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This chapter presents the 2001-2002 ZDHS results on fertility levels, trends, and differentials.  
The analysis is based on the birth histories collected from women age 15-49 interviewed during the 
survey.  To obtain this information, women were first asked a series of questions to determine the total 
number of live births they had in their lifetime.  Second, for each live birth, information was collected on 
the age, sex, and survival status of the child.  For dead children, age at death was recorded.  Information 
from the birth history is used to assess current and completed fertility and to look at other factors related 
to fertility, including age at first birth, birth intervals, and teenage childbearing.   

 
The following measures of current fertility are derived from birth history data: 
 

• Age-specific fertility rates (ASFR) are expressed as the number of births per thousand 
women in the age group and represent a valuable measure for assessing the current age 
pattern of childbearing. They are defined in terms of the number of live births during a 
specified period to women in the particular age group divided by the number of woman-
years lived in that age group during the specified period.  

 
• Total fertility rate (TFR) is defined as the total number of births a woman would have 

by the end of her childbearing period if she were to pass through those years bearing 
children at the currently observed rates of age-specific fertility.  The TFR is obtained by 
summing the age-specific fertility rates and multiplying by five.   

 
• General fertility rate (GFR) is the number of live births occurring during a specified 

period per 1,000 women of reproductive age.   
 

• Crude birth rate (CBR) is the number of births per 1,000 population during a specified 
period.   

 
The various measures of current fertility are calculated for the three-year period just prior to the 

survey, which roughly corresponds to the calendar period 1999-2001. This period was chosen because it 
reflects the current situation while also allowing the rates to be calculated without compromising the 
statistical precision of estimates.   

 
4.1 FERTILITY LEVELS AND TRENDS 

 
4.1.1 Fertility Levels 

 
Table 4.1 presents information on the current fertility levels for Zambia as a whole and for urban 

and rural areas.  According to the 2001-2002 ZDHS results, the total fertility rate is 5.9 (Table 4.1). This 
means that the average Zambian woman who is at the beginning of her childbearing years will give birth 
to 5.9 children by the end of her reproductive period if fertility levels remain constant at the level 
observed in the three-year period before the 2001-2002 ZDHS.   

 
The TFR from the 2001-2002 ZDHS is almost the same as that from the 2000 Census of 

Population and Housing, which stands at 6.0. The general fertility rate is 204. This means that there were 
204 births for every 1,000 women during the three-year period preceding the survey.  The table also 
shows a crude birth rate of 43.3 per 1,000 population for the period under review.  
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The TFR for rural areas (6.9 births) is considerably higher than the rate for urban areas (4.3 
births).  Table 4.1 also shows that urban-rural differences in childbearing rates are evident for all age 
groups. The difference is especially large in the age group 20-24; the rate among rural women in this 
cohort exceeds 300 births per thousand, compared with an urban rate of just below 200 births per 
thousand.   
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Table 4.1  Current fertility 
 
Age-specific and cumulative fertility rates, the
general fertility rate, and the crude birth rate for
the three years preceding the survey, by urban-
rural residence, Zambia 2001-2002 
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 Residence 
 ––––––––––––––––– 
Age group Urban Rural Total  
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
15-19 127 185 160 
20-24 192 320 266 
25-29 197 288 249 
30-34 159 254 218 
35-39 113 204 172 
40-44  43 101  79 
45-49  25  33  30 
   
TFR 15-49 4.3 6.9 5.9 
GFR 153 239 204 
CBR  36.7  47.0  43.3 
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Note: Rates for age group 45-49 may be slightly
biased due to truncation. 
TFR:  Total fertility rate for ages 15-49,  expressed
per woman 
GFR:  General fertility rate (births divided by the
number of women 15-44) expressed per 1,000
women 
CBR:  Crude birth rate expressed per 1,000
population 



As the comparison in Figure 4.1 indicates, Zambia’s fertility rate remains one of the highest in 
sub-Saharan Africa. 
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Figure 4.1  Total Fertility Rates, Selected Sub-Saharan Countries,
1998-2001

rentials in Current and Completed Fertility 

e 4.2 presents differentials in two measures of current fertility, the TFR and the percentage 
gnant, by key background characteristics. The percentage currently pregnant provides a 

onal measure of current fertility.  However, it is recognised that it does not capture all of the 
nant since some women may by unaware of, or reluctant to discuss, a pregnancy in its early 
able also shows differentials in the mean number of children ever born alive to women age 
s, to women who are at the end of their childbearing years. The latter is a measure of 
r past fertility.  The mean number of children ever born to women 40-49 can be compared 
ent TFR in order to assess the extent of fertility change over the last two decades in Zambia.  
en age 40-49 report having given birth to an average of 7.1 children. Comparing this with 

.9 is another indication that there has been a decline in fertility of about 1 child over the past 
s. 

e 4.2 shows that the total fertility rate increases with decreasing level of education. Women 
d no education have a TFR of 7.4, while those who have at least some secondary education 
f 3.9 (Figure 4.2). Considering provincial differences, Luapula has the highest fertility rate 
ed by Northern (6.9), while Lusaka province has the lowest rate (4.3). Compared with the 
age of 5.9, only Copperbelt and Lusaka have lower rates; the rest of the provinces are above 
verage (Figure 4.3).  
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 Table 4.2  Fertility by background characteristics 

 

Total fertility rate for the three years preceding the survey, 
percentage currently pregnant, and mean number of children ever 
born to women age 40-49 years, by background characteristics, 
Zambia 2001–2002  

 
Background 
characteristic 

Total 
fertility  
rate1 

Percentage 
currently 
pregnant1 

Mean number 
of children 

ever born to 
women age 

40-49 
Residence    
 Urban  4.3  7.5  6.8  
 Rural  6.9  12.1  7.3  
    
 Province    
 Central  6.2  12.0  7.6  
 Copperbelt  4.5  9.1  7.2  
 Eastern  6.8  11.0  7.2  
 Luapula  7.3  12.9  7.2  
 Lusaka  4.3  7.8  6.5  
 Northern  6.9  11.3  7.2  
 North-Western  6.8  10.4  7.3  
 Southern  6.1  10.2  7.3  
 Western  6.4  10.1  6.5  
    
 Education   
 No education  7.4  11.0  7.3  
 Primary  6.5  11.2  7.4  
 Secondary or higher 3.9  7.9  6.0  
    
 Total 5.9 10.2 7.1 
  1 Women age 15-49 years  
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s in Fertility 

 
s the comparison of current and completed fertility, the trend in fertility in Zambia can be 
eral other ways. First, the TFR from the 2001-2002 ZDHS can be compared with estimates 
arlier surveys or censuses. Second, fertility trends can also be investigated using 
ata from the birth histories collected from respondents in a single survey. 

 
ith previous data 

4.3 and Figure 4.4 show estimates of age-specific fertility rates (ASFR) from a series of 
nsuses conducted in Zambia since 1980.  In addition to the ZDHS, these sources include 
 and 2000 censuses and the earlier rounds of the ZDHS in 1992 and 1996. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 4.3  Trends in age-specific and total fertility rates, various sources  
 
Age-specific fertility and total fertility as adjusted in the 1980, 1990, and 2000 censuses and as 
reported in the 1992, 1996 and 2001-2002 ZDHS surveys 
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 
 Census Census ZDHS ZDHS Census ZDHS 
Age group 1980 1990 1992 1996 2000 2001-2002 
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 
15-19 153 94 156 158 141 160 
20-24 318 267 294 280 277 266 
25-29 323 294 271 274 269 249 
30-34 289 272 242 229 232 218 
35-39 225 226 194 175 175 172 
40-44 115 129 105 77 83 79 
45-49 17 59 31 24 30 30 
       
TFR 15-49 7.2 6.7 6.5 6.1 6.0 5.9 
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 
Note: The census figures for 1980 and 1990 were estimated using the Gompertz function while
the 2000 Census rates used the Brass P/F ratio and refer to the year before the survey.  The ZDHS
rates refer to the three-year period preceding the survey year. 
Source: CSO, 1995a; CSO, 2002b; CSO, MOH, and Macro International, 1997; Gaisie et al.,
1993 
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The median birth interval is 33 months, 3 months shorter than the minimum “safe period” of 36 
months. This is one month longer than the 1996 ZDHS estimate of 32 months. 

 
Sixteen percent of all non-first births occur less than 24 months after the earlier birth. This 

indicates a decline of 3 percentage points between 1996 and 2001-2002 in the number of births occurring 
before 24 months (from 19 to 16 percent). 
 

About 43 percent of births occur 24-35 months after an earlier birth compared with 45 percent in 
1996. However, 41 percent of births occur 3 or more years after an earlier birth, indicating an increase 
from the 1996 figure of 36 percent. 

 
There are no differences in the median birth interval by sex of child. Variations are however 

present in the birth interval for surviving and dead siblings. As expected, children whose preceding 
sibling died have a shorter birth interval than those whose older sibling survived (28 versus 34 percent). 
This is presumably due to the desire of the parents to replace dead children, as well as to the loss of the 
fertility-delaying effects of breastfeeding. 

 
 Urban women have a slightly longer period between births (36 months) compared with rural 

women (33 months). Provincial variations in birth intervals range from 30 months for Luapula to 35 
months for Western and Lusaka. Women with higher than secondary education have the longest birth 
interval (43 months), while women with only a primary education or those who never attended school 
have the shortest birth interval (33 months). 
 
4.4  AGE AT FIRST BIRTH 
 

One of the factors that determine fertility in a population is the average age at first birth. Women 
who marry early are typically exposed to the risk of pregnancy for a longer period. Thus early 
childbearing generally leads to a large family size. It is also associated with increased health risk for the 
mother and child. A rise in the median age at first birth is typically a sign of transition to lower fertility. 
Table 4.8 shows the percentage of women who have given birth by specific ages and the median age at 
first birth, according to current age. 

 

 

Table 4.8  Age at first birth  
 
Among all women, percentage who gave birth by specific exact ages, and median age at first birth, by current age,
Zambia 2001-2002 
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 
 Percentage of women who have Percentage  Median 
 given birth by exact age: who have Number age at 
 ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– never of first 
Current age 15 18 20 22 25 given birth women birth  
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 
15-19 2.0 na na na na 74.1 1,811 a   
20-24 3.7  34.6  60.9 na na  21.4 1,664  19.1 
25-29 2.5  33.6  62.4  79.3  88.7 7.8 1,376  19.0 
30-34 3.7  37.4  65.0  80.7  91.2 4.0 972  18.8 
35-39 5.2  41.5  69.2  82.7  92.4 2.5 766  18.5 
40-44 8.2  44.9  70.9  87.6  93.4 1.7 601  18.3 
45-49  11.4  48.0  72.0  83.8  92.5 1.8 467  18.2 
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 
na = Not applicable 
a Omitted because less than 50 percent of women had a birth before reaching the beginning of the age group. 
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 Childbearing begins early in Zambia. Most women typically become mothers before the age of 
20, with 60 to 70 percent of women in all age groups having given birth by that age. By age 18, 48 
percent of women age 45-49 had their first birth, compared with 35 percent of those currently age 20-24. 
This reduction in the percentage of women giving birth early implies that more young women are 
postponing childbearing.   
 
4.5 MEDIAN AGE AT FIRST BIRTH BY BACKGROUND CHARACTERISTICS 
 

Table 4.9 shows median age at first birth by background characteristics.  Overall, the median age 
at first birth for women age 25-49 in Zambia is 18.7 years.  Urban women age 25-49 have a higher 
median age at first birth (19.0 years) than their rural counterparts (18.6 years). Across provinces, the 
median age at first birth for women age 25-49 ranges from a low of 18.2 years in North-Western to a high 
of 19.3 years in Lusaka. 
 

Women with higher education have a median age at first birth of 20 years, which is 2 years older 
than the median age for women with no education (18.2 years). This indicates that education contributes 
to postponement of childbearing, thereby decreasing fertility.  
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Table 4.9  Median age at first birth by background characteristics  
 
Median age at first birth among women 20-49 years, by current age and background characteristics, Zambia
2001-2002 
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
 Current age  Women Women 
Background –––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– age age 
characteristic 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 20-49 25-49 
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Residence        
  Urban 20.0 19.5 19.3 18.5 18.4 17.9 19.2 19.0 
  Rural 18.6 18.8 18.6 18.6 18.3 18.4 18.6 18.6 
   
Province        
  Central 18.7 18.8 19.1 18.0 17.7 17.5 18.5 18.4 
  Copperbelt 19.7 19.2 18.5 18.0 18.0 17.4 18.8 18.5 
  Eastern 18.8 19.1 18.9 18.5 18.6 19.8 18.9 18.9 
  Luapula 19.1 19.5 19.1 18.2 (18.2) 17.4 18.8 18.6 
  Lusaka 19.7 19.3 20.0 19.1 18.6 (18.2) 19.4 19.3 
  Northern 19.0 18.8 18.8 18.6 18.8 19.1 18.8 18.8 
  North-Western 18.9 19.0 18.2 17.8 17.6 18.0 18.4 18.2 
  Southern 18.8 18.3 18.4 18.9 18.1 (17.5) 18.4 18.3 
  Western 18.4 19.0 18.7 19.4 18.7 (19.9) 18.9 19.0 
   
Education        
  No education 18.2 18.5 18.4 18.1 17.8 18.1 18.2 18.2 
  Primary 18.5 18.6 18.5 18.3 18.2 17.8 18.4 18.4 
  Secondary or higher a 20.3 19.9 20.0 19.5 19.7 a 20.0 
        
Total 19.1 19.0 18.8 18.5 18.3 18.2 18.8 18.7 
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Note:  Figures in parentheses are based on 25-49 unweighted cases. 
a Omitted because less than 50 percent of the women had a birth before the beginning of the age group. 
 
 
 
 
 



4.6 TEENAGE FERTILITY  
 

Adolescent childbearing has potentially negative demographic and social consequences. Teenage 
mothers, especially those under the age of 18, have been shown to be more likely to suffer from 
pregnancy and delivery complications than older mothers, resulting in higher morbidity and mortality for 
both themselves and their children. In addition, early childbearing limits a teenager’s ability to pursue 
educational opportunities as well as job opportunities. Table 4.10 shows the percentage of adolescent 
women (age 15-19) who are mothers or pregnant with their first child, by background characteristics. 

 
More than one in four teenagers in Zambia has either already had a child (26 percent) or is 

pregnant with her first child (6 percent). Urban and better educated teens tend to start childbearing later 
than rural teens and those with less education. By province, the percentage of women age 15-19 who are 
mothers ranges from 21 percent in Copperbelt to 32 percent in Eastern. Teenage childbearing has 
fluctuated over the period, declining from 34 percent in 1992 to 31 percent in 1996, and then increasing 
slightly to 32 percent in 2001-2002. 
 

Table 4.10  Teenage pregnancy and motherhood 
 
Percentage of women age 15-19 who are mothers or pregnant with their
first child, by background characteristics, Zambia 2001-2002 
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 
 Percentage who are: Percentage 
 ––––––––––––––––––––– who have 
  Pregnant begun Number 
Background  with first child- of 
characteristic Mothers  child bearing women 
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 
Age     
  15  2.8  1.6  4.5 365 
  16  8.0  6.9 15.0 330 
  17 24.1  9.7 33.8 326 
  18 37.2  6.9 44.2 417 
  19 53.0  3.9 56.9 374 
   
Residence     
  Urban 22.6  4.5 27.1 763 
  Rural 28.2  6.6 34.9 1,048 
   
Province     
  Central 26.9  5.4 32.3 141 
  Copperbelt 21.3  5.1 26.4 386 
  Eastern 32.3  3.1 35.4 199 
  Luapula 30.2  6.3 36.5 158 
  Lusaka 24.0  4.9 28.9 258 
  Northern 24.3  6.3 30.6 256 
  North-Western 27.3  6.1 33.3  80 
  Southern 25.9  6.0 31.9 191 
  Western 29.1 10.6 39.7 143 
   
Education     
  No education 37.8  7.8 45.6 145 
  Primary 29.8  5.9 35.7 1,053 
  Secondary 16.4  5.0 21.4 612 
           
Total 25.9  5.7 31.6 1,811 
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 
Note: Table excludes one respondent with higher than secondary
education. 
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Figure 4.7 shows data on teenage pregnancy and motherhood by age. The rates increase slowly 
between 15 and 16 years, after which the increase is rapid. In the case of first pregnancy, the increase is 
slow between 15 and 17, after which it starts declining.  
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Figure 4.7  Percentage of Teenagers Who are Mothers or
Pregnant with Their First Child
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