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Abstract 
This research explores contemporary features of Indigenous fertility in the Northern 

Territory of Australia, the country’s third largest state with the smallest total population, 

but with the largest proportion comprised of Indigenous peoples.  The research exploits 

births data from a range of sources to investigate whether Indigenous fertility trends in 

the Northern Territory over the past 20 years are a characteristic of stalled demographic 

transition.  The research rests on three hypotheses: that Indigenous fertility trends in the 

Northern Territory were themselves an artefact of the data used to calculate the fertility 

rates; that there has been stalled demographic transition and the fertility declines 

documented for Northern Territory women during the 1960s and 1970s have not been 

maintained into the 21st century; and that contemporary Indigenous childbearing is 

characterised by universal, young mothering but not high parity.   

 

A conceptual framework was developed that captures the myriad factors that affect 

Indigenous fertility outcomes to provide a context within which the research results can 

be understood.  A three-stage approach was then used to examine Indigenous fertility 

trends.  Firstly, a detailed analysis of the collection processes for the quantitative data 

available for this research was undertaken, with a particular focus on the two main births 

data sets, vital registrations and perinatal data.  Second, standard demographic techniques 

were used to identify fertility trends, exploiting the two births data sets, census data and 

survey data from the DRUID Study, a Darwin-based epidemiological study of 

Indigenous people.  Third, a range of views and experiences of Indigenous individuals 

were sought through interviews and focus groups.   

 

The research showed that despite Indigenous population data in the Northern Territory 

being among Australia’s most accurate, the use of these is constrained by issues of 

undercount and geographic coding of usual place of residence.  Documentation of the 

investigation into data sources is an important contribution of this research.  The stand 

out feature of contemporary fertility in the Northern Territory is the young age that 

Indigenous women have children.  Teenage fertility rates are very high and peak 

childbearing is among women in their early 20s.  There have been relatively stable total 

fertility rates (TFRs) among Indigenous women in the Northern Territory over a 20-year 

period, indicative of stalled demographic transition, but these belie complex geographic 

differences.  There is evidence of fertility decline at the youngest ages in remote parts of 

the Northern Territory and indications of a small move to delayed childbearing.  The 
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timing of this fertility decline corresponds to the introduction of Implanon as a reliable 

form of contraception.  Education among women was shown to be associated with 

slightly delayed entry to childbearing and lower parity, and although the associations 

were significant the impact they had was not dramatic.  Into the future, we can expect to 

see birth cohorts of increasingly large size even with stable or declining TFRs, a 

continued young profile for childbearing and different fertility rates between urban and 

rural-remote communities, all of which have serious implications for the delivery of 

social services and social policy implementation.    
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