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Maxim Kan 
Fertility Roller Coaster in Kazakhstan after the Collapse of the Soviet Union 

 
Background/theoretical focus/research questions 

The total fertility rate (TFR) in Kazakhstan has been on a roller coaster, dropping from 

2.84 in 1989 to 1.80 in 1999 and rebounding back to 3.00 in 2018 (Demoscope, 2019). The 

decline in fertility in the 1990s can be attributed to the economic crisis and restructuring of the 

society during the transition to a market economy in the 1990s (Billingsley, 2010; Spoorenberg, 

2015). Industries disappeared, inflation sky-rocketed and unemployment and wage arrears 

were widespread (Alam & Banerji, 2000). In addition, many institutional factors such as 

childcare provision (Information Analytic Center, 2017), maternity leave policies, and other 

forms of social benefits significantly reduced during the 1990s (Werner et al., 2017).  

In contrast, economic measures improved substantially in the 2000s, mostly due to 

increasing oil prices and foreign investments into extraction industries. The TFR appears to 

have followed the economic growth of the country. Indeed, Spoorenberg (2015) showed 81% 

of the TFR increase from 2000 to 2011 was due to economic growth.  But, in contrast to what 

may be expected, tempo effects (changes in the timing of births) did not contribute to fertility 

recuperation in Kazakhstan.  

This dramatic recovery in TFR contradicts the irreversibility argument of both first and 

second demographic transitions (Coleman, 2006; Lesthaeghe, 2020). The recent TFR indicates 

that the recuperation studied in Spoorenberg (2015) has persisted, but whether the continued 

increase in more recent years is still related to quantum and not tempo is unknown. Evidence 

of continued or increased childbearing at high parities could be evidence that a demographic 

transition either had not previously commenced or that it has reversed. Spoorenberg (2013, 

2015) relied on aggregate data, which suited his purposes well. Individual level data drawn 

from fertility histories, however, avoids the effect of changes in the population composition 
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and allows us to separate women into subgroups to explore whether fertility trends were 

universal.  

Specifically, the sweeping changes in Kazakhstan since the collapse of the USSR have 

been argued to affect the two main ethnic groups differently (Agadjanian, 1999; Agadjanian et 

al., 2008; Agadjanian et al., 2013). Ethnic Russians and ethnic Kazakhs have long shared 

different fertility profiles, whereby the former appear to be on track for the Second 

Demographic Transition, similar to co-ethnics in Russia (Zakharov, 2008), and the latter are 

still completing the first demographic transition. Different reactions to economic and social 

developments and different stages of demographic transition may be evident for other 

dimensions as well, in particular those reflecting social stratification. How fertility is 

developing for women of different educational levels has not been explored in Kazakhstan and 

can give insight into the nature of the recent fertility increase.  

In summary, this study extends the literature by using more recent data and employing 

event-history modelling of parity-specific fertility transitions to raise the following research 

questions: 1) Was the quantum increase in the early 2000s temporary or part of a return to 

higher fertility levels? The latter may indicate either a reversal of the demographic transition 

or that the previous decline was not a true demographic transition but rather related to the 

economic transition and crisis. 2) Is the pattern of fertility recuperation universal or restricted 

to certain subgroups of the population, reflecting ethnic and socio-economic status differences?  

Data and Methods 

Data 

Three rounds of the Kazakhstan Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) collected 

in 2006, 2011, and 2015 have been used for analysis.  The sample sizes were 14719, 14228, 

and 12910 women for each wave, respectively, with an average response rate of 98%.  Only 

completed interviews – 41243 (98.5% of the full sample) were used for the analysis. 
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MICS data do not contain complete fertility histories and there are only dates of the 

first and the last birth in a woman’s fertility history. However, birth dates of all children 

under 18 who live in the household are known. Thus, the survey does not provide information 

on the exact birth dates of children who are not last or first unless they live in the household. 

In addition, there is information about a mother’s identification number only for children 

under 18. For these reasons, the sample include only the youngest cohorts: women in the 

2006 wave were excluded if they gave birth to a first child before 1989, before 1994 for 

women surveyed in 2011, and before 1998 for women surveyed in 2015. 

Methods 

To analyse first, second, third, and fourth birth rates, I apply event history analysis, 

which is useful when analysing time-dependent processes and allows the characteristics of the 

respondent to change over time. I present findings as parity-specific relative risks of giving 

birth during 1971–2015, adjusted for age of a woman or duration since the last birth, ethnicity, 

and education. Concerning second, third, and fourth births, mothers are excluded in a given 

parity sample if they had multiple births the first, second, or third time, respectively.  

 
Findings 

In line with the first expectation and a manifestation of a demographic transition being 

reversed, a gradual increase at all birth orders after the turn of the century was observed. It is 

especially striking for the highest-order births we study, which is particularly where we would 

expect a gradual decrease following the progress of the demographic transition. We do not 

notice lower rates of first births during the economic improvement throughout 2000s that may 

indicate postponement. Though, we can observe some indication of postponement among 

ethnically Russian women in the early 20th century but it later stabilizes and we do not observe 

continuous postponement across the most recent synthetic cohorts. Moreover, we do not 
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observe an indication of a continuous trend towards a postponement of first birth among 

ethnically Kazakh women.  

Along with postponement of first births, a lower progression to higher order births can 

be associated with the possible progression towards the second demographic transition among 

ethnically Russian women. However, progression to second and third births among ethnic 

Russians was even higher under improved economic conditions. But, we can see that fourth 

births gradually decreased among ethnically Russian women, that may indicate that the first 

demographic transition is being completed for them. While the respective estimates for ethnic 

Kazakhs show that they are developing fertility trends contrary to the classical progression of 

demographic transition. 

Contrary to expectations about decreasing progressions to higher order births over 

time among highly educated women, the results of the study did not reveal educational 

differentials across the periods. We did not find that mainly less educated women were 

behind the fertility increase, as has been seen in other settings (Sobotka et al., 2011).  Thus, 

the findings show a homogeneity in educational differences in birth hazards in relation to 

economic development. This homogeneity can indicate that childbearing is still an integral 

part of the society in Kazakhstan and opportunity costs associated with childbearing and 

childrearing for more educated women are not preventing them from progression to higher 

order births. It could also further support the fact of re-traditionalization of the society.  

The study provides new evidence of a sustained fertility increase in Kazakhstan 

during the 2000s that is associated with a genuine increase across all birth orders, ethnicities, 

and educational groups with the exception of fourth births where there are clear ethnic 

differences. Kazakhstan appears to be an example of a reversed demographic transition with 

increasing progressions to higher-order births especially among ethnic Kazakhs.   
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