THE FERTILITY OF IMMIGRANT WOMEN IN AUSTRALIA
Mohammad Jalal Abbasi-Shavazi
The 1991 census did not ask women how many children they had ever had. Because of this,
there has been a gap in our understanding of fertility trends. The author uses the `ownchildren' method which allows him to fill this gap. He analyses the fertility of immigrant
women in Australia and discovers that, by 1991, most had lower fertility than Australianborn women. Most also had lower fertility than women of a comparable age in their
countries of origin. Second-generation `migrants' had converged even more closely to the
Australian norm.
INTRODUCTION
A commonly held view is that immigrants usually have higher fertility than the native-born.
This view emanates from the United States where Mexican American immigrants have
higher fertility than the native-born.1 This paper examines the fertility patterns of immigrant
groups in Australia during the period, 1977-1991. To measure fertility levels and patterns,
the paper uses the own-children method applied to the 1991 Australian Census. First, total
fertility rates and age-specific fertility rates for first-generation immigrants are compared to
those of Australia- born women and also to those of the populations in the countries of
origin. Then, the fertility of women from six selected immigrant groups, British-Irish, Dutch,
Greeks, Italians, Poles, and Lebanese, are analysed according to their age at arrival in
Australia, and generation.
STUDIES OF IMMIGRANT FERTILITY IN AUSTRALIA
Several studies have identified marked differences in fertility between immigrants and
native-born women in Australia, as well as among immigrant groups themselves.2 For
example, Day, using the 1961 Census, found very high fertility for Dutch Catholic
immigrants in Australia. Higher fertility for Southern European immigrants during the 1970s
has also been observed by previous studies. The status of having high fertility then moved to
Middle Eastern immigrant women. Immigrants of English-speaking background have always
displayed similar fertility patterns to those of the native- born women in Australia.
The question on the number of children ever born was dropped from the 1991 Census. Owing
to this, little attention has been paid to immigrant fertility patterns and differentials in recent
years. No recent study has been undertaken in Australia to analyse the fertility of the second
generation of immigrant groups, who constitute 3.1 million of Australia's population, or to
examine the effects of the ages of immigrants at time of arrival on their fertility in Australia.
However, analysis of this kind can be conducted using the own-children method.
DATA AND METHOD
In the present study the 1991 Census was the main source of data on the recent fertility of
immigrant groups by generation and age at arrival in Australia, whereas the Household

Sample Files of the 1986 and 1991 Censuses made it possible to analyse differential fertility
for the selected birthplace groups. The fertility rates for immigrant groups in Australia were
compared to the rates in country of origin.3
By application of the own-children method, the migrants' current fertility measures for
different immigrant groups during the period 1977-91 were calculated. The own-children
method of fertility estimation is a reverse-survival technique for estimating age-specific birth
rates for years previous to a census or household survey. From the basic household records,
enumerated children are first matched to mothers within households. The matched children
are then reverse-survived to estimate numbers of births by age of mother in previous years.
Reverse-survival is similarly used to estimate numbers of women by age in previous years.
After adjustments are made for mis-enumeration and unmatched children, age-specific birth
rates are calculated by dividing the number of reverse-survived births by the number of
reverse-survived women.4 A detailed assessment of the results of the own- children method
showed that the application of the method in this study has produced a reliable result.5
FERTILITY LEVELS AND PATTERNS OF MAJOR BIRTHPLACE GROUPS
Total fertility rates
Table 1 shows that there were marked variations in total fertility rates among migrant women
in Australia over the periods 1977-81, 1982-86 and 1987-91. Additionally, a downward trend
was visible in the levels of fertility of most birthplace groups across the periods. Lebanonborn women stood out from other migrant women with 4.2 children per woman in the first
period and 3.7 and 3.4 in the latter two periods. Turkey-born women were the second most
fertile birthplace group. The fertility of those from the southern European countries of
Greece, Italy, Cyprus and Yugoslavia, which was consistently reported as high in the 1970s,
had declined to below the Australia-born level by 1987-91.
A comparison between all immigrant groups and the Australia-born revealed six fertility
categories. The first category consisted of the Lebanese who displayed the highest total
fertility rates during 1977-81, 1982-86 and 1987-91. The second category included women
born in Cyprus, Malta, Turkey and Vietnam. These women had higher fertility than nativeborn women in the period 1977-81 but, despite a declining trend, still had higher fertility
than native-born women during 1987-91. Category three consisted of women from the
southern European countries of Greece, Italy and Yugoslavia. They had higher fertility than
Australia-born women in 1977-81, but their fertility had declined to levels below that of
Australia-born women by 1987-91. Birthplace groups included in Category four were those
which had lower total fertility rates than Australia- born women during all three periods, but
which showed relatively similar trends to the Australia-born across each period. Englishspeaking-background women, including those born in the United Kingdom and Ireland, New
Zealand, North America, and India and Sri Lanka, and also women from Germany and
Poland were classified in this group. The fifth category comprised women from China and
Taiwan Province, South Africa, Malaysia, the Netherlands and Hong Kong. They displayed
similar or lower total fertility rates compared to Australia- born women during 1977-81, and
their fertility declined appreciably during the second and third five-year periods. The sixth
and final category includes Egypt- born and Philippines-born women who showed irregular
fertility patterns over the three periods.

Table 1: Comparison of total fertility rates (TFRs) of migrant women in Australia
with rates in their home countries, 1977-81, 1982-86 and 1987-91
Birthplace

Australia

Home country

1977-81 1982-86 1987-91 1977-81

1982-86 1987-91

Australia

1.9

1.9

1.8

1.9

1.9

1.8

Africa
Egypt
South Africa

2.0
1.9

1.9
1.8

2.1
1.3

5.2
2.1

5.4
2.0

5.4
1.9

1.6
1.8

1.6
1.9

America
North America

1.4

1.5

1.5

1.7a
1.8b

Asia
China and Taiwan
Cyprus
Hong Kong
India and Sri Lanka
Lebanon
Malaysia
Philippines
Turkey
Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos

1.7
2.4
1.9
1.8
4.2
1.9
1.6
2.6
2.7

1.1
2.1
1.4
1.8
3.7
1.6
1.9
2.2
2.1

1.0
1.9
1.1
1.7
3.4
1.4
1.9
2.3
1.8

2.6
2.2
1.6
5.4
4.9
3.9
4.1
4.2
5.3

2.3
2.4
1.5
4.3
3.8
3.7
3.5
3.9
4.6

2.3
2.3
1.2
3.7
3.4
3.4
3.2
3.6
3.9

Europe
Italy
Germany
Greece
Malta
Netherlands
Poland
UK and Irleand
Yugoslavia

2.1
1.4
2.2
2.4
1.9
1.6
1.7
2.0

2.0
1.4
1.7
2.0
1.7
1.5
1.7
1.8

1.6
1.4
1.5
2.0
1.5
1.5
1.6
1.6

1.7
1.4
2.2
2.0
1.5
2.2
1.8
2.1

1.4
1.3
1.8
1.9
1.5
2.3
1.8
2.0

1.3
1.4
1.4
2.0
1.5
2.2
1.8
1.9

Oceania
New Zealand

1.6

1.5

1.6

2.1

1.9

2.0

a TFRs for Canada
b TFRs for US
c Home country figures for China and Taiwan were based on China only. Figures for India

and Sri Lanka in the home countries were based on data for India. TFRs for Vietnam,
Cambodia and Laos in the home countries were based on data for Vietnam only.
d Data for Germany are based on Age-Specific Fertility Rates for Federal Republic of
Germany, as most German immigrants in Australia are from West Germany. Data for the
United Kingdom and Ireland were weighted according to the populations (57.3 million for
United Kingdom and 3.5 million for Ireland).
Sources: Australian data: ABS, Matrix tables No. PCC0134, PCC0136 and PCC0137, 1991
Australian Census; ABS, Births Australia in More Recent Years, Cat No. 3301.0 (various
years). For the sources of data for the countries of origin see fn. 2.

Downward trends were clearly visible in the fertility of all birthplace groups except the
Philippines-born, across the three periods. The fertility of most immigrant groups has
converged to, or fallen below, that of the host society. Therefore, with time, only a small
fraction of migrant women are likely to have higher fertility than Australia-born women.
Fertility rates compared with those in the countries of origin
Table 1 also provides a comparison between the fertility of immigrants in Australia and the
fertility of women in the countries of origin. This reveals several patterns. Some birthplace
groups displays distinctively lower fertility in Australia relative to the origin populations.
Most migrants from non-English-speaking Asian countries, such as those from Turkey, India
and Sri Lanka, China, Malaysia, the Philippines and Vietnam, and also, the Egypt-born,
displayed considerably lower fertility in Australia during the period 1977-91 than did the
populations in their home countries. Women from Cyprus, New Zealand, Poland, China,
South Africa and Yugoslavia recorded slightly lower fertility in Australia than prevailed in
their home countries. On the other hand, a few birthplace groups such as Italy-born women
exhibited higher fertility in Australia than was characteristic of the populations in their home
countries. Maltese and Netherlands-born women displayed higher total fertility rates in
Australia than did women in their countries of origin during the first two periods, but
migrant and origin-country fertility levels were the same during 1987-91. Migrant women
from Lebanon, Greece, Germany, the United Kingdom and Ireland, and Hong Kong were
among those who recorded very similar total fertility rates to the populations in their home
countries.
As Young found,6 differences from countries of origin and convergence to the fertility of the
host population appeared to be greatest among women from high-fertility countries. Most
migrants from Asian countries, such as Malaysia, Turkey, Vietnam, and the Philippines, have
in recent times exhibited considerably lower fertility in Australia than has prevailed in their
home countries; this is likely to be, at least in part, an indication of the operation of
selectivity factors. Disruption effects might also have contributed. Lower fertility in
Australia could additionally be related to the fact that effective contraception is widely
available, use of which has been a part of immigrant groups adapting to Australian
conditions. Then again for some migrants, having come to Australia as children and grown
up in Australia will have contributed to lower fertility in the adopted home. And a
concentration of migrants, particularly Asian migrants, in metropolitan cities,7 could have
been another factor reducing their fertility in Australia.
Proportion ever married among the major birthplace groups
One approach to explaining fertility differentials is to look at census proportions of women
ever married in age groups 15-19 to 30-34. Groups with early marriage patterns will have
larger proportions ever married at younger ages, and their fertility, correspondingly, is likely
to be higher at these ages. On the other hand, low proportions ever married in younger age
groups indicate a pattern of delayed marriage and childbearing. Age-specific proportions ever
married varied among different birthplace groups. Except for the Poland-born, percentages
ever married declined between the 1981 and the 1991 Censuses for migrant women in most
age groups. Early marriage patterns were found for migrant groups such as the Lebanese and
Turks whose high fertility was described earlier. On the other hand, women from Hong

Kong, Malaysia, China and New Zealand who exhibited delayed childbearing also had
delayed marriage patterns. The marriage patterns for India- and South Africa-born women
were midway between those for groups which married early and those which displayed
similar marriage patterns to Australia-born women. Women from the United Kingdom and
Ireland, the Netherlands and Germany had more-or-less similar marriage patterns to
Australia-born women at both censuses. These groups were among those that had displayed
similar fertility patterns to Australia-born women.
SELECTED MIGRANT GROUPS FOR FURTHER INVESTIGATION
A more intensive analysis was conducted for six selected groups: the British-Irish, Dutch,
Greeks, Italians, Lebanese and Poles. Table 2 presents data on these groups. It allows
comparisons to be made for those who arrived in Australia below the age of 15 years and at
ages 15 years and over, and for second generation of immigrant groups. The six birthplace
groups included in this analysis were selected on the basis of four criteria. First, selected
birthplace groups needed to represent the different patterns of fertility and fertility change
observed above in comparing the fertility of immigrant women with that of the Australiaborn. Second, they needed to be relatively large birthplace groups in Australia, so that
analysis of fertility in terms of different ages at arrival would be possible. Third, only
birthplace groups which had been in Australia for relatively long periods of time were
selected, so that the fertility of the Australia-born second generation could be examined.
Fourth, since immigrants from some birthplace groups are of mixed origin, only groups
representing relatively `pure' communities should be selected. To maintain this `purity', both
first and second generation immigrants were restricted to those who had both their parents
born in the particular country.
Table 2: Total fertility rates for selected migrant groups in their home country and in
Australia by age at arrival and generation, 1977-91
Country of origin

1st generation >15 a <15 b 2nd generation

Birthplace

Period

Lebanon

1977-81 4.9
1982-86 3.8
1987-91 3.4

4.2
3.7
3.4

4.5
4.1
3.8

4.0
3.2
3.1

2.7
2.8
2.1

Italy

1977-81 1.7
1982-86 1.4
1987-91 1.3

2.2
2.0
1.6

2.7
2.0
1.7

2.2
1.8
1.7

1.9
1.7
1.7

Greece

1977-81 2.2
1982-86 1.8
1987-91 1.4

2.3
1.7
1.6

3.0
2.2
2.0

2.4
1.7
1.5

1.9
1.6
1.5

Netherlands

1977-81 1.5
1982-86 1.5
1987-91 1.5

1.9
1.6
1.6

1.8
1.8
1.8

2.6
2.2
1.9

2.4
2.5
2.2

Poland

1977-81 2.2
1982-86 2.3
1987-91 2.2

1.6
1.6
1.5

1.6
1.7
1.7

1.9
1.7
1.6

1.9
1.7
1.6

1977-81 1.8
UK and Ireland 1982-86 1.8
1987-91 1.8

1.7
1.7
1.7

1.7
1.7
1.7

.0
2.0
1.9

1.8
1.9
1.8

a Age at arrival 15 and over
b Age at arrival less than 15

Sources: 1991 Census, Special Matrix Tables from the Australian Bureau of Statistics. For
sources of data on fertility in home countries see fn. 2.
Selected birthplace groups: fertility rates by age at arrival and generation
Total fertility rates are presented for the six selected birthplace groups in three five-year
periods in Table 2. The fertility of the second-generation Lebanese was considerably lower
than that of the first generation. Furthermore, Lebanese migrants who came to Australia as
children displayed a similar pattern to the second generation. The remarkable fertility decline
among the Lebanese, who have had very high fertility in Australia, may indicate the
adaptation of this group to the Australian society. Second-generation `migrants' from the
United Kingdom and Ireland showed a convergence to the pattern of native-born women by
displaying slightly higher fertility than the first generation. The fertility of the first generation
may have been disrupted by migration. However, the second generation of the United
Kingdom-born, too, appears to have converged to the fertility of their adopted home. For the
Poles, fertility is low for both first and second-generation immigrants; it is lower than the
levels applying for the Poles in Poland and for the Australia-born. This suggests that
emigration to Australia has been selective of Polish women who have a low propensity to
have children.
Immigrants from the Netherlands show a very unusual pattern, with fertility being low in the
Netherlands itself, higher among immigrants arriving as adults but then being even higher for
those arriving as children and for the second generation. What would explain the high
fertility of the second generation Dutch? One factor may be that the second generation have
lower levels of education than their Dutch parents.8 In addition, in contrast to most overseasborn communities, both the Netherlands-born and their children show a high proportion
living outside the major cities.9
Both first and second-generation Greeks in Australia, surprisingly, have displayed similar
fertility patterns to Greeks in Greece, perhaps indicating a continuity of cultural influence of
the country of origin in Greek communities in Australia. Younger arrivals display very low
fertility compared with older arrivals. Little difference was apparent in the fertility levels of
those born in Australia and compared with those who arrived as children and grew up in
Australia. It could be argued that, when migrants are a large group in the place of
destination, second-generation `migrants' are likely to be communicating with their cousins
and other relatives who arrived in Australia at their own age, as well as their counterparts in
the host society. Thus they are, on the one hand, able to maintain aspects of the culture and
behaviour of their parents' generation; and, on the other hand, adapt to the host society.
McDonald argued that gender equity is low in Southern European countries.10 These values
may be maintained among southern European families in Australia.
Overall, the fertility patterns of the first-generation immigrants and the second-generation
`immigrants' shifted towards that of native-born women across generations. Furthermore,
being born in Australia of migrant parents or arriving at an early age and growing up in
Australia had almost the same effect on the fertility of immigrants, particularly those from
Italy and Greece.

MULTIVARIATE ANALYSIS
Variations in fertility were found between the six birthplace groups. But the following
questions remain. Are these differences in fertility simply the consequence of inter-group
variations in the timing of marriage, with groups that married earlier bearing more children
than those that married later? Do differences between immigrants and natives, and among the
immigrant groups, persist even when comparison is focused on women in the same
circumstances? To what extent can the differences in fertility be explained by the different
cultural values and norms of these birthplace groups? Are there indications of cultural
maintenance among birthplace groups in Australia?
The purpose of this section is to address these questions by examining the recent fertility of
the selected birthplace groups. Fertility differentials are examined for two categories of
variables: demographic, such as age and marital status; and social, such as age left school,
citizenship, religion and English proficiency.
The main data sources used are the one per cent Samples Files of the 1986 and 1991
Australian Censuses. In order to achieve the sample sizes necessary for reasonably precise
estimation, the two one per cent Sample Files were combined. The combined data yield
essentially an average of fertility in 1983-86 and 1988-91. The limitation of this data set is
that it does not allow one to assess the fertility trends observed between the six birthplace
groups. The indicator of recent fertility used is whether a woman has an own child/children
under three years of age. A logistic regression model predicted individual probabilities of
having a child under three for selected immigrant and native-born women aged 15 to 49,
taking selected socio-economic variables into account.
Fertility differentials among the selected immigrant groups
Not unexpectedly, age and marital status were by far the most important variables explaining
the fertility of the selected birthplace groups. Variation in marriage patterns was an important
factor explaining the fertility of immigrants and native-born in Australia. Lebanese Muslim
women who were married early were much more likely than native women and other
birthplace groups to have a child under three, net of other influences. A similar age pattern of
fertility was found for Muslims and Christians, although Muslims had higher fertility in all
age groups. The most important finding of this analysis was that variations in fertility among
the selected birthplaces were not significant, when controlled for other socio-demographic
characteristics, the exception being the Lebanese.
What are the factors behind the high fertility levels of Lebanese-origin women in Australia?
Islamic beliefs about family formation and the value of children may be the important
factors. High in-marriage, the universality of marriage, and low levels of education and low
labour-force participation could be the other main reasons for this pattern.
Some evidence of disruption was found among women recently arrived (0-4 years) in
Australia. As expected, lower fertility was found for those who had been in Australia for a
short period of time, 0-4 years, than for those who had been in Australia for five years or
more. This is consistent with the disruption hypothesis. Some migrants may have postponed
their family formation and childbearing after their arrival in Australia, resulting in lower
fertility for the first five years of residence in Australia. The catch-up effect was evidenced
for those who had been in Australia for 5-9 years.

Overall, there was no significant difference between the fertility of the second generations of
immigrant groups, and that of native-born women, taking selected socio-demographic
characteristics into account. It can be argued that the fertility of the second generation of
immigrants has converged to that of mainstream Australians. Second generation `migrants'
have mostly experienced similar social institutions and economic conditions to the Australian
population, and therefore are expected to have similar fertility to Australian women. In sum,
differences in the fertility patterns of immigrants in Australia are likely to diminish as their
socio-economic and demographic characteristics converge to those of the Australian
population.11
CONCLUSIONS
The paper examines fertility levels and trends and among immigrants during 1977-91. These
trends are compared with trends in the same period in the countries of origin and for the
Australian population as a whole. The main conclusion is that, despite recent emphasise on
multiculturalism, there is strong evidence of adaptation of immigrants to the patterns of
fertility of the Australian population as a whole. The Lebanese in Australia, for example,
provide very strong evidence of adaptation. This suggests that the political economy facing
immigrants in Australia may have been a more influential determinant of fertility than the
cultures that the immigrants brought with them.12
The findings of the present study suggest that the situation in Australia is different from that
in the United States. Immigrants in Australia have usually had lower fertility than Australian
women, and therefore, the effect of their fertility on the population growth rate is very small.
As Price13 concluded,
The high hopes Arthur Calwell had when launching the post-war immigration
program in 1945 -- hopes of importing new people whose high fertility values
would help raise the Australian population to twenty million by 1970 - have not
been realised.
Given the low fertility of birthplace groups in Australia, it can be concluded that immigration
does not compensate for low Australian fertility.
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