
ASSESSMENT O F R E G IST R A T IO N  
AND CENSUS DATA O N  F E R T IL IT Y

ZULMA C. CAMISA

The importance of the study of fertility and the interpretation of 
fertility changes and trends justifies all efforts to increase and improve 
the sources of basic information. In the fulfillment of these aims, an 
appraisal of the statistical situation in relation to the types of data 
available can help to single out the most urgent needs, giving priority 
to those which it may be most feasible to satisfy.

An attempt along these lines is made in this paper, the purpose of 
which is to present an overall view of the possibilities for the study 
of fertility in the Latin American countries on the basis of the vital 
statistics on live births and the fertility data that were specially 
collected in the latest population censuses.

To become acquainted with the situation by means of the most 
complete and up-to-date information possible, a special inquiry was 
directed to the national offices of statistics and censuses in 19 Latin 
American countries.1 Replies were received from 16: Argentina, 
Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, 
Ecuador, El Salvador, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Peru, 
Uruguay and Venezuela. The information for each of these countries 
was obtained from the respective replies. For the other countries, the 
information was obtained from the relevant national statistical publica­
tions, which may be a limitation in ascertaining the types of data 
available there. This applies to Guatemala, Haiti and Paraguay.

STATISTICS OF LIVE BIRTHS
The Civil Registration offices are the sources of the basic informa­

tion for statistics of live births in all the Latin American countries
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except Brazil and Colombia. In Brazil, births are recorded in the 
cartorios, agencies that function under authority granted by the govern­
ment, and in Colombia the data are obtained from parish records.
Completeness of Birth Registration

Omissions in the registration and late registration are problems that 
affect all Latin American countries, although to different extents, and 
influence the coverage and usefulness of the statistics of live births. 
Table 1 permits a general evaluation of the deficiencies of registration 
for 20 Latin American countries over the periods 1945-1950 and 1955- 
1960, arrived at by comparing the observed crude natality rate, 
calculated from registered births, with a value obtained from estimates 
made by the Economic Commission for Latin America (ECLA).2 
The latter (estimated) value is the average of the lower and upper 
limits within which the actual rate will probably be found. The ob­
served value is the average annual rate calculated from birth registra­
tion figures for the years of the periods under consideration. The 
deviation of the observed value from the estimated one—assuming 
the latter to be the more adequate of the two—indicates the order of 
magniti^le of the error of the rates calculated from registered births. 
This error is not necessarily ascribable to omissions in registration, as it 
may also stem from deficiencies in the population estimates that enter 
into the calculation, or to a combination of the two factors.

Comparison of the situation of the 20 countries shows that the 
percentage difference of the observed value from the estimated value 
varied in the period 1945-1950, between +0.4  per cent and —35.8 
per cent, these limits corresponding to Guatemala and Paraguay, 
respectively. The variation for the period 1955-1960 is greater, the 
extremes being +0.9 per cent and —52.2 per cent, corresponding to 
Mexico and Brazil, respectively. Information for the first of the two 
periods was not available for Brazil. For Haiti, no information was 
available for either period; however, no systematic compilations of 
vital events, covering the entire national territory, are in existence in 
that country. If a variation of ten per cent or less indicates that the 
statistics of a country are acceptable, it is found that for the period 
1955-1960, ten of the 20 countries uder comparison are in the ac­
ceptable category: Argentina, Chile., Costa Rica, Cuba, Ecuador, 
El Salvador, Guatemala, Mexico, Panama and Venezuela. Certain 
reservations, however, should be attached to the figure for Cuba, 
since the comparison may have been adversely affected by the fact that
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TABLE I. COMPARISON OF ESTIMATED AND OBSERVED VALUES OF 
AVERAGE ANNUAL BIRTH RATE IN 20 LATIN AMERICAN COUNTRIES

C ru de  B ir th  R a te s (p e r  1 0 0 0  P o p u la t io n )
E C L A  E stim a te s  P ercen tage

C ou n try  E x tre m e s  o f  E s tim a te d  O bserved A verag e  D e v ia tio n  fro m
D e v ia tio n  A verage  A n n u a l V alu e  E stim a te d  V a lu e

A n n u a l V a lu e
m s - 1 9 5 5 - 1 9 4 5 - 1 9 5 5 - 1 9 4 6 - 1 9 5 5 - 1 9 4 6 - 1 9 5 5 -
1 9 5 0 1 9 6 0 1 9 6 0 1 9 6 0 1 9 5 0 1 9 6 0 1 9 5 0 1 9 6 0

Argentina 25-26 23-24 25.5 23.4 25.1 23.8 -1.6 + 1.7Bolivia 41-45 41-45 43.0 43.0 40.3 30.2 -6.3 -29.8Brazil 43-47 43-47 45.0 45.0 21.5* -52.2Chile 34-37 35-38 35.5 36.5 33.1 35.8 -6.8 -1.7Colombia 44-47 43-46 45.5 44.5 34.3 39.8 -24.6 -10.6Costa Rica 44-48 45-50 46.0 47.5 44.2 49.0 -3.9 +3.2Cuba 32-36 30-34 34.0 32.0 24.3 28.9* -28.5 -9.7Dominican Republic 48-54 48-54 51.0 51.0 37.0 39.0 -27.5 -23.5Ecuador 45-50 45-50 47.5** 47.5 46.5 46.9 -2.1 -1.3El Salvador 44-48 44-48 46.0 46.0 45.0 49.4 -2.2 +7.4Guatemala 48-52 48-52 50.0 50.0 50.2 48.7 +0.4 -2.6Haiti 42-50 42-50 46.0 46.0Honduras 45-50 45-50 47.5 47.5 39.4 42.3 -17.1 -10.9Mexico 44-48 44-47 46.0 45.5 45.0 45.9 -2.2 +0.9Nicaragua 45-52 45-52 48.5 48.5 35.7 43.5 -26.4 -10.3Panama 38-42 39-42 40.0 40.5 35.4 39.9 -11.5 -1.5Paraguay 45-50 45-50 47.5 47.5 30.5 29.9 -35.8 -37.1Peru 42-48 42-48 45.5 45.5 29.3 36.8 -35.6 -19.1Uruguay 20-23 19-22 21.5** 20.5 18.7 22.9 -13.0 -11.7Venezuela 44-48 45-50 46.0 47.0 39.4 44.1 -14.3 -6.2
* For the period 1957-1960.** For the period 1948-1950.

Source: B o le tin  E con om ico  de A m e r ic a  L a t in a , Vol. 7; United Nations, D emographic Y ear" 
book, 1952, 1956 and 1965, Santiago; Inter American Statistical Institute, America en Cifras* 1965, Washington, Pan American Union.

TABLE 2. TOTAL POPULATION OF 20 LATIN AMERICAN COUNTRIES., 
ACCORDING TO QUALITY OF BIRTH STATISTICS, BY SUBREGIONS, i 960

P o p u la tio n  a s  o f  J u n e  SO, 1 9 6 0  
N u m b e r (ith ou san ds) P e r  C en t

S u bregions a n d  C ou n tr ie s
T o ta l A ccep ta b le

Q u estion ­
able T o ta l

A c c e p t­
able

Q uestion ­
able

S ta tis t ic s S ta tis t ic s S ta tis t ic s S ta tis t ic s
Latin America(20 countries) 205,787 91,433 114,354 100.0 44.4 55.6South America 143,865 40,108 103,757 100.0 27.9 72.1Central America Panama and Mexico* 61,922 51,325 10,597 100.0 82.9 17.1Central America and Panama* 25,876 15,279 10,597 100.0 59.0 41.0

♦ Includes Caribbean countries (Cuba, Dominican Republic, Haiti).
Source: S ta t is t ic a l  B u lle t in  fo r  L a t in  A m e r ic a , Vol. 12, New York, United Nations.
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the crude birth rate figures for all the years within the period of re­
ference were not available. Also, some objections may be raised regard­
ing the limit of variation set as the dividing line for the classification; 
but, in any case, it does show the order of magnitude of the differ­
ences. On the basis established, the statistics of the remaining countries 
can be considered “questionable.” Of these countries, Uruguay is a 
case where the registration of biths seems to be quite complete,3 so 
that the deficiency of the birth rate is more likely to be ascribable to 
the population estimate.

The information in Table 2 shows for 1960 the proportion of the 
total population of the 20 countries considered that is accounted for 
by the group of countries looked upon as having acceptable statistics, 
with similar information for certain subregions.
Data Collected Relating to Live Births

Table 3 presents for 19 Latin American countries the items for which 
statistics relating to live births are collected.

Information on a few basic items relating to time and geographic 
location is collected by all the countries that although not of direct 
relevance^to the study of fertility, may be mentioned because of its 
possible bearing on the coverage and quality of the basic information 
in general: date of birth, date of registration, geographic place of 
birth, place of registration and mother’s place of residence. It may 
be seen in Table 4, which indicates what data are available on sex 
and legitimacy of the child born, that the criterion utilized for col­
lecting information on the time and the geographic place is not uniform 
for all the countries. Also, judging by the replies of the countries to 
the inquiry, and by the statistical tables in the national publications, 
very few countries make use of the other items as well as the item 
that constitutes the criterion of compilation in either of these cases, 
so as to obtain the supplementary information to enable them to make 
some sort of evaluation of the extent of certain problems such as 
those of delayed registration and of births that occur and are registered 
in places other than the mother’s usual residence. Thus, Brazil, Chile, 
Costa Rica, Mexico, Panama and Venezuela possess the data that 
permit them to make some type of analysis of the promptness of birth 
registration, while Chile, Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Honduras 
and Panama are interested in the second of the two problems men­
tioned, knowledge of which may have an important bearing on the 
study of fertility for different areas within the same country.
20



TABLE 3. TYPES OF DATA COLLECTED WITH RESPECT TO LIVE BIRTHS 
IN ig LATIN AMERICAN COUNTRIES

T y p e  o f  D a ta

N u m b er
C ol­

lectin g

LIVE-BIRTH ITEMS 
Birth order(for multiple births)

I n fo r ­
m a tio n

6Color of child 1Condition of delivery (normal, pathological) 1Date of occurrence* 19Date of registration* 19Gestation period 8Legitimacy* 18Name of child 13Place (geographic) of occurrence 18Place of registration 19Sex* 19Type of birth(single or multiple)* 15Weight at birth 5
ITEMS RELATING TO MOTHER
Attendant at birth* 11Branch of economic activity 6Date of birth or age* 17Date of marriage 4Hospitalization 10Level of education 2Literacy 5Marital status 12Name 9Nationality 5Number of abortions 1Number of children bom alive including the present birth* 12Number of children now alive 6Number of children bom alive who have since died 8Number of children stillborn 7Occupation 9Occupational status 5Place of birth 4Place (geographic) of usual residence* 16Race 3
ITEMS RELATING TO FATHER
Branch of economic activity 6Date of birth or age 15Level of education 2Literacy 5

ekP c  L?* e e «“3 ^

- - - - X X X - X - - X - - X - - - -

- - - - X
X _

X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X XX X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
- X - - - X - - X X - - - - X X X - XX X X X X X X X X X X - X X X X X X X
- X X X X X X X X - - X - - X - X X X

X X _ X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X XX X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X XX X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
_ _ X X X X X X X X _ X X X X X X _ X
- - - - - X - - - X - - - - X X X - -

_ X _ X _ X X X X X _ _ _ _ X X X _ X
- - - X X - - - - X - - - X - X X - -

X X - X X X X X X X - X X X X X X X X
- - - - - X - - - - - - - - X - X - X

- X - X X X X X - - - - X X X - X
- X X -

- X X X X - X
- X X X X - - X X X X X X X X
- - - X X X - X X - - X - - X - X X -

- - - - - X X - X X - - - - - X - - -

X
_ _ _ X X X X X X X _ _ X _ X X X _ X
- - - X X - - - X - - - - - X - X - X
_ _ _ X X X X _ X _ _ _ _ _ X _ X _ X
- - - X - X X - X - - - - - X - X - X
- X - - X X X - - X - X - X X - X
- - - X X - X X X - -

X X X X -

X _ X X X X X X X X X X _ X X X X X
X X - - X - - - - - - - - -

_ _ _ X X _ _ _ _ X _ _ _ X _ X X _ _
- X - X X X X - X X - X X X X X X X X
_ X X- X - - - - - - X - - - - - - X X - X
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TABLE 3. (CONTINUED)

T y p e  o f  D a ta

Marital statusNameNationalityOccupationOccupational statusPlace of birthRace

8 - - - - X X - - - - - X X X X X - X7 - - - - X X - - X - - X - - X - X X5 -  -  -  - - X X - X X - - - - - X1 1 - X - - X X X - X - X X - X  X X  X6 -  - - X X - - - - - - - - X  X X X -4 — — — — — X — — X — — — — — — — X X -  3 -  -  -  X X -  -  X - - - - - - - -
X: data collected. data not collected.* Items recommended as of first priority in P r in c ip le s  fo r  a  V ita l  S ta t is t ic s  S y s te m , United Nations Statistical Papers, Series M, No. 19, August, 1953.
Sou rce: Inter American Statistical Institute, In v e n ta r io  de L a s  E s ta d is t ic a s  N a d o n a le s :  E stadisticas  

V ita le s , Washington, Pan American Union, 1960, p. 4, Table 1 for Guatemala, Haiti and Paraguay; for the remaining countries the information is derived from replies to the Inter American Statistical Institute document 5318a.

Data for the Study of Fertility
A small number of all the characteristics for which information is 

collected! are of the greatest interest for the study of fertility. These 
relate to female fertility, the study of which, as is known, presents 
unquestionable advantages as compared to the study of male fertility. 
The selection of the characteristics follows from the needs for infor­
mation to make it possible to calculate the measures that, by their 
nature, are most appropriate for estimating the level of fertility and 
analyzing its structure. This is the case of rates that take the mother’s 
age and the birth order into account. From age-specific fertility rates 
the total fertility rate and the gross reproduction rate are derived 
as summary measures. These indexes are usually the most satisfactory 
ones for estimating the fertility level, studying the evolution of fertility 
and analyzing differences in fertility between two or more populations, 
quite independently of the sex and age composition of the populations 
concerned. This gives these rates one of the greatest advantages they 
have over other more simple measures such as the crude birth rate and 
the general fertility rate.

Information on the number of children bom permits classification 
of births by order, which constitutes basic information for calculating 
the specific fertility rates for this variable, assuming information is 
available for the corresponding groups of the female population. 
Tables 5 and 6 present the possibilities that exist in the Latin American
22
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countries of analyzing fertility in relation to the age of the mother and 
birth order.

Four countries consider birth order in relation to live births only; 
four others establish birth order taking into account the total births 
(live births plus stillbirths); and two countries obtain separate data, 
using both of these criteria. In this respect, it is of interest to note that 
use of the first criterion offers advantages over the second. By establish­
ing the order in relation to the number of children bom alive only, 
reference is made to effective fertility, the study of which is generally 
of greater interest than is that of total fertility. Also, the possibilities 
of error in the statement of the number of children bom is usually 
greater if the number includes stillbirths. These considerations ac­
cordingly give rise to doubt regarding the justification that the coun­
tries may have for classifying live births by birth order by the two 
criteria stated (see Table 6 ). Particular emphasis should be given to 
the importance for the study of fertility of having the data on the age 
of the mother cross-classified by birth order, principally when changes 
begin to be observed in the voluntary behavior of the couples with 
respect to the size of the family, since the number of children 
already Jjprn may have decisive importance in such cases.4

In a more detailed study of fertility, it may be of interest to separate 
legitimate fertility from general fertility. In this case, the analysis 
of the specific rates according to the variables mentioned and their 
relation to the length of the marriage may contribute to a more 
adequate interpretation of fertility trends.

CENSUS STATISTICS FOR THE STUDY OF FERTILITY
The population census is an important source of information for 

the study of fertility, and accordingly it is desirable to differentiate 
between two types of data: those obtained from the general census 
information and those collected expressly for the study of fertility. 
Taking into account the aims of the present paper, no special reference 
is made here to the data of the first group (sex and age structure of 
the population), since it is assumed that these data will generally be 
available for all countries that have population censuses. As regards 
the data corresponding to the second group, the basic information is 
derived mainly from the question on the number of children bom 
alive, which may be supplemented by other questions on the total 
fertility, age of the mother at the birth of first child and the number
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of children alive on the date of the census, and may be linked with 
other questions referring to the marriage, such as age of the partici- 

* pants at marriage or age at which the de facto union began, and the 
" length of the marriage or union.

The possibilities of studying general and differential fertility from 
4 the census results on family composition have not been adequately 

developed by the Latin American countries, owing principally to 
' limitations of the basic information (omission, generally large, in the 

enumeration of children under five years of age and difficulties in 
^  identifying the family nuclei and consequently the “own children5’).

In addition, although data on family composition are generally 
^  intended to serve somewhat different purposes than those corresponding 

to the number of children born alive, for the study of fertility this 
^  latter information is usually much more correct and greater in coverage 
:eT* than the former information.5

Statistics on the number of children born alive are particularly valu- 
able for the study of fertility in the total population and of marriages 

31P : up to the date of the census. They make it possible to ascertain what 
proportion of married couples have not had children and to analyze 
the fertility structure through the average number of children born 

to? with reference to different sectors of the population, in order to 
if - identify some of the factors determining fertility changes and to assess 
lace their relative importance. These factors may be found upon studying 
:o:a fertility by marital status, level of education, economic activity, oc­

cupation, urban and rural residence and the level of income, which 
are the most known characteristics although not necessarily the most 
important ones.

However, the information yielded by these data are not without 
limitations. Among such limitations, the most important ones are the 
possibility of erroneous statements by women of more advanced age 
regarding the number of children they have had and the fact that the 

oi fe characteristics of the mother relate to the census moment rather than 
ali& to the moment of the birth of the child, a problem the magnitude of 
struck which depends, of course, on how permanent are the characteristics 
0$ analyzed in the life of the women.

The world level recommendation formulated by the United Nations 
or#  for the 1960 censuses of population and those of the Committee on 
jdiQil Improvement of National Statistics (COINS) at the American re- 
Q thei gional level stressed the desirability of including in the census 
jgjfi; schedule a question on the number of children ever bom :6
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Information on the number of children bom should include all children bom up to the census date and be restricted to children bom alive (i.e., excluding stillbirths or foetal deaths). The total should include all live- bom children, whether legitimate or illegitimate or whether bom of the present or of prior marriages. Information on total number of live-bom children should be collected from all women who are married (including consensually married), widowed, divorced or separated. Where it is con­sidered desirable and feasible, the information should be collected from all women, regardless of marital status.
Questions in Recent Censuses on Items Relating to Fertility

Table 7 indicates the countries that included in their latest popu­
lation censuses specific questions of interest to the study of fertility 
and gives details as to the nature and the scope of the topics 
investigated.

Of the 18 Latin American countries that took population censuses 
between 1960 and 1964, nine investigated fertility with reference to

TABLE 7 . ITEMS RELATING TO FERTILITY THAT WERE INVESTIGATED
IN THE POPULATION CENSUSES, i 960---1964 , IN LATIN AMERICAN
COUNTRIES

N um ber of  
Children B o m

Live Num ber Age at Year in
Year B irths of Chil­ Which Which

Country of Population Sector L ite and dren First Married
Census Covered B irths S till A live on Child or began

Births Census was ds facto
Date B om Union

Argentina 1960 Married females andfemales who havebeen married X - - - XBrasil 1960 Males and femalesten years of age andover in populationsample - X X - IXChile 1960 All females 12 yearsof age and over X - -Guatemala 1964 Females who haveborne children X - - XMexico 1960 AU females X - -Nicaragua 1963 Females who have X - - -borne children X - - - -Panamd* 1960 All females X - - -Paraguay 1962 Females 12 years ofage and over X - - XPen! 1961 Females who haveborne children X - - X -Venezuela 1961 Females 12 years ofage and over X - X -1 Living with spouse. 5 Indian areas only. 
S ou rce: The national census sohedules.
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^  the total population of the country, although the scope of the investi- 
gation differed according to the way in which the questions were 

JJj formulated, and in one country (Panama) only the Indian popula- 
I tion was investigated.

In seven Latin American countries the question as to the number 
of children born alive was put to all women in the population regard­
less of marital status. These countries were Chile, Guatemala, Mexico, 

 ̂ Nicaragua, Paraguay, Peru and Venezuela, of which Guatemala, 
Paraguay, Peru and Venezuela also included the question as to the age 

01 - of the mother at the birth of her first child. Brazil, the only Latin 
 ̂ American country to investigate fertility by a census sample of the 

population in its most recent population census, did so by means of a
0 question on the total number of children born alive plus children bom  

^  dead, addressed to a selected sample group of men and women.7
Argentina investigated the number of children bom  alive for married 
women or women who had been married, which constituted a definite 
limitation on the results since, according to the vital statistics of live 

«m births, the proportion of illegitimate births in the annual total registered 
in the entire country is approximately 24 per cent for the years in or 
around the census year.8 It is of interest to point out that Argentina 

jji i investigated the duration of married life in a general way by means 
^ ' of a question on the year of the marriage or in which the de facto 

union began. However, this information does not appear processed 
®1 in relation to the data for the study of fertility (see Table 8) .9

Tabulations of the Data on the Number of Children Born Alive 
Table 8 indicates some of the types of data obtained or planned 

to be prepared in seven of the nine countries that asked questions on 
the number of children born.

In addition to the data indicated in the table, Chile, Nicaragua, 
Peru and Venezuela have included in their respective programs the

1 following specific tabulations:

Chile
Females economically active and not economically active, by age 

l group, marital status and number of children born alive (country 
x as a whole and major civil divisions).
j Female population by number of children born alive, and by 

present age and level of education (country as a whole, major and
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TABLE 8. DATA ON FEMALE FERTILITY INVESTIGATED IN MOST RECENT 
CENSUSES BY GEOGRAPHIC BREAKDOWN * WITH WHICH THEY ARE 
TABULATED

D a ta  b y  W h ich  F em a le  P o p u la tio n  i s  C la ss ified
M a r i ta l N u m b e r  o f A ge, Marital

Y e a r A g e  a n d S ta tu *  a n d L iv e  B o m S tatus, and
C o u n try o f N u m b e r  o f N u m b e r  o f N u m b e r  o f C h ild ren Age at

C en su s L iv e  B o m L iv e  B o m L iv e  B o m a n d  A ge  a t Which was
C h ild ren C h ild ren C h ild ren B ir th  o f  

F ir s t  C h ild
B om

Argentina 1960 - AB - - _Brazil 1960 - AB H A B ) -Chile 1960 - (ABC) - - 'Mexico 1960 - (ABC) -Nicaragua 1963 - (ABC) -Paraguay 1962 *D D -Peru 1961 - (ABC) (A) *(AB)Venezuela 1961 - (AB) - (B)
• A: Counter as a whole; B: Major civil divisions; C: Minor civil divisions; D: Principal cities (in Nicaragua: Managua, Leon and Granada; in Paraguay: Asuncion); 0** geo­graphic area indicated with breakdown by urban and rural.1 Separate information on the number of children alive.* By enumeration segments.* Individual years from ten years on.

S ou rce; For Paraguay, C enso de P o b la d o n  y  V iv ie n d a , 1 9 6 2 , Direcci6n General de Estadistica y Censos, Asuncidn, Paraguay, 1965, cuadros 15 y 16. For the remaining countries the information comes from replies to Inter American Statistical Institute document 5381.

minor civil divisions with breakdown according to urban and 
rural areas and the cities of Managua, Leon and Granada).

Peru
Population of mothers, by marital status (country as a whole and 
major civil divisions with breakdown into urban and rural areas). 
Population of mothers, by age (country as a whole and major 
civil divisions with breakdown into urban and rural areas).

Venezuela
Total number of children born alive to women 12 years of age and 
over who stated that they have had children and their number, 
classified by present age of the mother, and by the age at which the 
first child was born (major civil divisions with breakdown into 
urban and rural areas).
Number and percentage of women 45 years of age and over, classi­
fied by the number of children born alive and the age at which the
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first child was born (major civil divisions with breakdown into urban
and rural areas).
To analyze fertility in the Indian population (the only sector of 

the population investigated in this regard), Panama prepared a 
tabulation classifying mothers by age and the number of children born 
alive, for the total and the major civil divisions.

In the case of Paraguay, the only information available for ascer­
taining the possibilities of studying fertility with the 1962 census results 
relates to the city of Asuncion. This information does not include any 
tabulation that takes into account the age of the mother at the birth 
of the first child, although this item was investigated in the census 
questionnaire.10

Information is not available on the types of data that could be 
obtained with the results of the latest population census of Guatemala.
Use of Data on Number of Children Born Alive 
in Latin American Countries

The census information on the number of children bom  permits 
study of the fertility in two different ways as a function of the age of 
the mother, through longitudinal analysis or analysis of cohorts, and 
through transverse analysis for periods. The first records the reproduc­
tive experience of a generation of women and the second shows the 
annual behavior of the fertility of women at different ages in the 
child-bearing period.

1. An example of the use of census data for the investigation of 
cohorts is the study of fertility in the city of Buenos Aires, carried out 
by utilizing the results of the Fourth General Census of Population 
taken in that city in 1936. One of the aims of that study was to learn 
whether or not the way in which the data were collected and the 
available tabulations were useful for the detailed analysis of fertility 
and if the cost of obtaining such information was justified.11

In that census, questions on fertility were put to married women, 
widows, separated and divorced women (identified in the census as 
“not single”), residing in the city of Buenos Aires. Information was 
requested on age in completed years at the time of the marriage 
(first marriage if married several times), duration of the marriage 
(excluding years of widowhood, legal separation or divorce), total 
number of children ever born (live births plus stillbirths, excluding 
fetal deaths of less than six months gestation period) and the number



of children alive on the date of the census (including those not living 
with the person enumerated). The census publication includes 20 
tables for the study of fertility and presents, among other aspects, the 
distribution of the “not single” women according to the number of 
children ever bom, classified by the following characteristics: marital 
status, age at the moment of the census, years of marriage, place of 
birth, age at marriage, “time period when married” (that is, the groups 
of years within which the marriage took place) and children alive at 
the moment of the census.12

Among the different features covered by the study referred to is 
the analysis of the cumulative fertility rates (average number of 
children ever bom since the beginning of the marriage up to the date 
of the census) for different cohorts of women, which made it possible 
to study the effect of age as an isolated factor, of age at the time of 
marriage and of the length of the marriage. This analysis was prin­
cipally based on the census table that included the distribution of 
women by time period when married and age groups at which the 
marriage was contracted, groups of years of marriage and number of 
children ever bom.

As a* result of the evaluation of the utility of the types of data 
investigated in the Fourth Census of the City of Buenos Aires, the 
study brings out the importance of the items included in the census 
schedule for the investigation of fertility and the desirability of not 
limiting the possibilities of the analysis to married women or those who 
have been married, addressing the questions to all women. With regard 
to the investigation of the number of children bom, a preference is 
shown for relating this item exclusively to children bom alive, thus 
permitting the study of effective fertility and at the same time de­
creasing the likelihood of errors in statements by the respondent. By 
excluding from the reply the periods of separation or of widowhood 
the question on duration of marriage makes it possible to study 
fertility in relation to the periods that come nearest to the idea of 
the actual time of exposure to the risk of pregnancy. The age at the 
time of marriage and length of married life, together with the age 
on the census date and the number of children bom  alive, are perhaps 
the demographic factors that influence fertility most.

2. Another use of data on total number of children bom for the 
study of fertility according to cohorts is an analysis of the results 
of the 1950 population census of Mexico, by computing the prob­
abilities of increase in family size on the basis of the distribution
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of women whose fertile period had ended, classified according to the 
number of children born alive.13

The analysis of these probabilities, calculated for different cohorts 
of women can be an important aid in the interpretation of the changes 
observed in fertility. Also, in an attempt to improve methods for the 
preparation of population projections, it is of interest to take into 
account that these probabilities offer the opportunity for projecting 
fertility considering separately the women of each age with respect 
to the number of children they have had.

3. Census data on children born alive also permit studying fertility 
by a transverse analysis, or one of periods, with the same meaning 
as that of the classical measures of fertility calculated with vital 
statistics on live births. To fulfill this aim, the condition that should 
be borne in mind is that, in the 30 years preceding the census, changes 
in the fertility of the population under study should not have been 
extensive.

The studies directed by Mortara, utilizing the 1940 and 1950 census 
data of Brazil, are important examples of the investigation of fertility 
from the aspect indicated, especially since birth statistics in Brazil 
cannot be utilized owing to their serious deficiencies. Each of the 
two censuses mentioned has, on the contrary, made it possible to 
estimate and analyze, in an independent way, the frequency of births 
in relation to age, number of children bom, age at birth of first child, 
marital status, color, economic activity, residence and so forth.14

SOME FINAL THOUGHTS 
In Relation to Statistics of Live Births

Two aspects should be distinguished: the completeness and quality 
of the registration and the types of data available. Both are highly 
relevant to the study of fertility. The former is a problem that stems 
mainly from late registration and omissions in registration. Evaluation 
of this problem can be a first step toward reaching a solution and 
adequate tabulations on registered births can be of help to this end.

In relation to the types of specific data for the study of fertility, 
aside from those necessary for computation of the classical measures 
(births by sex, legitimacy, and by age of the mother), data relating 
to age of mother to birth order are of principal importance, and in 
second priority are the duration of the marriage and the interval 
between successive births.



A general evaluation of the statistics that are collected in relation to 
live births should give priority to the topics indicated in the preceding 
point, and aside from the special interest that certain countries may 
have in collecting information with respect to some characteristics 
such as nationality and race, it would be important to take into 
account the limitations of birth statistics referring to educational char­
acteristics and, even more so, of those on the economic characteristics, 
for the study of fertility. The lack of consistency of this information 
with the population data to which they must be related makes it 
difficult to use live births as a starting point for an analysis of 
differential fertility.

The geographic breakdown with which the data on live births are 
prepared in some cases should also be the object of special evaluation 
in each country, depending on the variability of the information and 
the scope and quality of the statistics compiled.
In Relation to Census Data for the Study of Fertility

Since the censuses can provide supplementary information that is 
much more ample than the registration documents can, it would be 
of greatest interest for the countries that collected specific fertility 
data i i f  their most recent population censuses to increase the possibili­
ties of analysis by making as much use as possible of the basic informa­
tion available. This could be achieved by adequate tabulations that 
relate fertility data to other demographic and socioeconomic variables. 
In this case, the possibility of isolating the effect of certain factors 
opens new perspectives for the study of differential fertility, which is of 
fundamental importance to obtain the knowledge for a critical analysis 
of the future prospects of fertility in the developing countries.

Although in the most recent population censuses a greater number 
of countries collected specific data for the study of fertility as com­
pared to the censuses of 1950, a large number did not include this 
material and it is of interest to note that among them are countries 
whose statistics of live births are clearly deficient. It would accordingly 
be desirable that, in the next population censuses, the investigation be 
carried out by all the countries and that at the time the census schedule 
is drawn up and the specific questions, or the questions that relate to 
the topic, are prepared, the experience of other censuses with respect to 
the limitations stemming from shortcomings in formulation should be 
borne in mind.
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SUMMARY
This paper presents an overall view of the possibilities of studying 

fertility in the Latin American countries through the vital statistics 
information on live births and the fertility data that were especially 
collected in the most recent censuses of population. An inquiry to the 
national offices of statistics and the census in these countries revealed 
that 14 countries obtain data on live births classified by age of mother, 
and ten obtained these statistics according to birth order. Only eight 
countries possess data cross-classifying age of mother and birth order; 
one cross-classifies these two characteristics and duration of marriage, 
and two classify births by birth order and duration of marriage. The 
kind of information available is affected by limitations as to the com­
pleteness of the registration and the coverage and quality of the 
resulting statistics. In general, of a total of 20 Latin American countries, 
only ten—accounting for less than 45 per cent of the population of all 
20 countries taken together— can be considered to have acceptable 
statistics in this regard.

As for the census data available that were specifically collected for 
the study of fertility, of the 18 countries that took population censuses 
between 1960 and 1964, eight investigated the topic by means of a 
question on the number of children born alive; four of the eight 
collected information on age of mother at birth of the first child; and 
one investigated the year of marriage. One country related the question 
to total children born (live births plus stillbirths) and rounded out this 
information with figures on the number of children alive on the census 
date and the year of marriage of mothers living with their spouses. 
Appraisal of the possibilities of analysis offered by programmed tabu­
lation of the information collected points to the desirability of making 
them more extensive so as to permit the study of differential fertility 
by means of tabulations that relate fertility data to other demographic 
and socioeconomic variables.

Because of the limitations of statistics on live births in the Latin 
American countries and bearing in mind that censuses can furnish 
additional information that is much more ample than that obtained 
from registration records, it would be desirable for all countries to 
include the investigation of fertility in their next censuses.
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