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One of the most frequent questions I get in the office from women in their 30’s and 40’s 
is “Am I too old to have a baby?”  The answer is “no,” but a little information goes a long 
way in helping women in this age group understand the issues associated with aging, 
fertility, and pregnancy.   
 
More and more couples are delaying childbearing.  The reasons are many, but the 
unfortunate reality is that fertility declines and miscarriage risk increases as a woman 
ages.  These realities are deeply embedded in our DNA and cannot be changed by 
modern science.  However, I’m happy to report that there is no set age that is unsafe for 
women to become pregnant, especially if she pursues good pre-conception and prenatal 
care. 
 
Let’s talk about fertility first.  Peak fertility occurs young, between 17-25 years of age.  
After age 30, female fertility declines rapidly, and it may take a longer time for a woman 
to conceive than when she was younger.  Why?  Older women have eggs that may not be 
released from the ovary reliably with each menstrual cycle.  Also, the genetic “fitness” of 
each egg decreases with every passing year, such that even if it is fertilized, it may not be 
destined to become a normal baby.   
 
Generally, I recommend that stable, committed couples that want children but are unsure 
about the timing think seriously about the maternal age factor.  There may never be the 
“perfect time” anyway, so pursuing pregnancy sooner rather than later is very reasonable 
and more likely to lead to success.  Women in their early 30’s should work on trying to 
conceive for 1 full year before pursuing help with fertility.  In contrast, women 35 and 
older should give it 6 months of active effort and then pursue evaluation if still not 
pregnant.   
 
Many treatments exist to accelerate the process of conception, but all treatments decline 
in effectiveness with age, so it is better to address the issue sooner than later.  Ask your 
doctor about your best options.  Also, since general medical problems such as diabetes 
and hypertension are more common as we age, these conditions should be optimally 
treated before trying to conceive.   
 
Many women are concerned about the risk of genetic defects should they become 
pregnant at an older age.  At age 35, the risk of having a Down syndrome baby is 
approximately 1:270, and increases until close to 1:10 at age 46.  These numbers are very 
real and should be incorporated into the decision to pursue genetic counseling and testing.  
Fortunately, specific testing exists that will give a couple a precise genetic diagnosis for 
the baby.  Because excellent testing is widely available, this issue should not hold back 
an older couple from pursuing a pregnancy.  Any couple with a significant family history 
of genetic defects should have genetic counseling before trying to conceive. 



 
Many women in their 30’s and 40’s are concerned about being physically fit enough to 
handle a pregnancy.  In my opinion, a healthy woman at this age who exercises regularly 
and is of normal weight, eats a balanced diet, doesn’t smoke or do drugs, and has no 
major medical issues, should have no problems with the physical aspects of being 
pregnant.   All of the usual recommendations that your doctor will make that contribute to 
overall general good health will go a long way towards promoting a healthy pregnancy. 
 
Lastly, it is important for women to understand that miscarriage risk goes up as we age, 
mainly due to poor quality eggs.  Over age 40, more than 50% of conceptions will end.  
This is nature’s way of ensuring that most babies that are ultimately born are genetically 
normal, thus enhancing the genetic health and quality of our species.  Miscarriage is 
never an easy process to endure and is often heartbreaking for the couple trying to 
conceive.  However, even when a miscarriage occurs there is a high chance of conceiving 
again and going on to have a successful pregnancy, regardless of age. 
 
So, infertility, miscarriage, and genetic defect risks all increase with maternal age.  This 
sounds like a lot of doom and gloom for couples in their 30’s and 40’s who would like to 
start a family!  In my opinion, good counseling, genetic testing, and a supportive health 
care provider can get a couple well on their way to starting a family, and the reality is that 
most older women have healthy pregnancies and babies.  Discuss your concerns with us 
and hear about your options.  Age need not be a barrier to a safe, healthy pregnancy. 
 
 
 
 


