
R E C E N T  T R E N D S  I N  B I R T H  R A T E S  A M O N G  
F O R E I G N  A N D  N A T I V E - W H I T E  M A R R I E D  

W O M E N  I N  U P - S T A T E  N E W  Y O R K

hy Clyde V. K iser^

T
e n  or fifteen years ago it would have sounded absurd 
to say that there is probably little basic difference between 
the birth rates of foreign and native-white stocks in this 
country. That the foreign-born were very prolific was one of the 

arguments often stated in behalf of more rigid immigration re­
strictions. Now that such legislation has been effected there is little 
popular concern over birth rates of the foreign-born. The question 
has also been neglected by students of population partly because 
of the diminishing numerical importance of the foreign-born, but 
mainly because sufficient data are lacking. Nevertheless, an ade­
quate and accurate comparison by nativity of recent fertility 
trends would throw much light on the nature of the recent de­
clines of the general birth rate.

For purposes of such a comparison, the Annual Reports of the 
New York State Health Department provide unusually good data 
insofar as numbers of births are concerned. From this source it 
was possible to secure for each year from 1917 to 1934 the num­
bers of legitimate^ births in New York State exclusive of New 
York City according to the color, nativity, and age of the mother. 
The accuracy of the rates presented in these pages depends in large 
part upon the accuracy of the population estimates,® and such

 ̂From the Milbank Memorial Fund.
 ̂The numbers of legitimate and illegitimate births were reported according to the 

age and nativity of the mother. In order to avoid the factor of differences in proportions 
married, the comparison was restricted to legitimate births to married women of the 
specified age groups.

 ̂The numbers of married women by age and nativity were secured from the Federal 
Census reports for 1910, 1920, and 1930. The estimates of the numbers for inter-censal 
years were made by application of the arithmetic method. There are good reasons to 
believe, however, that the projection of the 1920-1930 changes of foreign or native 
population would lead to erroneous estimates. Net immigration into this country has

(Continued on page 174)



estimates are particularly hazardous for the foreign population in 
post-censal years.

In spite of the limitations, however, the rates presented here are 
at least suggestive of the incidence of the decline in the general 
birth rate and are indicative of present-day comparisons in the 
fertility levels of foreign and native populations. The data were 
plotted on semi-logarithmic scales in order to portray the rates of 
change rather than the absolute changes in fertility during the 
period under study.

It is commonplace knowledge that the general or “crude” birth 
rate has declined rapidly in recent years. In Up-State New York, 
the annual total number of births per i,ooo total population de­
clined from 21.3 in 1920 to 14.1 in 1934, a decrease of approxi­
mately one-third. Our interest is to determine how much decline 
has taken place in the foreign-white as compared with the native- 
white population. Care must be taken, too, to ascertain how much 
of the decline in the fertility rate of the foreign population is real 
and not simply the automatic result of immigration curtailment. 
From the nonstandardized rates in Table i and Figure i  it will be 
noted that the number of legitimate births per 1,000 foreign-born 
white married women of child-bearing age declined from 195 in 
1920 to 81 in 1934, a decline of 58 per cent. The corresponding 
rates among native whites were 142 and 106, a decline of only 26
been n il during the past several years. It also appeared probable that the increases of 
natives through inter-state migration were much less than those during the boom 
decade, 1920-1930. The following procedure was used in estimating the foreign and 
native populations in post-censal years:

It was possible to secure from the 1930 Census a five-year age distribution, by color 
and nativity, of the total single, married, widowed, and divorced females in Up-State 
New York. Assuming that there had been no losses or additions to the cohort of females 
10-40 years of age in 1930, it was possible to say that those reported 10-14 years of 
age in 1930 would constitute the number 15-19 years of age in 1935, those reported 
as 15-19 in 1930 would be 20-24 in 1935, etcetera. Hence it was possible to build up 
an assumed age distribution as of 1935 for each nativity group. Average annual changes 
were then computed between the actual number within a specific age group in 1930 
and the assumed number in 1935. From these data age distributions of females 15-44 
were computed as of July 1, for successive years 1930-1934 inclusive. The numbws 
obtained were then restricted to married women by application of the proportions 
married in specific age and nativity groups as computed from the 1930 Federal Census 
reports for this area.

1^4  The Milbank Memorial Fund Quarterly
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T y p e  o f  R a t e  a n d
B i r t h s  p e r 1 , 0 0 0  W i v e s

P e r  C e n t  D e c l i n e
N a t i v i t y  o f  W i v e s I 9 ^ o 1934

Nonstandardized 'Rates

Foreign 195 8 1 5 8 . 4

Native 1 4 2 1 0 6 2-5 - 6
Foreign per cent higher than native - 2-3 - 5

Standardized Rates

Foreign Z 0 9 115 4 4 - 9
Native 1 4 4 1 0 7 2-5 - 9
Foreign per cent higher than native + 4 5 -2- + 7 - 9

Table i. Legitimate births per 1,000 married white women of child-bearing 
age in 1920 and 1934, by nativity, New York State exclusive of New York City.

per cent. On their face, the nonstandardized rates might appear to 
indicate that the fertility level of the foreign-born is now consid-

Fig. I. Annual birth rates, Up-State New York, 1917-1934.
Upper Scale: Annual number of births per 1,000 total population.
Lower Scale: Nonstandardized and standardized birth rates per 1,000 

foreign and native-white married women of child-bearing 
age.
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A g e

F o r e ig n -B o r n N a t iv e

1910 1934 19X0 1934

15-44 100. I 100. I 100.0 100.0

15-14 I I . 9 5 -3 1 6 .7 1 7 .4

2-5-34 4 3 -9 3 5 .6 4 3 -4 4 i -3
35-44 4 4 -3 5 9 .1 3 9 -9 40.3

Table 2. Percentage age distribution of foreign-born and native married 
white females of child-bearing age, 1920 and 1934, New York State, exclusive 
of New York City.

erably lower than that of the native whites, and that it has been 
lower since the year 1929.

The fallacy of the above conclusion, however, is apparent from 
a comparison of the 1920 and 1934 age distributions of the foreign 
and native married women. Since immigration laws have gone 
into effect the existing foreign female population has been de­
prived of young married or marriageable recruits from abroad 
and consequently there has been a marked decrease in the pro­
portions in the younger and more fertile age groups. From Table 2 
it will be seen that while the age distribution of the nadve-white 
married women remained virtually unchanged from 1920 to 1934, 
there was a decided aging of the foreign group. Clearly, it is of 
basic importance to control the factor of age in comparisons of 
birth rates among foreign and nadve groups.

In Table i  and Figure i, birth rates standardized for age arc 
presented for foreign and native-white married women of child­
bearing age. The same age distribution has been used as a stand­
ard  ̂ for computation of rates for each nativity group and for each 
year under study. When ages are thus held constant, the two points 
of chief significance are: ( i)  The rate for the year of 1934 com­
puted for foreign wives was only 8 per cent higher than that of 
native wives; (2) the rate of decline among the foreign wives 
from 1920 to 1934 was 45 per cent while that among native wives 
was only 26 per cent.

* The standard used was taken from the 1930 Census reports and is based on the age 
distribution of all urban white married females 15-44 years of age in the United States.
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The birth rates among foreign and native women of the same 
specific age groups afford an additional valid comparison. As 
shown for three age groups in Table 3 and Figure 2, the com­
parisons yielded by these data are significant in two respects:

1. In 1920, the percentage excess of foreign birth rates over those 
of native groups in Up-State New York ranged from 18 per cent 
among the youngest women to 106 per cent among the oldest 
women. In 1934, the foreign excess ranged from 2 per cent among 
women 25-34 years of age to 21 per cent among women 35-44.

2. From 1920 to 1934, the rates of decline in the birth rates of 
foreign-born women of Up-State New York have been least (28 
per cent) among the youngest and greatest (61 per cent) among 
the oldest. This association of rate of decline with age is also 
apparent to a much less degree among the native whites. The 
decrease in the annual birth rate among the native wives under 
25 years of age was 23 per cent while that among the oldest group 
was 33 per cent.

In considering the above results several factors should be kept 
in mind. First of all, of course, is the uncertainty of the popula-

Table 3. Legitimate births per 1,000 married white women in 1920 and 1934, by
age and nativity, New York State, exclusive of New York City.

A g e

B i r t h s  p e r 1 , 0 0 0  W i v e s

P e r  C e n t  D e c l i n e
1 9 1 0 1934

Under 2$

Foreign
Native
Foreign per cent higher than native

375
3 1 8

+ 1 7 -9

2̂ 71
H 5

- f i o . 9

^ 7 . 6  

X 3 . 0

^S-}4
Foreign
Native
Foreign per cent higher than native

2 4 0

1 6 0

+ 4 9 - 7

I 2 I

1 1 9

- f l . O

4 9 - 7
2.6 .1

3S-44
Foreign
Native
Foreign per cent higher than native

l O i

5 0
- 1 - 1 0 5 . 5

4 0

33
4 - 2 1 . 0

6 0 . 5

3 3 . 0



1 7 8 T h e  M ilb a n k  M em oria l F u n d  Q uarterly

Fig. 2. Annual number of births per 1,000 married white women of specified 
age and nativity, Up-State New York, 1917-1934.

tion estimates in post-censal years. Next, age differences may per­
sist as a result of the rather broad age groupings used. Then there 
are factors such as proportions residing in urban districts, propor­
tions in the laboring classes, and proportions who are Cathohcs. 
A ll of the above factors, however, do not influence birth rates in 
the same direction; so their composite effect would probably not 
be large, especially insofar as comparisons of trends are concerned. 
Smaller but more refined bodies of data secured from field surveys 
in urban areas are now in the process of analysis. These will per­
mit partial control of the above factors in age and nativity com­
parisons of fertility trends.



N u m b e r  M a r r i e d  W o m e n  

1 5 - 4 4  Y e a r s  o p  A g e

A n n u a l  B i r t h  R a t e s  p e r  1 , 0 0 0  M a r r i e d  W o m e n  

1 5 - 4 4  Y e a r s  o p  A g e

Y e a r

Foreign N ative
N  O N ST A N D A R D IZ E D S t a n d a r d i z e d

Foreign N ative Foreign N ative

1 9 1 7 i 5 i -.3 5 8 4 6 9 , 1 x 6 X 4 X 1 4 0 x 6 o 1 4 1
1 9 1 8 1 5 4 . 3 8 5 4 7 4 , 1 - 5 6 X X 5 1 4 3 1 4 1 1 4 5
1 9 1 9 1 5 6 . 4 1 3 4 7 9 , 3 8 4 1 9 7 1 3 X X IO 1 3 3
19 X 0 1 5 7 . 8 6 3 4 8 7 , 9 7 7 1 9 5 1 4 1 X 0 9 1 4 4

1 9 1 1 1 5 8 , 7 3 1 5 0 0 ,0 x 8 1 9 7 1 4 4 X I 3 1 4 5
1 9 X 1 1 5 9 . 5 9 6 5 I X , 0 8 0 1 8 5 1 3 6 X 0 3 1 3 7
1 9 1 3 1 6 0 , 4 6 1 5 M , i 3 i- 1 7 8 1 3 4 1 9 8 1 3 5
1 9 1 4 1 6 1 , 3 x 9 5 3 6 , 1 8 3 1 7 5 1 3 4 1 9 8 1 3 5
1 9 1 5 i 6 x , i 9 5 5 4 8 ,1 - 3 5 i 6 x 1 3 1 1 8 6 1 3 X

1 9 1 6 1 6 3 , 0 6 3 5 6 o , x 8 6 1 4 9 1 x 6 1 7 4 1 1 7
1 9 x 7 1 6 3 , 9 x 8 5 7 1 , 3 3 8 1 4 1 1 x 6 1 6 7 1 1 7
1 9 1 8 1 6 4 , 7 9 3 5 8 4 .3 9 0 1 3 1 I X X 1 5 9 1 x 3

1 9 1 9 1 6 5 , 6 6 1 5 9 6 , 4 4 1 1 1 7 1 1 7 1 4 4 1 1 8

1 9 3 0 1 6 4 , 8 7 0 6 0 8 , 1 6 6 I I I 1 1 7 1 4 0 I 1 8

1 9 3 1 1 5 9 . 1 1 4 6 1 8 , 8 3 0 1 0 3 1 1 3 1 3 3 1 1 4
1 9 3 1 1 5 3 . 3 5 9 6 x 9 , 4 9 5 9 5 n o 1 x 5 I I I

1 9 3 3 1 4 7 , 6 0 4 6 4 0 , 1 5 7 8 4 1 0 5 1 1 5 1 0 5

1 9 3 4 1 4 1 , 8 4 7 6 5 0 , 8 x 1 8 1 1 0 6 1 1 5 1 0 7

Appended Detailed Table A. Nonstandardized and standardized birth rates 
among foreign and native married white females 15-44 years of age, New York 
State, exclusive of New York City, 1917-1934.

Y e a r

U n d e r  X5 1 5 - 3 4 3 5 - 4 4

F o r e i g n -

B o r n
N a t i v e

F o r e i g n -

B o r n
N a t i v e

F o r e i g n -

B o r n
N a t i v e

1 9 1 7 5 57 3 XX 1 8 5 1 5 4 1 0 3 5 0
1 9 1 8 4 9 1 3 x 6 x 6 8 1 5 9 1 0 3 5 1

1 9 1 9 3 7 9 x 8 o 1 4 4 1 5 0 9 9 5 0
19 X 0 375 3 1 8 X4O 1 6 0 lO X 5 0
1 9 X 1 3 7 9 3 1 5 X 4 8 1 6 0 lO X 5 1
I9 X X 3 7 4 3 0 1 1 3 5 1 5 3 9 4 4 7
1 9 x 3 3 6 9 1 9 4 1 1 5 1 5 1 9 4 4 8
1 9 x 4 3 9 1 3 0 1 X X I 1 5 0 9 0 4 7
1 9 1 5 3 7 1- 1 9 7 X 0 3 1 4 6 8 6 45
19 x 6 3 5 1 X 8 4 1 9 1 1 4 0 7 8 4 4
1 9 x 7 3 4 4 X 9 I I 8 I 1 3 9 7 6 43
1 9 x 8 3 4 1 1 8 5 1 6 7 1 3 1 7 0 4 1
19 x 9 3 0 6 1 7 7 1 5 3 1 1 7 6 x 4 0

1 9 3 0 3 0 7 1 7 8 1 4 9 1 1 7 5 6 3 9
1 9 3 1 X 9 8 X 6 4 1 4 0 1 1 4 5 3 3 8
19 3 X 1 8 3 1-57 1 3 1 I X I 4 9 3 7

1 9 3 3 1 6 3 1 3 9 IX X 1 1 7 4 1 35
1 9 3 4 1 7 1 1 4 5 I X I 1 1 9 4 0 33

Appended Detailed Table B. Legitimate births per 1,000 married white 
females by age and nativity of mother. New York State, exclusive of New York 
City, 1917-1934.


