
ing sooner, to make up
for lost time. Also, the in-
creased use of family
planning methods has
given women more
power to regulate their
reproduction—that is,
they feel able to start
childbearing sooner after
marriage (which now oc-
curs at relatively older
ages), because they can
space succeeding births
when they want to, or
they can stop childbear-
ing altogether after reach-
ing their desired number
of children.

In the period covered by the earlier sur-
veys, subsequent births after the first oc-
curred relatively quickly in both countries,
with the tempo being
slightly faster in Moroc-
co (intervals ranging
from 23.4 months to 28.1
months) than in Egypt
(intervals ranging from
23.9 months to 28.5).

By the early 1990s,
however, the tempo of
childbearing had slowed
in both countries, as the
intervals between births
(as opposed to that be-
tween marriage and a
first birth) lengthened at
each parity level. Inter-
vals between successive
births ranged from 27.5
to 31.2 months in Egypt
and from 26.2 months to
31.3 months in Morocco.

In both Egypt and
Morocco, birth intervals
at every parity (except
the interval between
marriage and a first
birth) were consistently
longer in the early 1990s
than in the late 1970s. In
Egypt, the greatest in-
crease in the amount of
time between births was
in the interval separat-
ing first and second
births (an increase of 3.6
months from the mid-
1970s to the early 1990s)
and in the intervals sep-
arating second and third
births (an increase of 3.5
months). In Morocco, on
the other hand, the birth

portions progressing to the next parity were
steeper in Egypt than in Morocco.

Moreover, when we compare the pat-
terns of parity progressions using data
from the earlier surveys (upper panel in
Figure 1, page 75), the line depicting the
proportions of Egyptian women who
progress to parities above two falls below
that of Moroccan women. (In other words,
in the late 1970s, fewer Egyptian than Mo-
roccan women went on to have a fifth
child within five years of having had a
fourth child, for example.) By the early
1990s (lower panel of Figure 1), however,
the gap between the two lines widens after
parity two, and is especially great after a
woman has had four children.

The later surveys indicate that at parity
three or lower, Moroccan women are less
likely than Egyptian women to go on to
have another child. Thus, among women
who have relatively small families (those
at parities below three), Moroccans are
slightly more likely than Egyptians to limit
childbearing. The reverse situation is true
among women who have larger families,
however; Egyptian women at parity four
or higher are more likely than similar Mo-
roccan women to stop childbearing.

Tempo of Childbearing
Data on how soon after marrying women
begin to form their families show that the
median interval between marriage and a
first birth fell by nearly three months in both
countries over the study period, from 16.8
months in the mid-1970s to 13.9 months in
the mid-1990s among Egyptian women,
and from 18.9 months to 16.1 months, re-
spectively, among Moroccan women (Table
3). This decline in the amount of time sep-
arating marriage and a first birth in both
countries may be related to an increase in
the age at first marriage, as women who
marry later may want to begin childbear-

interval that lengthened the most was that
separating third and fourth births (an in-
crease of 4.7 months). These longer birth
intervals over time imply increased use of
spacing methods; the specific parity at
which these intervals lengthened most
suggests that Egyptian women began to
practice birthspacing sooner (i.e., when
they had fewer children) than did Mo-
roccan women.

The Role of Contraception
The apparent decline in the cumulative
proportions of women progressing to each
successive parity within a five-year peri-
od, and the rise in the median length of 
intervals between births, resulted from im-
portant increases in contraceptive preva-
lence in both countries. In Egypt, the pro-
portion of married women who were
practicing contraception at the time of the
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Table 3. Median birth interval (in months) among ever-married
women who gave birth within five years of a previous birth (or
within five years of marriage), and change in median birth inter-
val length (in months), by parity, according to country and sur-
vey date

Country and Parity
survey date

M*�1 1�2 2�3 3�4 4�5 5�6 6�7 7�8

Egypt
EFS�80 16.8 23.9 27.1 26.9 27.8 28.2 28.3 28.5
EDHS�95 13.9 27.5 30.6 29.9 29.2 30.9 29.7 31.2
Change (in mos.) �2.9 3.6 3.5 3.0 1.4 2.7 1.4 2.7

Morocco
ENFPF�79/80 18.9 23.4 25.6 26.6 27.0 27.5 27.0 28.1
EPPS�95 16.1 26.2 29.9 31.3 31.2 30.3 28.7 29.9
Change (in mos.) �2.8 2.8 4.3 4.7 4.2 2.8 1.7 1.8

*�M� refers to marriage (parity 0).
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Figure 2. Proportion of married women who were currently prac-
ticing family planning, by number of surviving children, accord-
ing to date of survey, Egypt and Morocco
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