
Fertility and education among British 
Asian women: a success story of social 
mobility? 
Article 

Published Version 

Open Access 

Dubuc, S. (2018) Fertility and education among British Asian 
women: a success story of social mobility? Vienna Yearbook 
of Population Research 2017, 15. pp. 269-291. ISSN 1728-
5305 doi: https://doi.org/10.1553/populationyearbook2017s269
Available at https://centaur.reading.ac.uk/79627/ 

It is advisable to refer to the publisher’s version if you intend to cite from the 
work.  See Guidance on citing  .
Published version at: https://www.oeaw.ac.at/vid/publications/serial-publications/vienna-yearbook-of-population-
research/vienna-yearbook-of-population-research-2017-vol-15/ 
To link to this article DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1553/populationyearbook2017s269 

Publisher: Zeitschriften Journals 

All outputs in CentAUR are protected by Intellectual Property Rights law, 
including copyright law. Copyright and IPR is retained by the creators or other 
copyright holders. Terms and conditions for use of this material are defined in 
the End User Agreement  . 

www.reading.ac.uk/centaur   

CentAUR 

http://centaur.reading.ac.uk/71187/10/CentAUR%20citing%20guide.pdf
http://www.reading.ac.uk/centaur
http://centaur.reading.ac.uk/licence


Central Archive at the University of Reading 
Reading’s research outputs online



Vienna Yearbook of Population Research 2017 (Vol. 15), pp. 269–291

Fertility and education among British Asian
women: a success story of social mobility?

Sylvie Dubuc∗

Abstract

High fertility among immigrant groups is often analysed as an expression of
specific cultural factors and/or lower social status. I hypothesise that differences
in educational attainment explain the fertility differentials across immigrant groups
and generations in the UK. Building on previous work, and using household
survey data and the Own-Child reverse-survival method, the paper presents for
the first time total fertility and age-specific fertility estimates by broad categories
of educational attainment for immigrant and second-generation British Pakistani,
Bangladeshi, Indian, and Chinese women. I use these estimates to analyse how
education influences childbearing across British Asian ethnic groups, and compare
the fertility patterns of these groups to those of the whole UK population. High
levels of educational attainment contribute substantially to the low overall fertility
levels of Indian and Chinese women. Higher education also contributes to the
lower fertility levels of the second-generation British Pakistani and Bangladeshi
women relative to those of the immigrant generation. Some differences between
groups remain after decomposing by educational level, which suggests that there
are additional influencing factors. The results are discussed in the context of social
theories on the incorporation of immigrants and minorities.

1 Introduction

In recent years, the body of research on childbearing among the daughters of
immigrants in Europe has been growing (e.g. Mileski 2010; Scott and Stanfors
2011a, b; Dubuc 2012, 2016; Hamel and Pailhé 2015; Stichnoth and Yeter 2016;
Kulu et al. 2017). Although many immigrants in Europe came from higher fertility
regions, low levels of fertility are becoming increasingly common among immigrant
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270 Fertility and education among British Asian women

women. In the UK, the reduction in fertility across successive cohorts of immigrant
women has occurred in parallel to the fertility transition in their country of origin
(Dubuc 2016). In Germany, Stichnoth and Yeter (2016) found a strong effect of
the country-of-origin fertility rates on the fertility outcomes of immigrants, and a
weakened country-of-ancestral origin effect on the fertility outcomes of the second
generation.

Beyond the observed trends, the social processes that underlie the childbearing
patterns of the daughters of immigrants remain poorly understood. Adding to an
emerging literature that focuses on the descendants of immigrants (e.g. Dubuc
2012; Kulu and Gonzalez-Ferrer 2014; Kulu et al. 2017; Andersson et al. 2017),
this paper contributes to bridging this gap by (i) producing novel fertility estimates
decomposed by educational attainment, and (ii) analysing how education influences
fertility among British Asian women. In the UK and elsewhere, women’s education
is an important factor in fertility timing and levels (Berrington and Pattaro 2014).
Building on previous work that estimated and analysed the fertility of immigrants
and their daughters (Dubuc 2012, 2016), this study investigates to what extent
the educational attainment levels of immigrant women and their daughters are
associated with fertility patterns that differ from those of all British women.
I hypothesise that differences in educational attainment explain differences in
fertility across Asian immigrant groups and generations in the UK, including among
the second generation of ‘migrants’.

I compare the fertility patterns of the four predominant groups of British women
of Asian heritage for which identification data are available. These four groups
display different distributions of educational attainment and fertility levels, which
allow us to study how ethnicity, education, and migration status combine to
influence childbearing.

1.1 Ethnic fertility differences and convergence in the UK

Since the 1980s, an ethnicity variable has been included in UK censuses and surveys
(see Appendix A1) in an effort to capture the growing diversity of the British
population due to international migration (for details, see Dubuc 2016),1 and to
investigate potential associated forms of discrimination. In the UK, ethnic fertility
differentials are well documented, with Pakistani and Bangladeshi women having
the highest total fertility levels (more than three children) and Chinese women
having the lowest levels (fewer than 1.5 children) (e.g. Rees et al. 2008; Coleman
and Dubuc 2010). Since the 1970s, the TFRs of the various ethnic groups have
been converging (Dubuc and Haskey 2010). This trend is driven in part by the

1 These ethnic minority categories largely reflect the post-World War II migration waves (from the
Caribbean, South Asian, and Chinese diasporas). Recent trends and the broader geographic origins of
immigrants have contributed to the increase in the sizes of ethnic categories such as the broad ‘Black
African’ ethnic group and those labelled as ‘other’ (i.e. Other White, Other Black, Other Asian, Other).
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decline in fertility across successive cohorts of immigrants in the UK (Dubuc 2016).
While the reported ethnic minority populations in the UK have grown partly due
to immigration, they have also expanded through natural increase. Compared to
that of first-generation immigrant women, the total fertility of second-generation
women in the UK tends to be closer to that of the national average and of the White
British ethnic majority. Indeed, fertility among second-generation women of Indian
heritage has even dropped slightly below the national average (Dubuc 2012). It is
often assumed that intergenerational fertility convergence is a sign that immigrants
are assimilating to the ‘local’ fertility behaviour (e.g. Milewski 2010; Stichnoth and
Yeter 2016). The question of whether these fertility patterns are converging has been
a main focus of quantitative research on immigrants and ethnic fertility. However,
which benchmarks should be used and how the results should be interpreted are
questions that continue to be debated. Moreover, the lack of knowledge about the
processes that underlie these patterns have hampered advances in this developing
theoretical debate.

1.2 Fertility and educational attainment

Women’s educational attainment is generally seen as an important individual level
factor in the number of children born to families within a population (e.g. Basu
2002), as well as in the differences in the timing of childbearing among women,
with shifts towards later childbearing typically associated with higher educational
attainment (Rindfuss et al. 1996; Mayer and Riphaln 2000; in the UK: Rendall et al.
2004; Berrington and Pattaro 2014).2 Globally, women with more schooling tend
to delay childbearing and to have fewer children by the end of their reproductive
period (e.g. KC et al. 2010 and references therein), although there is evidence that
educational differences in fertility levels have been narrowing in some countries
in recent years (e.g. in the USA: Pew Research Center 2015). In addition, it is
assumed that for women with high educational attainment, the opportunity costs
of childrearing are also high. This theory was initially proposed by Becker and
Lewis (1973), and the reasoning was extended to women’s emancipation (Van de
Kaa 1987). Childbearing and childrearing are therefore analysed as factors that
compete with and limit the income and the professional prospects of highly educated
women.

In the UK, shifts towards later childbearing are also associated with higher
educational attainment (Rendall et al. 2005). According to Berrington et al. (2015),
the educational gradient in completed family size among women born between 1940
and 1959 was primarily attributable to differences in (i) the proportion of childless
women and (ii) the ages of mothers at the first birth. Much less documented is the

2 In explaining the social classes of individuals, educational attainment has been analysed as an
important factor mediating social background (Bourdieu 1974; Goldthorpe 1996). Differences in
educational attainment may be used to approximate the social gradient within populations.
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role that the intersection of ethnicity and education plays in childbearing patterns.
Preliminary work by Meurs et al. (2015) found that higher educational attainment
was associated with reduced fertility among the children of immigrants in France
and Germany. In an analysis of educational attainment among immigrants and
the second generation in the UK, Modood (2005) found that, on average, second-
generation Pakistani and Bangladeshi men and women had lower qualification levels
than the ‘White majority’. By contrast, members of the Chinese and Indian ethnic
groups were found to have higher educational levels than the majority group (Heath
et al. 2008; Lessard-Philips 2008; Dustmann and Theodoropoulos 2010). To help
shed some light on the relationship between education and fertility, I describe the
age patterns of childbearing and total fertility of the four main British Asian groups,
and highlight their distinct educational attainment and fertility profiles. To analyse
the combined effects of education and immigrant origin on fertility, I distinguish
within these ethnic groups between immigrants and their descendants born in the
UK, decomposed by their highest educational attainment level.

1.3 Social theories of immigrants’ incorporation

While the assimilation theory, which seeks to explain the social trajectories of
immigrants and their descendants, has been strongly criticised, it remains an
important element of the theoretical framework used to analyse fertility in these
groups. The socialisation hypothesis, which asserts that the values and norms at the
childhood place of residence have a strong influence on later reproductive behaviour,
together with Gordon’s seminal work (1964) on the influence of the cultural
and socio-economic environment at destination, underpin the linear assimilation
theory. This theory posits that immigrants of different origins have varying levels
of fertility because they are influenced by the reproductive norms and values in
their place of origin and childhood environment. Socio-demographic differences
between immigrants and the local majority diminish over time – and, importantly,
from generation to generation – as these groups adapt to the destination country
(Goldstein and Goldstein 1983; Stephen and Bean 1992). Consequently, the children
of immigrants are expected to display a fertility pattern closer to that of the local
norm than their immigrant parents and same-origin immigrant women of similar
birth cohorts (i.e. contemporary first generation) would. The process may take
more than one generation, but socio-economic and demographic assimilation to the
general profile of the society of settlement should eventually result in full fertility
convergence (Bean and Marcum 1978).

In response to criticisms of the linear assimilation theory and the role of
particular effects and their interaction, many contemporary analysts of immigrants’
fertility have developed concurrent hypotheses (e.g. Milewski 2010). Some
of these hypotheses have, for example, examined how the migration process
alters fertility levels and/or age patterns at childbearing, and how the social
selectivity of immigrants influences their fertility (see Dubuc 2017 for details).
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The adaptation hypothesis focuses on how the duration of stay of immigrants
leads to a convergence towards the fertility norms at destination (e.g. Adsera
and Ferrer 2014). The socialisation hypothesis asserts that the fertility norms in
the country/environment of socialisation represent the primary influence on the
childbearing behaviour of immigrants. This theory would explain why, beyond the
sole effect of the duration of settlement, the fertility patterns of those who migrated
in early childhood are significantly closer to those of the population at destination
than to those of women who migrated at older ages.

Intergenerational socio-demographic processes remain less understood. Accord-
ing to the socialisation hypothesis, the fertility levels of the second and successive
generations are expected to converge towards those of the receiving country.
This assumption is supported by evidence showing that the fertility levels of the
descendants of early 20th century European immigrant waves to the USA rapidly
converged with those of the native population (Morgan et al. 1994), a pattern that
is generally interpreted as indicative of assimilation. In Europe, there is emerging
evidence that the fertility trends of the children of immigrants from high-fertility
countries are converging with those of the majority populations in the destination
countries. According to the characteristic hypothesis, the persistence of differences
in fertility levels between groups reflects differences in the social characteristics of
their members over generations, assuming there is no strong degree of inherited
cultural distinctiveness. For instance, in the USA, the role of female education in
shaping fertility patterns and differences between immigrant groups and natives
appears to be particularly large (e.g. Bean and Tienda 1987). But according to the
assimilation theory, such social differences may be expected to fade over time in the
absence of strong and persistent cultural distinctions.

The causal link formulated at the origin of the linear assimilation theory between
cultural and structural assimilation processes, and, later, their co-occurrence, have
been strongly criticised. In an attempt to reconcile these dimensions, the segmented
assimilation theory (Portes and Zhou 1993), which posits that various groups may
assimilate to various socio-economic strata of a society, adds an ethno-cultural
dimension to the process of the incorporation of immigrants and their children into
the society of settlement. For instance, immigrants may benefit from community
solidarity and supportive shared values that nurture upward social mobility.

An early critique of the linear assimilation theory was based on the observed
intergenerational decline in fertility among the middle and upper classes of the
Jewish American community – and, later, among the higher segments of the Black
and the Japanese-American communities in the US – to levels below those of white
Americans of similar socio-economic positions. In response to this divergence from
the expected intergenerational fertility convergence, Goldscheider and Uhlenberg
(1969) proposed the minority status hypothesis. According to this theory, because
of a perceived minority status penalty, and in the absence of pro-natalist norms,
individuals and families have fewer children in order to facilitate their upward social
mobility, possibly until full assimilation is achieved.
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Looking at fertility differentials of women of Asian heritage by educational
attainment and country of origin, I hypothesise that differences in education can
explain fertility differences across migrant groups and generations in the UK.
The findings are discussed within the theoretical framework presented above –
notably, the selectivity of immigrants, their characteristics, and the socialisation
hypotheses relevant to both immigrant and second-generation women – as well as
within the framework of the segmented assimilation and minority status theories.

2 Data and methods (LFS-OCM)

UK birth registration data by country of origin are available for some immigrants,
but these records do not specify the mothers’ educational attainment, and do not
identify the UK-born mothers who have immigrant parents. Thus, I used an indirect
method, which was extensively presented and assessed in Dubuc (2009), that relies
on household Labour Force Survey data (LFS 2002–2010) together with the reverse-
survival own-children method (OCM). In this way, I was able to obtain a satisfactory
sample size for estimating the fertility of sub-population/minority groups (for
details, see Dubuc 2009). This method was used in previous work to produce TFRs
and ASFRs by ethnicity and generation in the UK (e.g. Dubuc 2012, 2016). Here,
these estimates are updated and further split by educational attainment.

Because information on the country of birth of the parents of adult respondents is
not available in the LFS, information on the (self-defined) ethnicity and the country
of birth of household members was used to approximate the second generation. UK-
born women of Asian heritage and of reproductive ages (overwhelmingly below
40 years old) represent the second generation in the UK.3 As the daughters of earlier
waves of Asian immigrants are likely to report the same ethnicity as their parents,4
I combine ethnicity and country of birth to distinguish between the women who
were born in the UK and the women who were born overseas. Using this approach,
I was able to distinguish between the first (immigrant) and the second (UK-born)

3 The age structure of non-White ethnic minority UK-born women is presented in Dubuc (2016). In
the most recent surveys, children and teenagers of the third generation cannot be distinguished from
those of the second generation.
4 In Britain, ethnic categories are largely defined according to a combination of race (as a social
construct) and geographic origin (country or region of origin). Although ethnicity is self-defined by
respondents in censuses and in surveys, these responses are guided by predefined categories. Jivraj
and Simpson (2015) found that the ethnicity reported by each respondent in the censuses changed
little across his or her life course, especially among the Chinese ethnic group and among groups
identified by a single country (British Indian, Bangladeshi, and Pakistani groups). In addition, the racial
structure of the ethnic categories (e.g. Asian or British Asian) is likely to favour similar self-reporting
between the generations of the parents and the children (Dubuc 2016). This pattern may, however,
mask heterogeneity in self-identity and a sense of belonging. Thus, the validity of defining these ethnic
categories as social groups could be questioned.
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generations Asian women in the UK. For simplicity, the terms UK-born and second
generation are used interchangeably for the analysed ethnic groups throughout the
text. Accordingly, foreign-born women are identified as the immigrant generation.

As the sample size is critical, Household LFS data 2001–2010 (April-June
quarters) were pooled across years. This resulted in an increased sample size of
328,046 women who were aged 15–63 at the time of the survey. Based on this
sample, I produced period fertility measures for women aged 15 to 49 (1987–2010)
split by ethnicity, by generation in the UK, and by educational attainment. Children
were linked to their mothers using the household relationship matrix that links
individuals within a household in each survey, as this approach has been shown
to provide the most accurate child-mother linkage (see Waller et al. 2014 for details
on the relationship matrix). To minimise the risk of an undercount, only children
up to 14 years old were considered, because older children are at increased risk of
living outside their mother’s household (see below and Dubuc 2009, 2012). Children
and women were reverse-survived up to 14 years prior to the survey, which made it
possible to estimate births counts by the age of the mother and fertility rates by the
single years of age of the women.5 As a result, each survey produced 15 consecutive
years of estimates. The overall fertility estimates derived from successive surveys
were produced for the period 1987 to 2010, which resulted in 190,960 births and a
total of 3,629,310 woman years. After disaggregation by ethnicity, generation in
the UK, and educational attainment, overall fertility estimates are presented for
the 1987–2010 period only due to sample size limitations. In addition, fertility
estimates derived from earlier LFS surveys (as presented in Dubuc 2012) were used
to analyse the intergenerational changes in fertility in Figure 1, and to discuss the
results. Immigrant women who were aged 15–49 in the earlier period (1965–1979)
were used here as the proxy parent generation of the second-generation (UK-born)
women of fertile ages over the 1987–2010 period. This allowed for an average gap
of 26 years between the two generations.

Women were classified according to their highest educational qualification.
The qualifications were grouped in three main categories: General Certificate of
Secondary Education (GCSE; typically obtained at around age 16) and below,
A-level, and higher education/degree. Total fertility (TFR) and age-specific fertility
rates (ASFR) were produced. The women were then identified by their ethnic group,
by whether they were foreign-born or UK-born, and by their highest educational
level. Descriptive counts of women by parity are also provided for women aged 30
to 35. It was not possible to estimate the children ever born to women over age 35 by
parity because the fertility histories of the female respondents were not provided in
the survey. Instead, their fertility was indirectly estimated using the reverse-survival
method described above. Censoring at age 35 minimised undercounts of births, as
older children may have no longer been living in their mother’s household at the

5 For instance, a woman aged 25 with a child aged five in a 2005 survey would count as one birth to a
woman aged 20 in 2000.



276 Fertility and education among British Asian women

time of the survey. Empirical evidence shows that most children live with their
mother up to age 15. If anything, this risk of children being undercounted is likely
to result in a slight underestimation of the family size of less educated women,
who tend to have their children at younger ages. Given this limitation, the analysis
cannot provide information on completed fertility. Instead, the results reflect the
age patterns of childbearing based on a comparison of the differences in cumulated
fertility up to age 35 across groups of women.6

In line with findings for France (Toulemon 2004) and for the Hispanic immigrants
in the USA (Parrado 2011), Dubuc (2012) reported for the UK that the fertility of
immigrant women was especially low prior to migration, and high after their move.
Among immigrant women in the UK, the fertility peak is commonly observed at
five to six years after migration (Robards and Berrington 2016). It is increasingly
recognised that because of the migration effect on the tempo of fertility, there is
a risk of overestimating immigrants’ total fertility when period TFR calculations
are based solely on birth registrations at destination (e.g. Toulemon 2004; Sobotka
and Lutz 2009; Parrado 2011). One advantage of the LFS-OCM method applied
here is that it minimises the risk of overestimating the total fertility of immigrants
due to the aforementioned migration tempo effect, since the counts of women and
children are not truncated at the date of arrival in the UK. Thus, it is possible to
take into account a pre-migration fertility history7 of up to 14 years for the most
recent migrant women; i.e. women who are most likely to experience post-migration
childbearing ‘recuperation’.

3 Results

3.1 Fertility of British Asian women and intergenerational changes

Figure 1 shows for the four main British Asian groups the total fertility (TFR)8

of (1) immigrant women aged 15–49 in 1965–1979; (2) immigrant women aged

6 The age structure of the second generation is still relatively young (Dubuc 2016). Even if we had
the full fertility history data for these women, small sample sizes would have limited the significance
of the cohort completed fertility estimates.
7 The impact of children left behind in the country of origin on LFS-OCM fertility estimates for
immigrants was estimated to be very small; overall, only 0.2% of the children arrived more than four
years after their mother (see Dubuc 2012).
8 Period total fertility rate (TFR) is the total number of children women would have if they were
experiencing the age-specific fertility of women aged 15 to 49 at the time of measurement throughout
their reproductive ages. Such a measure is susceptible to ‘tempo’ effects. Cohort completed fertility
provides an accurate measure of the number of children women effectively have, but this indicator can
obviously only be obtained for cohorts of women who have completed their childbearing. The TFR is
computed as the sum of age-specific fertility rates (ASFRs). ASFR is the ratio of births per woman (or
per 1000 women) of a particular age; typically, single-year or five-year age groups are used.



Sylvie Dubuc 277

Figure 1:

Intergenerational changes in the TFR by selected ethnic groups, 1970–2010
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Immigrant women aged 15 to 49 over the period 1987–2010

UK-born women aged 15 to 49 over the period 1987–2010

Note: Within ethnic minority groups, women in the earlier period (1965–1979) may stand for the proxy parent
generation of the UK-born generation of women aged 15–49 in the 1987–2010 period. The overall UK TFR was 2.3
in the earlier period, and was 1.78 over the 1987–2010 period.
Sources: LFS-OCM author’s calculations; Data for the South Asian groups published in Dubuc 2012 are updated
here up to 2010 and are augmented with results for the Chinese women group. Counts of women are detailed in
Appendix A2.

15–49 in 1987–2010 (called ‘contemporary’ immigrants); and (3) UK-born women
of the same ages as the second group. In previous work (Dubuc 2012), I found a
strong decrease in total fertility across successive cohorts of South Asian immigrant
women (groups 1 and 2) and across successive generations in the UK (groups 1
and 3). In addition, Figure 1 shows a reduction in fertility over time across
successive generations of Chinese immigrants. The trends in fertility among South
and East Asian immigrants are generally consistent with the fertility reduction in
their country of origin. Over the past two decades, fertility among Indian immigrants
has declined to a level only slightly higher than the UK average, and has fallen below
the national average among second-generation women. Starting from very high
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levels in the 1970s, total fertility among Pakistani and Bangladeshi immigrants has
decreased sharply over time, especially among second-generation women; however,
the fertility levels of this group are still above the UK average. Fertility has fallen
well below the national average for both the contemporary immigrant and the UK-
born generations of Chinese women; this group had the lowest TFR among all of
the ethnic categories in the UK (below 1.4). Indeed, the fertility of contemporary
Chinese immigrants deviates further from the UK-wide TFR than that of second-
generation British Chinese women. We now turn to the educational attainment
of women, exploring how it combines with fertility and whether it accounts for
differences across ethnic groups and generations in the UK.

3.2 Educational attainment of the British Asian women

Can the very low fertility of Chinese women and the lower fertility of the young
second generation of British South Asian women be explained by their educational
attainment? Echoing the NOMIS report9 which showed that the majority of the
UK population are not going to university, there is evidence that about 40% of UK
women aged 25–29 between 2001 and 2010 had a degree (Source LFS 2010-2010),
and that another 40% of these women were in the lower qualification group of GCSE
or below. It thus appears that the distribution of educational attainment was quite
polarised among women in the UK over the 1987–2010 period.

Figure 2 shows that of the ethnic groups studied, the Pakistani and Bangladeshi
group had the largest share of women with lower qualifications, although this share
was closer to the UK average for women of the second generation. In addition, while
just 35% of second-generation Pakistani and Bangladeshi women aged 25–29 over
the study period had a degree, more than 50% of their British Indian counterparts
and the vast majority of their British Chinese counterparts had a degree. In the past,
the UK-born generation of women of Chinese ancestry aged 25–29 had slightly
higher qualifications on average than the Chinese immigrant women (Figure 2).
Consistent with reports of recent waves of highly educated immigrants from China
(and from India to a lesser extent), the estimates for 2001–2010 suggest that
this pattern no longer held in the most recent period. Educational attainment was
also slightly higher in the recent cohorts of young immigrants from Pakistan
and Bangladesh, but remained distinctly below the average level for all women
in the UK.10

9 The report can be accessed at http://www.nomisweb.co.uk/reports/lmp/gor/2092957698/report.
aspx#defs.
10 For instance, 60% of women from Pakistan and Bangladesh who were aged 25–29 between 2001
and 2010 were in the lower educational group (GCSE and below).
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Figure 2:

Percentage of immigrant and second-generation Asian women aged 25–29 over the

1987–2010 period with GCSE or below as their highest qualification
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Note: GCSE and below = NVG2 equivalent or below; A-level = NVG3 equivalent; Degree = NVG4 equivalent;
B&P: Bangladeshi and Pakistani.
Source: LFS-APS 2001–2010. Counts of women used to estimate fertility by education (in Figures 3 and 4).

3.3 Fertility, education, and generation in the UK

I decomposed the fertility estimates presented above by women’s educational
attainment. Looking at all women in the UK, the results show that higher
educational attainment was associated with lower period total fertility, and that this
relationship varied little over time.11 Having a higher level of education was also
found to be closely associated with later childbearing. These results are consistent
with studies of cohort fertility in the UK (Berrington et al. 2015; Nı́ Bhrolcháin
and Beaujouan 2012) and elsewhere (e.g. Rindfuss et al.1996; Mayer and Riphaln
2000).

How do these fertility differences by education apply to immigrant and minority
ethnic groups? TFRs and ASFRs split by ethnicity and education are shown in
Figures 3 and 4, respectively (due to sample size limitations, the A-level and the
degree categories are combined in Figure 4). Consistent with the data for all women
living in the UK, delayed childbearing and lower fertility were found to be closely
associated with higher educational attainment among British Asian women. In other
words, the differences in fertility levels and timing showed consistent educational
gradients across the British Asian groups (Figures 3 and 4).

11 For instance, in 1991–1994, the TFR ranged from 2.10 for women with lower education to 1.49
for those with a bachelor’s degree or higher. In 2003–10, their estimated TFR was 2.19 and 1.57,
respectively. (Source: author’s calculations using LFS-APS data 2001–2010.)
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Figure 3:

TFR by highest educational qualification of the women and selected ethnicity

(1987–2010)
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Note: The results are similar for all women in the UK and for the White British group representing the vast majority
ethnic group in the UK.
Source: LFS 2001–2010. 95% confidence intervals for sub-groups are shown.

Beyond these commonalities, I observed some differences across groups. When
decomposing the TFRs and the ASFRs by broad qualification levels, I was
‘controlling’ for compositional differences in education across groups. If education
level ‘explained’ all the differences in fertility between immigrant and ethnic groups,
the fertility rates decomposed by educational levels should have been similar across
groups in Figure 3. Indeed, the TFRs and the ASFRs of immigrant and second-
generation Indian women with A-level or higher qualifications were similar to the
national patterns for the whole UK. However, the fertility of both generations of
British Indian women in their twenties with the lowest educational level (GCSE or
below) remained slightly above the national average.

In contrast with the fertility levels of the British Indian women, the fertility
levels of the British Chinese women remained lower than those of all British
women for the three educational groups (Figure 3), especially for women under
age 30 (Figure 4). The educational composition of first and UK-born generations of
Chinese women did not fully account for their very low total fertility (Figure 4). In
the case of British Pakistani and Bangladeshi women, fertility levels decomposed by
educational attainment remained above the levels for all British women (Figures 3
and 4). This suggests that in addition to educational composition, other factors
contributed to their higher fertility. Interestingly, the deviations from the national
levels were smaller for women of the second generation (Figure 4b) for both
educational attainment groups.

Focusing on women aged 30 to 35, Figure 5 shows the distribution of the number
of children by educational attainment for all UK women (national level) and within
British Asian groups. Because the fertility and education patterns of Pakistani and
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Figure 4:

ASFRs and TFRs of the main British Asian women groups by highest educational

qualification (1987–2010)
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Bangladeshi women were relatively close, I analysed the two groups together to
increase the sample size and distinguish between immigrant and second-generation
women. ‘Two children’ was the mode, particularly among UK women in their early
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Figure 5:

Distribution (%) of women aged 30 to 35 at the time of the survey by parity,
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and 79 UK-born).
Source: LFS 1990–2010.

thirties with low to medium educational attainment. Among women with a degree,
being childless was the most common status overall. Although the women in this
study have not completed their reproductive lives, these observations are consistent
with the postponement of childbearing by highly educated women.

As expected, the results show that having a low level of education was associated
with having more children overall across the migrant/ethnic groups. For instance,
about 35% of immigrant Pakistani and Bangladeshi women with GCSE or lower
qualifications had four or more children by ages 30–35 over the 1990–2010
period. This share was much lower for women of this ethnic group with A-level
qualifications or higher (below 10% for women with a degree). Having four or
more children was the most common scenario among immigrant Pakistani and
Bangladeshi women aged 30–35, but having two children was the most common
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scenario among women of the second generation. In contrast, having four children
was rare among lower educated Chinese women; and having no children at ages
30–35 was by far the most common scenario among the Chinese ethnic group
(60% of women with a degree). Among British Indian women, especially those
of the second generation, the average parity distribution was in line with that of
the UK. The findings also indicate that among second-generation Indian, Pakistani,
and Bangladeshi women aged 30–35 (Figure 5), those with a degree were more
likely to have remained childless than their counterparts who were born overseas
(immigrants).

4 Discussion

4.1 Education: a compositional effect

Levels of educational attainment have been particularly high among British Indian
and Chinese women, and have increased among second-generation Pakistani and
Bangladeshi women. Having a high educational level was found to contribute
similarly to lower and delayed fertility among both immigrant groups and native
women. Consequently, the high average qualification levels of British Chinese and
Indian women, which are well above the national average, largely explain their low
fertility. By contrast, immigrant Pakistani and Bangladeshi women still have low
average qualification levels and relatively high fertility. Although full convergence
has not been achieved, second-generation British Pakistani and Bangladeshi women
have educational attainment and fertility levels that are closer to the UK average than
those of their first-generation migrant counterparts of similar cohorts.12

In summary, and as hypothesised, differences in educational attainment contribute
to the fertility differences observed across immigrant groups and generations in
the UK. Consistent with the findings at the national level (e.g. Nı́ Bhrolcháin
and Beaujouan 2012), I found that young women with high levels of educational
attainment have lower fertility rates and higher rates of childlessness. Because
the data used in this study did not allow for the analysis of cohort completed
fertility,13 whether young British Asian women with higher educational levels

12 On average over the study period, the TFRs of second-generation Pakistani and Bangladeshi
women were, respectively, 55% and 65% higher than the UK-wide TFR. But for immigrant women
from Pakistan and Bangladesh, the TFRs were, respectively, 85% and 105% higher than the UK-
wide TFR.
13 The reverse-survival method used to overcome the absence of fertility history in the LFS datasets
does not allow for the computing of cohort completed fertility data, and thus for the analysis of the
influence of tempo effects due to expanding education on the total number of children ever born.
Although the current sample size remains small, novel UK longitudinal data sources (Longitudinal
Study and Understanding Society) with larger sample sizes over time are promising for future analyses
of cohort fertility.
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have simply delayed childbearing, and will have completed fertility above the
current period TFR levels, remains unclear. Recent evidence has shown that highly
educated women in the UK who delayed childbearing did not fully compensate at
later ages, leaving most highly educated women with fewer children and higher
levels of childlessness than less educated women (Berrington et al. 2015). Sample
size remains an issue, but new UK longitudinal data would allow us in the
future to analyse cohort completed fertility by migrant group. Nonetheless, the
higher incidence of childlessness at ages 30–35 observed among second-generation
Indian, Pakistani, and Bangladeshi women than among their immigrant counterparts
suggests that – consistent with the socialisation hypothesis – there is a contextual
effect in the timing, if not the level, of childbearing.

Over the last decade in India, the TFRs of women with a secondary education
or above have been below the replacement level.14 Indian immigrants largely
come from the Indian urban middle class, a group that has been leading the
fertility transition in India. Selectivity of migration can explain the high educational
attainment of these immigrants and the closeness of their period TFR to the UK
average. In contrast, immigrants from Pakistan and Bangladesh are more likely to
be of rural origin and less educated. The very low fertility among the more recent
immigrants from China may be partly explained by a change in the ‘selectivity’
of Chinese immigrants. They are increasingly students and highly educated young
professionals from mainland China, whereas earlier waves of post-World War II
Chinese migrants were mainly from Hong Kong, and were more likely to have a
peasant background.

4.2 Beyond educational attainment, some unexplained differences
across groups remain

While the fertility levels of highly educated immigrant and second-generation
British Indian women are very similar to the UK average, the fertility levels of
those with lower educational attainment remain slightly above the UK average.
If educational composition alone was responsible for fertility differences, we
would expect to have found that the overall TFR of British Indian women was
lower than the UK average, and even more so for the second generation. After
accounting for educational composition, the analysis showed that for all educational
groups, fertility remains above the UK average for Pakistani and Bangladeshi
women and below the UK average for women of Chinese background. The
existence of additional factors influencing fertility is the most apparent and the
most pronounced for these groups, and seems to operate largely independently

14 As of 2011, total fertility dropped to 1.6 for women with a degree, but remained at 3.3 for illiterate
women, 3.0 for women with less than a primary level of education, and 2.5 for those with a primary level
of education. Source: Government of India, table ‘TFR by educational level of women 2006–2011’,
accessed on 12 Sept 2017 at https://data.gov.in/keywords/age-specific-fertility-rates.
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of women’s qualification levels. Sample size restrictions prevented me from
investigating the educational gradient in fertility in more detail, and the broad
groups used here may hide some differences in fertility across groups. However,
alternative classifications were examined (e.g. degree against A-level and below),
and did not alter the results presented here. Future analyses of larger samples would
help to clarify to what extent the additional (unexplained) factors shaping fertility
differentials are correlated with education.

While selectivity may have affected the educational composition of Chinese
migrants, these migrants were still found to have lower fertility levels when the
estimates were decomposed by educational category. These results therefore suggest
that the characteristic hypothesis alone cannot explain the fertility patterns of
Chinese immigrant and second-generation women. According to the socialisation
hypothesis, low fertility norms in contemporary China15 should have contributed to
the very low fertility levels observed among immigrant Chinese women. However,
this hypothesis does not explain the depressed period fertility found among second-
generation Chinese women, which should have been closer to the UK average,
especially after educational composition was accounted for. Similarly, consistent
with the socialisation hypothesis, the larger family norms in the countries of origin
may have helped to sustain the higher fertility levels found among immigrant
women from Pakistan and Bangladesh. But given the remaining differentials
that were observed after decomposing the fertility of second-generation women
by educational attainment, future research is needed to explain the interplay of
the transnational ties and the cultural and structural factors that influence the
childbearing behaviour of the daughters of immigrants.

4.3 Transnational cultural ties, social mobility, and minority status

In the United States, the socio-economic success of second-generation American
Asians, especially those of East Asian origin, has framed the upward path of
the segmented assimilation theory. The success of these groups has been largely
attributed to the very high levels of educational attainment favoured by their cultural
background and community ties, including a strong emphasis on education and
on the self-organisation of community-based educational support (Zhou and Kim
2006; Zhou 2008; Byun and Park 2012). Instead of the ‘tiger mum’ model of high
parental educational expectations as an inherited cultural trait, Lee and Zhou (2015)
emphasised the role of the ‘hyper selectivity’ of well-educated Chinese migrants,
and of the community-based educational organisations and social network supports
that benefit the whole community.

The high educational attainment levels of British Chinese women may resemble
the US model, but do not explain their depressed fertility, which persists after

15 Fertility has been decreasing since the 1970s in China and the introduction of family policy
programmes culminating in the well-known ‘one-child policy’ have recently been relaxed.
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controlling for educational level. Transnational ties and the influence of childbearing
norms in China – especially in urban China, where childlessness is increasingly
common, and having one child only has become the institutionalised norm over the
last 40 years – might explain the depressed fertility found among British Chinese
women. Conversely, the minority status hypothesis offers a plausible alternative
explanation. According to Goldscheider and Uhlenberg (1969), in response to a
perceived ethnic penalty, segments of a minority population may reduce their family
size to facilitate their social mobility. Previous work for the UK has found that the
returns to educational attainment in terms of wages are generally lower for minority
groups than for the White British group (Heath et al. 2008). However, this is less
the case for second-generation women of Indian or Chinese descent, with the latter
group having the highest employment probability (Dustmann and Theodoropoulos
2010). It is plausible that the very low fertility among British Chinese women
is a compensating factor favouring professional achievement. Tran (2016) found
that delayed childbearing among Chinese migrants in New York facilitated their
children’s access to high-quality public schools, and noted that second-generation
Chinese American “believe they must try harder to succeed in the American context”
(p. 2402).16

5 Concluding remarks

This study documents an educational gradient in the fertility patterns of ethnic
minorities in the UK, and challenges some of the discourses on their cultural
distinctiveness. Nonetheless, the remaining unexplained variation also shows that
additional factors shape fertility behaviours, independent of women’s educational
attainment, and with differences across groups. It remains unclear to what extent
the low fertility observed among second-generation women of Chinese heritage is a
means to overcome the ethnic penalty on the labour market, and/or is a mechanism
for regaining the social status their parents lost after migration (see Platt 2005; Ichou
2014). The potential role of transnational influences and ties adds further complexity
to the relationships between childbearing, education, ethnicity, and generation
in the UK that were explored in this paper, and calls for more mixed-methods
investigations of this intersectional process. The higher proportions of British
Pakistani and Bangladeshi women with a degree, but also other unmeasured factors,
are resulting in a smaller fertility gap for the second than for the first generation
when compared to national fertility levels. Consistent with these observed changes is
the increasing sense of agency around childbearing among British Pakistani women,
as discussed by Hamphire et al. (2012), which is associated with more educational
and work options. When interpreting the fertility of immigrants and their children,

16 Earlier, Espenshade and Ye (1994) explained intra-group fertility differentials among Chinese
American women as differential responses to structural discrimination.
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the emphasis is often on the remaining distance between minority groups and the
majority population. More emphasis on the group-specific patterns and the within-
group dynamics that shape childbearing behaviour, over time and across generations,
would help us gain a better understanding of the socio-demographic trajectories of
immigrants and their children.
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Appendix

A.1 Ethnic categories in the British 2001 census and in surveys

Ethnicity is self-reported by survey respondents, but the responses are shaped
by a predefined nomenclature. The 2001 classification used here had two levels.
Level 1 classified individuals into five broad groups: White, Mixed, Asian or
Asian British, Black or Black British, Chinese, and an additional group Other.
Level 2 provided a finer classification nested within Level 1. This more detailed
classification distinguished between 16 ethnic groups. The White population was
subdivided into White British, White Irish, and White Other. There were also
four Mixed ethnic sub-groups (White and Black Caribbean, White and Asian,
White and Black African, Other Mixed), four Asian British or Asian sub-groups
(Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Other Asian), three Black or Black British sub-
groups (Black Caribbean, Black African, Other Black). The Chinese group and the
remaining group Other were not subdivided further.

A.2 Counts of women aged 15–49 by category and study period

1965–1979*: 1987–2010**: all ethnic group 1987–2010: UK-born women

Ethnic Immigrant

category women All Degree A-Level GCSE All Degree A-Level GCSE

Indian 41,110 96,358 44,730 14,574 37,054 31,544 15,133 6,626 9,785
Pakistan 16,307 65,961 15,867 9,343 40,751 23,633 7,214 5,177 11,242
Bangladeshi 3,100 22,667 3,432 3,414 15,821 4,355 1,093 1,086 2,176
Chinese 6,921 23,628 13,782 2,690 7,156 3,623 2,222 575 826

Sources: ∗LFS 1979, 1983 to 1992; ∗∗LFS-APS data 2001–2010.

A.3 Counts of women aged 25–29 by ethnic category over the
1987–2010 period

Degree/Higher A-level GCSE and

education (equiv.) below

White British 212,338 114,964 275,601
(British) Indian 9332 2145 5236
(British) Chinese 2612 324 939
(British) Pakistani and Bangladeshi 4175 2129 9730

Source: LFS-APS data 2001–2010.




