6) 6.0 

48+ 219 (5.8) 5.4 4.8 (4.3) 5.2 
(4) Fourth Birth 

Total 133 7.1 6.3 5.9 5.2 6.2 
<24 220 (7.8) 6.8 6.5 (5.7) 6.8 
24-35 617 7.1 6.4 6.0 5.3 6.3 
36-47 322 6.8 6.2 5.6 (4.9) 6.0 

48+ 174 (6.6) 5.6 (5.0) (4.5) 5.5 

• (1) The women who have not borne the nth birth are excepted. 
(2) ( ) refers to figures based on 10-49 cases. 

Souret:: The 1974 Korean National Fetility Survey. 

more years. In the table age at first birth is calculated as follows: 
(Age at First Birth) = (Age at First Marriage) + (First Birth Interval)f12 

Table 7 shows that the mean number of children ever born is decreasing continuously 
and steadily according to the rising age at first birth, confirming the existence of influence 
of agf: at first birth on completed fertility. Table 8 shows the mean number of children ever 
born by birth order (up to fourth birth), birth interval, and age at first marriage for women 
whos(! first marriage occurred 20 or more years ago. The table indicates that Korean ferti
lity might be less influenced by birth interval than by age at first marriage. Particularly, no 
fertility differentials are found in terms of the first birth interval. This is explained by the 
fact that Koreans do not usually control their first birth intervals as a way to regulate their 
ultimate family size ( ). It is clear that age at first marriage, not the first birth 
interval is a major cause of variations in the number of children ever born in Table 7. 
Howf:ver, from the second birth onwards, the mean number of children ever born decreases 
as tht: birth interval increases. Even though the total number of respondents decreases for 
each :successive parity, the number of women at birth intervals in the categories of 24--35 
months and 36-47 months increases continuously from the second birth onwards. 

AC1;ordingly, it may be concluded from Tables 7 and 8 that (i) the general observation in 
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the western societies that the shorter the first birth interval the higher is the completed 
fertility does not apply to modern Korea because Korean women tend to have their first 
birth as soon as possible after marriage; (ii) age at first marriage is the major mechanism 
for Korean women to postpone their childbearing, and thus to determine the completed 
fertility; and (iii) birth control appears to influence birth intervals from the second birth 
onwards. 

Conclusion 

If other conditions are constant, it can be logically shown that how and to what extend 
the changes or differentals in age at first marriage and birth intervals would affect fertility 
and the pace of population growth of a society. However, it is often hypothesized that the 
impact of age at first marriage is related to birth intervals and also subject to the variations 
in telms of socio-economic background of the couples. Present study was organized to 
examine these points with special reference to Korea; that is to identify the general pattern 
of relationship between age at first marriage and birth interval and its socio-economic 
differentials based on the 1974 KNFS data. The major findings are presented below: 

1) In Korea marriage is generally known to signify the start of constant union and child
bearing. It is also generally believed that the timing of births is a major factor affecting the 
completed family size and thus population growth. Although the distribution of timing of 
the first birth shows two peaks in Korea similar to that of Western countries, the early 
peak in relatively insignificant while the second peak is very sharp and conspicuous. In
frequent pre-marital pregnancies and the tendency of most women giving first birth as 
soon as possible after marriage regardless age at first marriage are responsible for the 
observed pattern. Furthermore a tendency is revealed that the second peak becomes more 
conspicuous and places in an earlier time among women with a later age at first marriage. 

2) In contrast to the case of the Western countries, the first birth interval in Korea de
creases with increasing age at first marriage and is shorter among the higher social status 
group. However, the intervals of later births reveal no socio-economic relationships similar 
to that observed in the Western societies. 

3) The mean number of children ever born decreases with delay in age at first birth. How
ever, since Korean women tend to have their first birth as soon as possible after marriage 
and the intervals of the second birth onwards tend to have little variation by ate at first 
marriage, age at fi!st marriage is still found to playa crucial role in determing the level of 
fertility in Korea. 
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