
Which is the perfect age to have a child? It seems 
to be a question with no answer. I guess most 

people would say, “when you’re ready”. But are you 
ever really ready to bring another human being 
into the world? In these days and times, women are 
constantly being warned off having children too early, 
we’re forever hearing how teen mums are the scourge 
of society and how we should avoid being one at 
all costs. In the austerity-filled days of the coalition 
government, women are pursuing their careers and 
foregoing having children until they are financially 
secure. Even if they reach that stage, the lack of a 
decent man can make it even harder to get the family 
of your dreams. And by this point, you can usually 
hear the loud “tick tock, tick tock” of our beloved 
biological clock.

Cynthia Lawrence had her son Corey at the age of 
30. She feels there is a lot of pressure on women to 
have a baby at the right time. “I had my son aged 30, 
and while I believe there is no right or perfect age to 
have a child, I felt that I was at a good place in my life 
where I felt ready to start a family emotionally and 
mentally. In my 20s I was more focused on carving 
out a career in journalism, as well as enjoying a 
social life, so children were never really a priority. 
At the same time, I wanted to make sure that I had 
everything in place for a secure future for potential 
children in the long term, as I’ve seen so many friends 
struggle. As much as I salute them (especially the 
single mothers), I didn’t want to be in that position. 
But nowadays, especially with the media, I think 
that many women put unnecessary pressure on 
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Is waiting ‘until you establish 
your career or find the right man 
playing havoc with your fertility? 
Afua Adom asks if women are 
leaving it too late to have children.
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themselves to achieve that ideal job, 
home, man and lifestyle before the 
biological clock starts ticking.”

But when we’re ready financially or 
mentally, it may be too late for nature, 
even if the advances of science mean 
that women can now benefit from IVF 
and other fertility treatments. Peter 
Bowen-Simpkins, medical advisor 
and trustee of Wellbeing of Women, 
has seen a real difference in the age of 
first-time mothers in his line of work. 
“At present, the average age for a first 
child is 30, a marked contrast to 40 
years ago, when it was nearer 25. This 
rise seems to be progressive, as more 
women work full time, are keen to 
establish a home (and mortgage), and 
may not have found the partner they 
wish to remain with. Thirty is fine to have 
a baby, but after 35, fertility declines – 
not much at first, but very rapidly after 
the age of 40. In addition, the rate of 
miscarriage increases from about one in 
six pregnancies to one in four at 40, and 
even higher as the years go by.”

Even though these statistics can leave 
you a little cold, especially if you are 
the wrong side of 30, you can’t help but 
think, “surely this doesn’t apply to all 
of us”. Who can forget the story of the 
66-year-old woman who gave birth to 
triplets, or the mother who had a baby 
girl at the age of 70? In the over-sharing 
media-infused world that we live in, 
we are constantly hearing about this or 
that celebrity having babies – seemingly 
whenever they want. Halle Berry had 
her daughter Nahla at age 42, and Nicole 
Kidman gave birth to Sunday Rose at 41. 
However, fertility expert Emma Cannon, 
author of The Baby-Making Bible, says 
some women really are leaving it too late 
to start their families. “Embryo quality is 
the main factor here, as this does decline 
with age, so each month you are less 
likely to produce a healthy viable egg. 
However, this is individual, and age is 
not the only factor that affects fertility.” 

So just how late is too late to have 
children? Emma continues: “This is 
individual, and it depends on many 
factors. As a general rule, fertility does 
tend to decline in a woman’s 30s, with 
the largest dip at around 38. This does 
not mean that women over this age can 

not still conceive; conversely, 
if a woman in her 40s was 
wanting to avoid pregnancy, 
she would still be advised to 
use contraception.”

It seems that our desire to 
have it all before we really 
“have it all”, can play havoc 
with our fertility. Our 
biological clocks are ticking 
louder and for longer. Women 
are no longer marrying 
and trying to make babies 
in their early 20s, rather 
leaving it until their 30s and 
40s, when their chances of 
having a longed-for family 
decrease rapidly and the risks 
skyrocket. Peter Bowen-
Simpkins says: “For the 
mother in her 40s, there is a 
significantly increased risk 
of developing high blood 
pressure and diabetes during 
the pregnancy. Fibroids 
(benign lumps of muscle that 
grow on or in the womb) may 
lead to significant problems 
getting pregnant. These 
are much more common in 
women of Afro-Caribbean 
origin. For the baby, the 
risks are considerable too. 

Raised blood pressure 
or diabetes can lead to 
complications during 
pregnancy, and premature 
delivery is common. This 
means problems for the baby 
that can, on occasions, be 
permanent. So please, please, 
have your family by 35.” 

So what can we do to improve 
our chances of a healthy 
pregnancy while saving up 
and finding the partner of 
our dreams? It may sound 
totally boring, but in our 
20s and 30s we really need 
to develop an awareness of 
our gynaecology and sexual 
health. Use protection, and 
get checked for STIs every 
year. Understanding your 
menstrual cycle is also vital, 
as it’s the only outward sign of 
your fertility. Avoid smoking 
or using recreational drugs, 
and don’t let your drinking 
get out of hand. Let’s not 
leave it until it’s too late to 
get wise about our fertility, so 
that when our finances and 
love life catch up, hopefully 
baby will come along too, 
right on time. P

Halle Berry was 42 
when she had her 
daughter Nahla.
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