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   Human Fertility Data Project 

The Project is a joint endeavour of the Max Planck Institute for Demographic 

Research (MPIDR) and the Vienna Institute of Demography (VID). 

 

Aim: to provide free and user-friendly access to a variety of fertility data 

 

The Project consists of two companion databases, based at the MPIDR in Rostock:  

• Human Fertility Database (HFD), www.humanfertility.org 

• Human Fertility Collection (HFC), www.fertilitydata.org  

 

Official launch:   

• HFD in September 2009 (IUSSP Conference, Marrakech, Morocco) 

• HFC in August 2013 (IUSSP Conference, Busan, Korea)  

 

Inspiration: Human Mortality Database (HMD) 

                     Human Life Table Database (HLD) 



   Motivation and aims 

 

Ambition: supporting population-level fertility analysis  

                  to bring it back to the spotlight  

 

Motivating forces 

• Low and lowest-low fertility 

• Fertility postponement, its effect on period / cohort fertility 

• New indicators of fertility tempo & quantum 

• Parity-specific trends in fertility 

• Policy debates on fertility, family policies and their effects 

 Need for comparative, detailed, high quality data  

 

General aims 

• Providing comparative & standardised data on fertility 

• Open access  

• Putting together datasets that were not easily accessible 

• Going beyond the period TFR 

• Expanding the range of available indicators: birth order and cohort dimensions  



HFD at its launch in 2009  



HFD in 2016  



Basic facts about HFD 

Initial number of countries (2009) 6  

Current number of countries 27 + 5 subpopulations:  

Germany, East and Germany, West;  

England and Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland) 

Foreseeable expansion 45-50 countries (limited by data quality) 

Period (min – max) 1891-2014, continuous data series 

Update of country series Annual/biannual; 

depends on publishing of official data and  

on update of the population estimates in the HMD 

Available indicators Period and cohort ASFR, fertility tables and summary 

indicators, birth counts, pop exposures.  

Data by single age groups and birth order 

Number of users More than 4,500 



Data availability in HFD 



Why prefer using HFD  

over other data sources? 
                         



HFD – a new type of databases 

Search for original 

data and data 

descriptions from 

official sources. 

Preliminary checks 

Input Database of 

raw data. Various 

data shapes   

Uniform data: birth 

counts and pop 

exposures by age, 

calendar year, and 

cohort   

Output Database of 

resulting tables and 

aggregate 

measures 

Principal data flows 

Massive effort involved in obtaining, standardising, processing, checking & 

documenting the data and communicating with the providers 
 

 Extensive data quality checks at every step; B&D files for each country 

 Output: detailed, documented, uniform, high quality data, comparable across 

time and space 



Input data map: variety of data formats 



Data transformation. Lexis elements 
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Data documentation in the HFD 

 

 

  



HFD data strengths 

• High level of detail in data and documentation 

• Uniformity of methods and data design 

• Extensive input data readily available  

• Birth order dimension, parity-specific indicators 

• Extensive collection of cohort fertility data 

• Free access to all data upon registration 

• Regularly updated 

• Facilitating rapid downloads of large amounts of data: HFD output files 

are offered in zipped files 

• HFD scripts are published as MPIDR Technical Reports  

• “HFD lite” providing easy and quick access to the major summary 

indicators of period and cohort fertility without registration 

 

 

  



Data quality and data selection 

Population exposures may suddenly change after each population 

census or revision 

• Problems for countries with intensive migration 

Mismatch between births and population (exposure) data 

• Can inflate or deflate period fertility 

Problems with definitions and reporting of birth order 

 

Cohort fertility histories are based on summing up the data computed 

across long periods  

• Fictional cohort trajectories in high-migration countries 

• Assumption of non-selective migration and mortality may be violated 

 

HFD deals with these and many others data issues by exploring & 

documenting them, adjusting or excluding the data & warning the users  



HFD data limitations 

Data limitations: countries, periods, cohorts covered 
 

Data quality and structure requirements lead to: 

Limited number of countries, data dimensions, historical periods, cohorts 

covered (long-term series of period data needed) 
 

Time-consuming acquisition, documenting, and processing of the data 

• HFD data often lag behind the most recent published official statistics 

• Depending on HMD population estimates 
 

Persistent issues and discussions 

• Splitting 5-year into 1-year data, developing splines 

• Low and fluctuating childlessness estimates in some countries 

• Problems with population estimates due to unreported outmigration: 

o CEE countries, but also Germany (Census 2011) 

o The most serious issue affecting the quality of HFD estimates 



Illustrations of data issues: case of Lithuania 

Unrevised and revised data on births, 

2001-2011 

 

TFR (2010) = 1.5  

(includes mothers and births 

de facto abroad but registered 

as in Lithuania) 

 

TFR (2011) =1.8 

 (excludes mothers abroad, but 

includes births abroad and/or 

mothers residing abroad) 

 

After the correction  

TFR (2011)=1.55 

 
Identification of status of mothers’ 

residential status using registers: 

 

Central Population Register  

Social Security Register  

Health Insurance Register 

Tax Register 

 



Increasing use and citing of the HFD 

The full list of publications using the HFD/HFC data is available  

on the HFD website “HFD publications” 

If you don’t find your publication in the list, please send it to us! 



Examples of studies using HFD data 



Human Fertility Collection: basic facts 

Launched in 2013 to supplement the HFD 

 

• Open access without registration 

• Data often not meeting the quality standards of the HFD 

• Diverse data sources; often overlapping (alternative) data sets 

• Standardized format of data 

• Wider geographical and time coverage; also less developed countries and 

historical data 

• Updated on a rolling basis 

 

The HFC includes the following period fertility indicators, also by birth 

order if available 

 

• Age-specific fertility rates (ASFR)                       

• Cumulative fertility rates (CPFR) 

• Total fertility rates (TFR) 

• Mean ages at birth (MAB) 



Human Fertility Collection: basic facts 

Key milestone: 

 

Getting to 100 countries as of  

June 2016 



Human Fertility Collection: basic facts 



Comparison of HFC and HFD 

HFC HFD 

2013 Launched  2009 

73 Initial number of countries 6  

100 Current number of 

countries 

27 + 5 subpopulations 

110-140 countries Foreseeable expansion 45-50 countries 

1751-2015 

discontinuous data series 

Period (min – max) 1891-2014 

 continuous data series 

On a rolling basis Update of data series Annual/biannual 

ASFR, CPFR, Total fertility 

rates, Mean ages at birth 

Available indicators Period and cohort birth 

counts, ASFR, fertility tables 

and summary indicators 

Unknown  

(open access without 

registration) 

Number of users More than 4,500 

registered users 

HFC covers fewer dimensions and indicators than HFD 



HFD Project: Plans, Future Outlook 

Human Fertility Database 

 

Countries to be added in HFD:  

 

Australia, Croatia, Denmark, Greece, Ireland, Israel, Latvia,  

Luxembourg, Poland,  South Korea,  Spain 

 

 

Human Fertility Collection 

 

Planned expansions: regional data 

 

 

Discussions / ideas for improvement 

 

How to provide most recent data estimates in user-friendly format? 

How to provide up-to-date data sooner? 
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