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ABSTRACT

This article provides the first cross-national assessment of Latina immigrant fertility trends. 
Specifically, we compare Ecuadorian women in Spain (EiS) to Mexican women in the United 
States (MiUS). We focus on these two groups because they (1) have similar socio-economic 
profiles and (2) are the largest Latina subgroups in their respective host countries. We show 
that since 2001, the fertility rate of EiS has declined substantially more than the fertility rate
of MiUS has. Drawing on census and administrative data in both countries, we assess four fac-
tors that might explain this difference: economic cycles, linguistic affinity, labor market partici-
pation, and education. We argue that labor market and education factors can best help to 
explain Latina fertility patterns. We conclude by discussing the findings with regard to con-
temporary arguments about Latino culture and immigrant fertility, and by describing the 
study’s policy implications.

INTRODUCTION

In 2012 the Census Bureau forecasted that the United States would soon become a majority 
minority country (US Census Bureau, 2012). The announcement caused much media speculation 
about Latino families, with commentators repeating that Latinas had higher fertility rates than 
most other US groups (Cohn, 2014; Blau et al., 2008; Carter 2000). Indeed, while scholars have 
tried to explain this trend by pointing to social structures and debating the merits of Latino 
“familism” (Landale and Oropresa 2007; Bean, Swicegood, and Burg 2000; Vega 1995), the 
media have consistently fallen back on negative stereotypes of the overly-fertile Latina disposi-
tion (Chavez, 2008).
But what about the fact that Latinas who settle in Spain have one of the lowest fertility rates in 

the world? Although it was initially believed that Latinas could help pull Spain out of its demo-
graphic crisis (Prats, 2013; Aunion, 2014), academics now note that immigrant fertility has fallen 
there and failed to make much of an impact (Iba�~nez, 2010; Roig Vila & Castro Mart�ın, 2007). In 
fact, our analyses show that the fertility rates of Ecuadorian immigrant women, who compose the 
largest Latina group in Spain, have plunged dramatically in the last decade and are now roughly 
equal to the extremely low rates of Spanish women (Kohler, Billari, & Ortega, 2002; Bongaarts & 
Sobotka, 2012).
In this article, we use the comparative Latina case to illuminate how national context influences 

immigrant fertility and to complicate arguments about a culture of Latino familism. Specifically, 
we compare Ecuadorian women in Spain (hereafter, EiS) with Mexican women in the United States



(hereafter, MiUS). While not perfect matches, we argue that these groups are comparable because 
they hold roughly similar structural positions in their host countries and face many of the same 
social mobility barriers. Specifically, we draw on Spanish and US data to address whether four 
issues – economic climate, language affinity, labour market participation, and education – might 
explain why Latina fertility has fallen more in Spain than in the United States. We contend that dif-
ferences in labour market and educational enrolment can best explain these patterns. Finally, we 
discuss these findings with respect to cultural explanations of Latina fertility and broader under-
standings of immigrant fertility and adaptation.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Latino Immigration to Spain and the United States

Since the 1990s, Latino immigration to Spain has increased more than fivefold. Numbering over 
400,000 in 1991, this population rose to about 2.3 million by 2013 (INE 2015). Much of the 
increase coincided with Spain’s rapid economic growth at the end of the 1990s and early twenty-
first century, as Ecuadorans, Bolivians, Colombians and others took jobs in the Spanish construc-
tion, service, and domestic care sectors (Cach�on Rodrı�guez, 2009; Aja, 2012; Hierro, 2013).
As a relatively new migrant stream, Latinos in Spain differ from those in the United States. While 

Latinos in Spain are mainly South American, those in the United States are most likely to come from 
Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean. Using 2007 data, Connor and Massey (2010) also find 
that when their data is lumped together, Latinos in Spain tend to be better educated than those in the 
United States. However, this pattern is not confirmed for every group: Ecuadorians in Spain, for exam-
ple, display similar socio-economic characteristics to Mexicans in the US (see Table A1 in the Appen-
dix). Importantly, Latinos in Spain also share more cultural attributes with host-country natives than 
do Latinos in the US. Indeed, Latino immigrants speak Spanish and are predominantly Catholic, char-
acteristics that may allow them to connect more easily with Spaniards than with non-Latino Ameri-

cans (see Huntington, 2004; and Delgado and Lozano, 2007). Despite these differences, first 
generation Latino immigrants in both countries do share many similarities. To begin, Latinos in both 
Spain and the US are primarily channelled into low-wage labour systems (e.g. house-keeping and 
care-giving) (Aysa-Lastra and Cach�on, 2015) and encounter restrictive legal regimes. An immigrant 
in Spain who has an irregular status, for example, does not have access to certain vital benefits of the 
Spanish welfare state (e.g., healthcare) and must find informal work opportunities where fair wage 
standards are often under-enforced (Pab�on L�opez, 2007; Calavita, 2005). Latinos in the United States 
face similarly adverse conditions, but they are also subject to more prevalent deportation campaigns 
that can have drastic effects on families (Gonzalez, 2013). Moreover, Latinos are subject to xenopho-
bia and discrimination both in Spain and in the US, although there is much more research document-
ing the latter case (but see Retis and Garcı�a, 2010; Flores, 2015.)
Taken together the differences and similarities of Latino immigrants in both countries provide an 

opportunity to add complexity to arguments about the purported existence of a Latino cultural pre-
disposition to high fertility and a preference for larger families (Vega, 1995).

Immigration, Fertility and National Comparisons

Latino migration to Spain has coincided with a stark drop in Spanish fertility rates since the late 
1970s. In 1981, Spain registered a total fertility rate of 2.2, but by 2012 this rate had dropped to 
1.3 (Eurostat, 2014). Given this decline, scholars saw immigrant fertility as a possible means to 
limit population aging (Roig Vila and Castro Martin, 2007).



The research on European migrants, however, generally finds that immigrants adopt native fertility 
rates as their stay in the host country increases (Dubuc, 2012; Kahn, 1994; Sobotka, 2008). For 
instance, studies on Sweden show that women who migrated there as children adopted the fertility rates 
of natives much more quickly than those who had migrated later (Andersson, 2004). Similar assimila-
tion trends have been found in Germany (Milewski, 2010; Mayer and Riphahn, 2000), the United 
Kingdom (Georgiadis and Manning, 2012; Coleman and Dubuc, 2010) and Spain (Iba�~nez, 2010).
Immigrant fertility trends in the US are starkly different from those in Europe. In the US, immi-

grants, especially Latinos, consistently display higher fertility rates than non-immigrant whites 
(Bean, Swicegood, and Burg, 2000; Carter, 2000; Frank and Hueveline, 2005; Lichter et al., 2012), 
although the magnitude of the difference is still being hotly debated (see Parrado & Morgan, 2008; 
DeLeone, Lichter, & Strawderman, 2009). Researchers have paid considerable attention to Mexican 
fertility, in part because Mexicans seem to account for much of the fertility differential between 
Hispanics and non-Hispanics in the US (see Lichter et al., 2012).
To date, most studies on European and US immigrant fertility have been case-based, focusing on 

the fertility of different kinds of immigrants within a single country (see Adsera and Ferrer, 2014). 
Other work has compared the fertility rates of several types of immigrants across countries (Cole-
man, 1994; Sobotka, 2008). While informative, these studies were not designed to consider equiva-
lent groups and thus do not allow scholars to assess the role that national context might play on 
immigrant fertility. By focusing on Latinas in Spain and the United States, however, we are able to 
offer a preliminary assessment of how national context affects fertility.
Figure 1 documents the total fertility rate (TFR)1 of EiS and MiUS. The left plot reveals that the 

TFRs of Spanish and US citizens have remained rather stable. Additionally, it shows that the TFRs 
of EiS and MiUS declined between 2001 and 2013. It is important to note that the figure also 
reveals that the degree to which fertility declined for EiS and MiUS is strikingly different. The 
TFR of EiS declined from 2,739 to 1,162, a 57.6 per cent drop in only twelve years. The TFR of 
MiUS, however, declined from 3,416 to 2,694, a 21.2 per cent drop over the same period. As these 
findings demonstrate, the fertility decline has been much steeper for EiS than for MiUS.2

The right plot displays the ratio of the immigrant group’s TFR to the native group’s in each 
country. The ratio in Spain declined from 2.35 – that is, in 2001 Ecuadorians had a fertility rate 
roughly twice as high as Spaniards – to 0.99. Hence over a mere ten-year period, Ecuadorian 
women have reduced their number of births much more than Spanish women have. Overall, the 
Spanish case shows an increasing similarity between immigrant and native TFRs, along with a 
stark Latina immigrant fertility decline. In the US, we also observe some convergence in immi-
grant/native fertility trends, but to a lesser extent than the Spanish case.
To explain these different immigrant fertility patterns in Spain and the United States, we consider 

four factors – economic cycle, linguistic affinity, labour market participation, and educational enrol-
ment – which have been said to influence fertility more generally.3 Although there are other factors 
that may influence fertility, such as individual preferences or certain features of an immigrant commu-
nity’s composition (especially presence of a co-ethnic second generation), data limitations restrict our 
analyses to these areas of investigation. After describing our data, we expand on each factor below.

DATA

Following previous research, we estimate fertility rates for MiUS using the American Community 
Survey (ACS), especially the Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) (United States Census Bureau, 
2014a). For Spain, the Civil Register (equivalent to the US’ Vital Statistics) provided the data on 
annual births, while the Municipal Population Register (Padr�on municipal) provided the age struc-
ture of EiS and Spanish citizens (Instituto Nacional de Estad�ıstica, 2014b, 2014c). Both sources



FIGURE 1
TOTAL FERTILITY RATE OF FOUR GROUPS LIVING IN SPAIN AND THE US, 2001-2013
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have been frequently utilized in previous Spanish demographic research (Rodrı�guez, Regidor and 
Guti�errez-Fisca, 1995; Rosero-Bixby et al., 2011).
To assess labour market engagement and education enrolment, we rely on official labour market 

surveys: Active Population Survey (Encuesta de Poblaci�on Activa, EPA) for Spain and Current 
Population Survey (CPS) for the US (Instituto Nacional de Estadı�stica, 2014a; United States Census 
Bureau, 2014b). We complement data from these sources with descriptive statistics about EiS’ 
socio-demographic characteristics. These were taken from a random sample of the latest Population



and Housing Census, taken in 2011 (Instituto Nacional de Estadı�stica, 2014a). We restrict the anal-
ysis of fertility rates to 2001-2013 because the Spanish National Statistical Institute only provides 
information on the births of Ecuadorian Spanish citizens from 2001 onward.

RESULTS

Before we delve into the specific factors that might influence fertility trends in both countries, we 
first assess the socio-demographic profiles of EiS and MiUS. Selection theorists (Myers and Morris, 
1966) might argue that differences in fertility between EiS and MiUS could be related to major 
socio-demographic differences between the two groups. Mexican emigration is an important case in 
point. Mexicans who settle Spain are probably much better educated and more likely to take on 
professional positions than Mexicans who migrate to the United States (Connor and Massey, 
2010). Thus it could be the case that Spain’s Latino immigrants simply have a higher socio-eco-
nomic status than the predominantly working-class Latino migrants who settle in the United States 
and are therefore predisposed to reduce their fertility rate faster.
Bearing these socio-economic profiles in mind, we compare EiS to MiUS because they have 

roughly similar structural positions. Table A1 below compares the profiles of each immigrant group 
to those of the native women in the host countries in 2011. It shows that both EiS and MiUS are 
mainly middle-aged and have low levels of education (mostly less than high school). Moreover, if 
we compare these groups to the native population, we observe important differences. Notably, the 
immigrant groups are more likely to be unemployed and to be renting their home than the native 
population. This suggests that both migrant groups occupy a non-privileged position in the social 
structure and join the ranks of the lower or working classes in their new country (also Gratton, 
2007: 587). Latinas (and Ecuadorian women) in Spain are also overrepresented in occupational 
groups with especially low upward occupational mobility, which contributes to preserving their 
dominated social status (Parella, Petroff and Sol�e, 2013: 1379).
It is important to note that Ecuadorian and Mexican immigrant communities display similar gen-

der ratios during the time period examined in this study. Indeed, although EiS were a highly femi-
nized community during the 1990s, the proportion of women and men from 2001 onwards has 
become roughly equal (Iglesias Martı�nez et al., 2015). This more balanced sex ratio, more closely 
resembles that of Mexican immigrant communities in the United States and provides the opportunity 
for EiS to form ethnically homogenous couples and to be involved in reproductive behaviours.

Economic Cycle

If there are few socio-economic differences between EiS and MiUS, might it be that economic cli-
mate could explain the differential fertility assimilation patterns in both countries? In general, the 
economic cycle influences fertility rates because it influences job prospects, which in turn indirectly 
influence family formation decisions (Sobotka, Skirbekk, & Philipov, 2011). The relationship 
between economic growth and fertility is thus procyclical, as people generally delay having chil-
dren until economic conditions have improved. While few studies examine economic climate and 
immigrant fertility directly, the existing ones do suggest that immigrants also respond to economic 
conditions when considering whether to expand their families (Milewski 2010). Research on migra-
tion to Israel and Norway, for example, suggests that immigrants limit the number of children they 
have because they are sensitive to the economic cycle and their ability to support larger families 
(Assave & Lappagard, 2009; Okun & Kagya, 2012).
Both Spain and the United States have recently undergone economic recessions, though the US 

is generally thought to be on a better recovery trajectory (Aysa-Lastra and Chac�on, 2012). We thus



FIGURE 2
INDEX 100 OF THE TFR AND ECONOMIC CONDITIONS (2002=100), 2002-2013

50

100

150

200

250
20

02

20
04

20
06

20
08

20
10

20
13

20
02

20
04

20
06

20
08

20
10

20
13

ASUniapS

TFR native population TFR immigrant group
Unemployment rate

investigate whether the lingering economic recession in Spain could be to blame for Latino’s 
extreme fertility rate decline there. To assess this explanation, Figure 2 depicts the index 100 
changes in the TFR and unemployment rates of the four groups. According to the recession expla-
nation, the fertility rates in both Spain and the US should be procyclical, especially for EiS. How-
ever, Figure 2 shows that the fertility of EiS dropped the most not during the ongoing economic 
recession commencing in 2008, but rather during the economic boom that lasted from before 2000 
and until 2008.
A possible concern with these findings is that the largest impact of the Great Recession was on 

the rate of unemployment growth, not on the rate of economic growth (Hoffman and Lemieux, 
2013). The fertility rates of the two migrant groups could, we hypothesize, be particularly sensitive 
to these major changes in the unemployment rate. However, contrary to this expectation and incon-
sistent with the economic-cycle approach, the association between changes in the general fertility 
rates of EiS and MiUS and the mean country unemployment rate is rather low. In fact, Spanish 
women are the only group to clearly display procyclical fertility behaviour.

Cultural Affinity: Language in Spain

If the economic climate fails to account for the different trends in Latino fertility, then perhaps they 
can be explained in cultural terms. Scholars have argued that Latino fertility might increasingly



converge with Spanish rates because Latinos are simply more culturally attuned to Spaniards than
they are to non-Latino Americans. Connor and Massey (2010), as well as Delgado and Lozano
(2007), posit that sharing a common language allows Latinos to feel connected to Spaniards in a
way that other immigrants in that country do not. Spanish immigration researchers have also argued
that Latinos in Spain are viewed as a more assimilable population than African or Asian migrants
because of this linguistic connection (Flecha, Santa Cruz and Serradell, 2002).
To assess whether Spanish immigrants can in fact assimilate and adopt cultural behaviours more

quickly because they speak the host country’s language, we suspend for the moment the national
comparative angle and instead focus on a particular regional development in Spain.
Unlike the United States, Spain is comprised of a loose federation of “autonomous communities,”

some of which consider themselves to be culturally and linguistically distinct from Madrid, the
Spanish capital. Catalonia is a case in point. The region is characterized by a strong nationalist sen-
timent, and Catalan is the official government language of Catalonia. Virtually all schools in the
region instruct solely in Catalan (Artigal, 1997). Moreover, researchers consider Catalan a language
of its own (i.e., not just a dialect), with a grammar and vocabulary different from Castilian or Span-
ish (Green, 2009).
If language does serve as an important mechanism helping immigrants assimilate into a native

culture, we would hypothesize that ceteris paribus, the Latina TFR should decline slower in Cat-
alonia than in the rest of Spain. Figure 3 shows the TFRs between 2001 and 2013 for Spanish and
Ecuadorian women, distinguishing between those living in Catalonia and those living in the rest of

FIGURE 3
FERTILITY RATES OF FOUR GROUPS IN SPAIN, 2001-2013
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the Spanish territory. As observed, the TFR of Spaniards is virtually the same regardless of their 
place of residence. Most important, during the period when EiS’ fertility declined most sharply 
(2001-2007), the TFRs of EiS in Catalonia and in the rest of Spain fell at roughly the same rate. If 
anything, the TFR of EiS in Catalonia fell more sharply during this period, which contradicts the 
linguistic affinity explanation. Since 2010-2011, EiS outside of Catalonia have experienced a shar-
per decline in the TFR, but by that point they had already passed the TFR of Spaniards in Spain 
(SiS), hence this is not an indicator of convergence with the fertility of Spanish natives. In other 
words, the overlap between the two groups suggests that assimilation patterns of fertility among 
Ecuadorians and Spaniards cannot simply be linked to language affinity.

Labour Market Insertion and Education Enrolment

As an alternative to the economic cycle and cultural assimilation approaches, we focus instead on 
labour market insertion and education enrolment. We argue that, in contrast to other explanations, 
these two factors help us explain the fertility differences between EiS and MiUS. As we show in 
Figure 3 below, EiS display a much higher degree of labour market engagement and much faster 
rate of education enrolment than MiUS. This stronger orientation towards the labour market and 
education implies a move away from the male-as-breadwinner model that may significantly impact 
EiS’ family formation behaviour.
We argue that there are three ways in which labour market involvement can affect immigrant 

women’s fertility. First, child-rearing often conflicts with women’s efforts to hold jobs (Marini and 
Brinton, 1984; Mincer and Polachek, 1974). This is especially true among precarious, low-skilled 
workers, as they usually lack employer-sponsored parental leave and cannot afford private childcare 
(Pettit and Hook, 2009; Gerstel and McGonagle, 1999). Second, we stress the interactionist dimen-
sion of labour participation. Among women, an economically-active status increases (a) the proba-
bility of interacting with native, working-age women juggling their jobs and family life and (b) 
exposure to the dominant cultural discourse surrounding the appropriate conditions for having a 
child. In other words, the labour market could have a major acculturation function that alters indi-
vidual conceptions of family structure and major life events. Consequently, higher rates of labour 
participation among EiS would explain the rapid decline in their fertility rates when compared to 
MiUS.
Third, rigidities in European labour markets (Nickell, 1997) can also play a role. Adsera� (2011) 

has recently shown that women employed in temporary jobs are the least likely to give birth to a 
second child. Here, we argue that perceived labour market instability – resulting from exposure to 
irregular or temporary work – might reduce EiS’ willingness to having children. Indeed, the level 
of perceived job instability has been shown to be significantly higher in Spain than in other Euro-
pean countries (B€ockerman, 2007). All together, this employment anxiety would help to explain 
EiS’ steep fertility rate decline throughout the 2000s even as their employment rates remained 
high.
Taking all the data and past research into account, we hypothesize that the greater decline in fer-

tility observed among EiS is related to their higher levels of labour participation. To assess this, 
Figure 4 displays the employment and labour force participation rates among EiS, MiUS, Spaniards 
and US citizens. It provides strong evidence of labour market status differences between the two 
immigrant groups. The plots show that Ecuadorian women in Spain are much more likely to be 
employed than are Mexican women in the US. The difference is quite large in 2001, around 35 
percentage points, and remains substantial across most years. Even when the gap narrows, striking 
differences in the labour force participation rates of the four groups persist. In fact, EiS display the 
highest labour force participation of the four groups. On average, more than 80 per cent of EiS 
were economically active.4 By contrast, on average only about 50 percent of MiUS were
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FIGURE 4
LABOR FORCE, EMPLOYMENT AND EDUCATION PARTICIPATION OF FOUR GROUPS LIVING IN 

SPAIN AND THE US, 2001-2013

economically active between 2001 and 2013. Interestingly enough, trends in the upper plots reflect 
an increasing convergence among Eis and SiS over time, both in terms of labour force participation 
and employment rates. Market behaviour differences among MiUS and American Woman, how-
ever, remain rather stable over the whole period.
Hence the evidence shows a stronger labour market engagement among EiS than MiUS. More-

over, as we noted before, EiS have high levels of perceived market instability. By being more



economically active within an insecure labour market, EiS have had to face larger time constraints 
and child-care burdens. At the same time, they may have also had more opportunities to meet 
Spanish co-workers and employers and become more familiar with the discourse of Spanish women 
regarding fertility and child-raising. All of these factors contribute to their declining fertility rate.
Together with labour market engagement, an increasing participation in formal education also 

accounts for EiS’ decline in fertility rates. Indeed, much literature documents a generally negative 
relationship between education and fertility. Education enrolment increases the opportunity costs of 
child-bearing, reduces the short-term income needed to support a child, and fosters knowledge on 
contraceptives and gender equity (see Kravdal and Rindfuss, 2008). Hence we argue that increases 
in education enrolment could undergird the particularly large decline in fertility rate observed in 
Ecuadorian migrants.
Figure 4 also displays the education enrolment rates of the four considered groups. The most rel-

evant finding from this subplot is the substantial increase in the education rate of EiS compared to 
the stagnant enrolment rate among MiUS. EiS’ rate increased from 3.5 per cent in 2001 to 20.9 per 
cent in 2013. By contrast, the MiUS rate hovered around 10 per cent over that time. This increase 
in the EiS education rate mimics a similar trend among Spanish women, although the absolute and 
relative increase among EiS is substantially larger. Moreover, this sharp rise of education engage-
ment among Ecuadorian women cannot be attributed to a change in the age distribution of this 
group. The percentage of Ecuadorian women in the 15-25 age group has remained rather stable, 
between 2001 (27.9%) and 2013 (27.8%).
As observed in Figure 4, the rise in education enrolment in Spain does not coincide with the 

onset of the economic crisis. Instead, we believe that this surge has been driven by the expansion 
of public education that still has certain glass ceiling effect. In recent years, the Spanish govern-
ment has financed several new labour-training programme initiatives that target immigrants and 
others low-wage labourers. Unlike general education, these programmes are shorter in duration and 
focus on providing students with technical skills and certificates that may help them immediately in 
the job market. Many of these training programs do not require prior education, and are thus more 
widely accessible than university programmes, for example (Iglesias Martı�nez et al., 2015: 39). As 
such, the education programmes, and the policies that implement them, help immigrants to over-
come problems of human capital transferability (Chiswick & Miller, 2009; Green, Kler and Leeves, 
2007) and may help women to empower themselves (Parrado & Morgan, 2008; Kasarda, Billy, & 
West, 1986).
Table A2 in Appendix shows the distribution of MiUS and EiS enrolled in education by type of 

course. Data distinguish between general education programmes – high schools and college – and 
specific labour-training programmes. The percentage of women attending regular high school pro-
grammes is pretty similar across groups, about 34.9 per cent of MiUS and 39.1 per cent of EiS. 
However, significant divergences emerge in college attendance rates. Interestingly, 47.9 per cent of 
MiUS enrolled in educational programmes are attending college, a figure seven times higher than 
that of EiS (6.4%). By contrast, EiS are overrepresented among women attending some kind of 
labour-training programme. Specifically, 54.5 per cent of EiS take vocational courses as compared 
with only 17.2 per cent of MiUS. These courses, as we have noted, are becoming increasingly 
accessible in Spain and improve competitiveness in the labour market.
Finally, to further explore the relationship between EiS’ fertility rates and EiS’ education enrol-

ment rates, we utilize the variability in these rates and the 17 Spanish regions. Although we cannot 
determine categorically the existence of a causal link between these two dimensions, regional-level 
evidence indicating a negative association between the fertility and educational enrolment of EiS 
would make the claim of causality even more plausible. Both rates display sufficient variability for 
the test. Using the full sample of 17 regions and 2013 data, the fertility rates of Ecuadorians in 
Spain is negatively related with their educational enrolment rate (r=-.41). This evidence is consis-
tent with our expectation and our argument that the increasing educational engagement of EiS



increases their opportunity costs of having more children. Yet there are reasons for thinking that 
Asturias represents an atypical case. Scholars have stressed the extraordinary low fertility rates of 
this small north-west region since the 90s (Bosh, 1998). So much so, that in 2014 the Eurostat 
Regional Yearbook reported that it has the lowest fertility rates in all the European Union. When 
removing this singular region from the sample, the association between fertility rates and education 
enrolment rates is further improved (r=-.60, p<.05).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This article uses Latino migration to Spain and the US as a comparative case to assess how national 
context might shape trends in immigrant fertility. We find that cultural variables, especially language, 
and national economic cycles do not adequately explain why Latinas in Spain have reduced their fer-
tility much more than their US counterparts. Instead, our argument focuses on the role of labour mar-
ket participation and education enrolment. Economically active women face more challenges in 
bearing and raising their children and arguably have more chances to interact with native mothers 
and become familiar with the host country’s discourse on parenting. Moreover, education enrolment 
increases the opportunity cost of child-rearing and reduces the short-term income needed to support 
a child. Our empirical analysis shows that Latinas in Spain and the US differ substantially in both of 
these dimensions. Specifically, Latinas in Spain are more likely to be active in the labour market or 
enrolled in education programs, thus affecting their ability to have offspring.
Taken together, the findings in this study have at least four important implications for our under-

standing of immigrant fertility. The first centres on the debates about immigrant culture, and in par-
ticular arguments over the notion of Latino “familism.” Scholars examining the US situation have 
often used this notion to help explain the seemingly higher fertility trends among Mexicans, Puerto 
Ricans, Dominicans, and other Latino groups. These scholars suggest that there is an inherent set 
of values that Latin Americans hold that impels them to have more children irrespective of social 
contexts and economic obstacles (Landale and Oropresa, 2007; Bean, Swicegood, and Burg, 2000; 
Vega, 1995).
Our work, however, points to limitations in the Latino “familism” theory, suggesting that national 

contexts do matter. On the one hand, the fact that fertility declines starkly for EiS raises the possi-
bility that Latino “familism” is simply a characteristic of Latino immigrants in the US. On the other 
hand, it may be that Latinas in Spain, especially Ecuadorian women, do hold the same values as 
Latinas in the US but that structural conditions inhibit them from acting on these values. Moreover, 
it may be that these Latino cultural values are not static but rather dynamic, changing over time as 
immigrants adapt to the social structures of their new homeland. Future qualitative research in this 
area might help to shed light on these unresolved questions.
Second, our work provides avenues for further research. In strictly descriptive terms, our study 

shows that immigrant groups with a similar position in their host countries – Latinas in Spain and 
the US – can actually differ substantially in terms of their fertility rates. Given that most previous 
work in this area are case studies of immigrant fertility in a single country, our study suggests the 
potential for further cross-national research examining the macro-level foundations of immigrant fer-
tility changes. Future work could, for instance, assess what country-level cultural, economic or social 
factors shape the fertility patterns of Latino immigrant communities living in affluent societies.
Third, with our findings in mind, future work could specify the mechanisms by which employ-

ment and education influence immigrant fertility. For example, qualitative work that examines dif-
ferent job types could help untangle whether employment has direct structural or indirect network 
effects on immigrant fertility. Indeed, a significant percentage of EiS are in the domestic care 
industry, working in unstable positions as live-in aides who often perform physically demanding



and poorly compensated tasks (Hondagneu-Sotelo,2007). We can imagine, then, that Latina domes-
tic caretakers in Spain are especially overburdened with time and resource constraints, and are thus
less able to have more children. Conversely, there could be another mechanism at play; it may be
that domestic care places Latinas in closer proximity with Spanish women, allowing them to learn
new ideas about family formation. The issue is open to debate, and more investigative work that
links Latina immigrant preferences with job type would provide valuable information for fertility
and immigration scholars alike. In a similar manner, further research could also investigate the
effects of different types of educational programs on immigrant fertility.
Last, our findings have important policy implications that should be heeded by policy-makers keen

to ensure the general welfare of female Latino immigrants. We show that the fertility patterns of EiS
are rather sensitive to the education enrolment and labour for participation of this group. This sug-
gests that EiS may endure especial difficulties to reconcile work and family life. More family-friend
labour policies (e.g. a more generous maternity leave program) could attenuate reconciliation prob-
lems faced by EiS and reduce the Spanish demographic crisis by increasing EiS’ fertility. By con-
trast, our findings suggest that the fertility patterns of MiUS are not as sensitive to their educational
and labour market decisions and that both educational and labour market participation are rather
low. This might be, at least in part, due to the lack of labour-training programs in the U.S context.
A substantial expansion of labour-training programs targeted to immigrants would provide them with
technical skills and certificates that should give them access to better jobs, increasing their labour
force participation and ultimately the level of economic growth.
Overall, our study shows that national contexts influence immigrant fertility. While the cultural

values of groups certainly do impact immigrant behaviours, these arguments should be delimited
with respect to national structures.
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NOTES

1. The TFR is the most standard indicator used to measure fertility patterns, because contrary to the crude
birth rate, TFR is not affected by the age structure of the population. We calculated following convention
as follows: , with ASFR being the age-specific fertility rate (births/population) for the following seven age
groups: 15-19, 20-24, 25-29, 30-34, 35-39, 40-44, 45-49.

2. The trend in fertility rates of EiS is not specific to the Ecuadorian group. Figure A1 (Appendix) shows that
two other large and Latin American immigrant groups – Bolivians in Spain and Colombians in Spain – dis-
play similar trends in their TFR.

3. This variation in the trends of the TFRs of EiS and MiUS, moreover, cannot be attributed to fertility trends
in their home country. As noted in Figure A2 (Appendix), the fertility decline of Ecuadorians in Ecuador
has been far milder than the TFR decline of EiS.

4. It is important to emphasize that the administrative data on employment available for both countries
includes information from both documented and undocumented immigrants.
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APPENDIX

TABLE A1

SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF WOMEN 15-49 IN SPAIN AND THE UNITED STATES,
2011

Spain United States

Ecuadorians in
Spain (a)

Spanish
citizens (b)

Ratio
a/b

Mexicans in
U.S. (c)

U.S.
Citizens

(d)
Ratio
c/d

Age (average) 31.3 33.2 0.9 27.6 28.0 1.0
Age structure
15-25 23.9 20.4 1.2 18.5 30.1 0.6
25-34 33.1 28.9 1.1 34.5 27.1 1.3
35-44 32.1 34.1 0.9 35.6 27.3 1.3
45 and + 11.0 16.6 0.7 11.4 15.5 0.7

Educative level
Less than high
school (%)

52.4 35.8 1.5 58.2 16.4 3.6

Less than col-
lege (%)

39.8 34.4 1.2 35.6 48.3 0.7

College or
more (%)

7.8 29.8 0.3 6.2 35.3 0.2

Unemployment
rate

38.6 32.0 1.2 9.0 8.2 1.1

Home ownership 42.3 82.1 0.5 35.7 61.6 0.6

TABLE A2

WOMEN ENROLLED IN EDUCATION BY TYPE OF EDUCATION

MiUS EiS

Regular school 34.99 39.11
College 47.86 6.41
Vocational, technical, trade and correspondence courses 17.15 54.47



FIGURE A1
TOTAL FERTILITY RATE OF BOLIVIANS, COLOMBIANS, ECUADORIANS AND SPANIARDS IN SPAIN,

2001-2013
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Source: Authors’ calculations with data from INE 2015

FIGURE A2
TOTAL FERTILITY RATES OF ECUADORIAN AND MEXICAN CITIZENS IN THEIR COUNTRY OF ORIGIN

AND HOSTING COUNTRY, 2000-2013
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