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ABSTRACT A 10 percent stratified random sample survey of migrant
Hispanic farm women was conducted in 1978 in Wisconsin by bilingual
interviewers. Interviews with the women revealed that they have greater
numbers of children than other women in the United States. They bear
children at younger ages, have greater infant mortality, and use fewer
contraceptive techniques. We hypothesize that their fertility behavior is
related to age, level of education, and degree of assimilation, the latter
measured by bilingualism. Results show that the variable most strongly
associated with live births is age; when it is controlled, education is the
main predictor. When the effects of both age and education are controlled,
bilingual capacity also contributes to explaining births. Education, on the
other hand, explains most of the variance in expected number of children.
We conclude that high fertility patterns are likely to continue among
migrant farm women until level of education improves for the children,
thus increasing their bilingual capacity and improving their occupational
opportunities.

Introduction

One segment of rural society that has always been among the lowest
in earnings, job security, educational attainment, and political power
is the migrant agricultural worker (U.S. Senate, 1970). Yet, few rural
sociologists have turned their attention to this powerless group. Among
the hundreds of articles published in Rural Sociology since its inception,
less than a half dozen have concerned migrant farm workers (Fasick,
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1967; Gecas, 1980; Rushing, 1968; Snyder and Perry, 1970). In gen-
eral, these studies document that migrant workers have low socio-
economic status and are clearly “deprived” by objective standards.
Also, migrant youths have high educational and occupational aspi-

rations, but they express low levels of expectations about their likely

achievements.

It has been suggested that distinctive behavior patterns are, in part,
survival mechanisms that are responses to economic and cultural con-
ditions. When the sociceconomic and educational levels reach that
of the majority group, these distinctive behavior patterns will change
to match those of the majority population. In this article we examine
fertility behavior among Hispanic migrant farm women. We hypoth-
esize that the traditionally high fertility patterns of these farm women
are directly related to age and inversely related to educational at-
tainment. We also suggest that the degree of assimilation of these
women into the majority culture affects their fertility behavior. Thus,
those who are more accepting of mainstream cultural norms will have
lower fertility than those who are less accepting.

Buackground

Fertility levels of Mexicans have been high because children and the
family are highly valued (Bean and Bradshaw, 1977). Children tra-
ditionally have been important because their labor has been essential
to the economic well-being of the family. Until recently, most His-
panic families derived their living from family-oriented agricultural
enterprises. 'I'his agrarian economic base required the labor of many
children in order to improve the family’s economic position. Fur-
thermore, in societies without institutionalized systems of social se-
curity, children were expected to provide support and sustenance to
aging family members, Because of high infant mortality, it has also
been suggested that numerous children were procreated to assure
the survival of at least a few.

Although most families of Mexican descent in the United States
have recently joined the migration to urban centers, the family ori-
entation remains strong and large numbers of children are still prized.
However, similar to other immigrant groups in the United States,
the burden of .a large family in an urbanized setting has been felt,
and a commensurate decline in fertility is appearing in the Hispanic
population, especially among younger women (U.S. Bureau of the
Census, 1979, 1982),

Nonetheless, many Hispanics in the United States are still involved
in agricultural pursuits. In 1979, about 27 percent of the approxi-
mately 217,000 persons estimated by the U.S. Department of Agri-
culture to be migratory farm workers were of Hispanic heritage (Smith
and Coltrane, 1981).
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Based on previous models of predicting fertility (Johnson e al.,
1978; Slesinger, 1974), we hypothesize that fertility behavior is re-
lated to such demographic characteristics as woman’s age and level
of educational attainment. We also have identified a measure of as-
similation into the majority culture—in this study it is bilingualism.
Recently, more proximate factors have been specified that also affect
fertility levels, i.e., marriage patterns, frequency of intercourse, and
contraceptive use and effectiveness (Bongaarts, 1978). We suggest
that younger, better educated, and bilingual women are more likely
to marry later, to use contraceptives, and to use more effective meth-
ods. This behavior, in turn, will result in lower fertility performance.

Sample of migrant women

The female migrant farm workers examined in this analysis were
surveyed in Wisconsin during the 1978 planting and harvesting sea-
son. Over 90 percent of Wisconsin’s migrant farm workers are of
Hispanic heritage, with about half of them born in Mexico and half
in the United States. They travel over 4,000 miles from the Rio
Grande Valley in Texas each year in pursuit of employment. The
number of migrant workers in Wisconsin peaked at about 20,000 in
the mid 1950s and has been declining since, due primarily to the
development of mechanical harvesters and herbicides (Slesinger and
Muirragui, 1981}). In 1978, Wisconsin had about 4,100 migrant work-
ers, plus an additional 2,500 nonworkers. Of the 6,600 migrants,
about 2,800 were women of childbearing age, and three out of four
of these women were employed full time in agricultural work.

A 10 percent stratified random sample of all workers was obtained
from every employer in the state known to employ migrant workers.
This list was obtained from the Job Service unit of the Wisconsin
Department of Industry, Labor and Human Relations and their per-
sonnel who were familiar with local farmers, producers, and proces-
sors. Details of the sampling methodology are described in Slesinger
and Cautley (1981).

For this analysis, only women under age 50 who were married or
living in a married state (juntado) are included. Of the 262 workers
interviewed in the 10 percent random sample, 46 were married wom-
en under age 50. An additional 99 women living in the households
of sampled workers were interviewed. Thus, a total of 145 women
are the subjects of analysis, representing married women of child-
bearing age traveling in the migrant agricultural stream.

The multiplicity method of sampling was utilized for selecting the
subsample of married migrant women. Two weights, a multiplicity
weight and a weight based on the county of residence to adjust for
nonresponse in the sample of migrant workers were calculated. (For
further details, see Okada and Slesinger, 1982.) For the analysis, the
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normalized weighting method was utilized, which results in a weight-
ed sample of approximately the same size as the original.

Some demographic characteristics

About one-third of the migrant women in the childbearing years were
15-29 years old, 30 percent were in their thirties, and 37 percent
were in their forties. This is a relatively old population of childbear-
ing-age women compared to a sample of American women (U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 1979). Over three-fourths of the migrant wom-
en were wives of the head of the household, with the remainder being
children of the head or married to the children of the head. Seven
percent were women who headed their own households.

Their educational attainment was low. Six percent had not attended
school, and 29 percent had completed four or fewer years of school-
ing. Thus, using the federal government’s definition, 35 percent of
the women were functionally illiterate. However, the educational
attainment of the women aged 30 and older was much poorer than
that of the younger women; 45 percent of the older women were
functionally illiterate compared to only 15 percent of the younger
ones. Three percent of the older women had graduated from high
school compared with 12 percent of the younger group.

Spanish was the primary spoken language for 84 percent of the
women. Of those, 13 percent were unable to write Spanish. About
half of the women spoke only Spanish, and half spoke both Spanish
and English. Spanish monolingual women were older, on the average,
than bilingual women. -

Childbearing history

The number of live births experienced by these women ranged from
none to 15; the average number of births to date was 4.3. Women
15-29 averaged 1.7 births compared with 5.7 for women 30-49.
Migrant women who spoke only Spanish had borne one more child
on the average than women who were bilingual (5.3 compared with
4.0). In contrast, 2.0 children were born to American wives aged 15—
44—U.8. Bureau of Census, 1979). For Mexican women aged 30 or
older with two or more live births, the average spacing interval was
34 months; for under 30, it was 26 months (statistically significant in
difference of means ttest). This was not surprising because spacing
intervals between children generally increase as women age. About
one-third of the women both under and over 30 had borne their first
child before they were 19 years old.

The women were asked how many children they expected to have
by the time they were 50 years old, taking into account the number
that they had already borne. The average number for the migrant
women was 4.9. Migrant women 15-29 expected 3.5 children on the
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Table 1. Person with whom women would first discuss information
on contraception

Hispanic migrant women  Anglo rural women®

Doctor 23.4% 85.8%
Family-planning clinic 13.4 1.1
Public health nurse 8.1 0.3
Husband 39.4 6.4
Friend or neighbor 3.0 5.1
Other ) 6.3 —
No information ] 6.4 1.3
Total (%) 100.0 100.0
(N) 145 377

* Source: Ladinsky and Gruchow, 1973.

average, while those 30—49 expected to have 5.6 children.? By com-
parison, in a national survey, white wives 14-34 expected to have 2.2
births, and Spanish origin wives expected 2.6 (U.S. Bureau of Census,
1979). Most of the migrant women who spoke only Spanish were in
the older cohort, and they already had the children they expected to
have (5.3 children). Bilingual women expected to have 4.0 children;
to date they have had 2.9.

Sixty-two percent of the women expected to have no more children,
8 percent were pregnant, and an additional 12 percent expected to
have their next child within a year. Child mortality experience was
considerable: 15 percent of the women had experienced a death to
one or more live births. '

Family planning

Women were asked a series of questions about family planning. The
first question was: “If you were interested in getting information on
how to keep from getting pregnant, with whom would you first discuss
it?”’ Table 1 indicates that for nearly four out of ten migrant women,
this person would be her husband. There was surprisingly little dif-
ference between younger and older women. This distribution is in
sharp contrast to the results obtained from a sample of rural Anglo
married women in Wisconsin. Eighty-six percent said they would first
discuss it with their doctor, and only 6 percent named their husband
(Ladinsky and Gruchow, 1973).

2 One may note that women aged 30-49 have had 5.7 births to date and yet expect
to have 5.6 children by the time they are 50. This puzzling finding was investigated
by examining each case where the expected number of children was less than the
number of live births. We found that in every case the woman had borne one or more
children who had died. This illustrates, again, the unusual nature of this group of
childbearing women.
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Table 2. Utilization of contraception

Hispanic migrant women

Age Hispanic
AN urban

Utilization Total 15-29  30-49 women?

Using contraception now 41.8% 44.4% 40.5%  59.5%
Used contraception before but not now 18.0 14.3 19.8 18.5
Never used contraception 33.2 38.4 30.7 1.0
Sterilized 5.4 2.9 6.6 8.0
No information 1.6 0.0 2.3 3.0
Total (%) 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

(N) 145 53 92 348

2 Source; Bean and Bradshaw, 1977, tables 12, 13.

Over one-third of the migrant women had never used any contra-
ceptive method. This contrasts with only 11 percent of Mexican
American women in the city of Austin, Texas (Bean and Bradshaw,
1977). Table 2 shows the distribution of Hispanic women by current
contraceptive practice. Only a slightly larger proportion of younger
women was using contraception (44 percent} compared with older
migrant women (40 percent). In the Austin study, about 60 percent
of Hispanic women reported using contraception in 1969 (Bean and
Bradshaw, 1977). In the 1976 National Survey of Family Growth,
about 60 percent of women under 30, and 40 percent of women aged
30-44 reported using contraception (USDHEW, 1978). Thus, a
smaller proportion of the younger Hispanic women and the same
proportion of older women were using contraception compared to a
national sample of similar-aged women. However, a much larger pro-
portion of the American women were surgically or nonsurgically
sterile (30 percent) compared with the migrant group (5 percent),
indicating that a larger proportion of the migrant women were at
risk of becoming pregnant,

Over half the migrant women practicing contraception were using
oral contraceptives (Pill), and 29 percent had an intrauterine device
(IUD) in place. These figures contrast with data from the 1976 Na-
tional Survey of Family Growth, which indicated that of women using
contraception, 46 percent named the Pilland 13 percent named IUDs
(Ford, 1978).

When migrant women were queried whether they wanted more
information about family planning, 55 percent were satisfied with
their present knowledge. Fewer than 20 percent said they would like
more information about family planning, even though 33 percent
had never used it. Many of the women who had never used contra-
ception said they did not want to use it, they had no need, or they
wanted to get pregnant. No differences in responses occurred be-
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tween younger and older women or between bilingual and monolin-
gual women.

Multivariate analysis

Various regression analyses were performed to determine whether
age, education, or assimilation® was the crucial factor distinguishing
those with highest fertility.

Live births as a dependent variable measures past performance and
thus places more weight on the older women who are more likely to
have completed childbearing. These women were more likely to have
been born in Mexico and to speak only Spanish, However, the zero
order correlations indicate that age (r = .590) and education (r =
—.587) were equally important in explaining live births, followed by
bilingualism (r = —.427).

More is learned by examining responses concerning the number
of children expected by age 50. The correlation between expected
number of children and educational attainment (r = —.460) was
slightly stronger than with age (r = —.354). Bilingualism (» = —.288}
was also significantly correlated with expected number of children
(p = .001 for all correlations). _

Use of contraception was not significantly related either to live
births, expected completed family size, age, education, or bilingual-
ism.

Since age, education, and bilingualism are highly correlated with
each other, additional analyses were conducted to ascertain the mag-
nitude of their unique effects on the number of live births and the
. expected number of children. Table 3 presents the results of these
equations. For number of live births, age has the greatest net effect
(b = .470), followed by education (b = —.235), and bilingualism (b =
—.111). These three variables explained 46 percent of the variance
in live births. By contrast, for expected number of children, education
has the strongest effect (b = —.365), followed by age (b = .159). The
effect of bilingualism is not significant. About 23 percent of the vari-
ance in the expected number of children was explained. Thus, we
find that age and education are important factors in determining the
number of live births, while educational attainment is stronger than
age in determining the expected number of children. Bilingual ability

® Other possible measures of assimilation were examined: birthplace within or outside
the United States, a combination of Mexican birthplace and bilingualism, and women
who stated they would first discuss contraceptive use with their husband versus others.
None of these variables performed as well as the bilingual variable. That is, birthplace
was highly correlated with bilingualism; the birthplace and language combination
variable was weaker than either separately; and the person with whom the woman
preferred to discuss contraception was slightly related to her use of contraception, but
not to live births, expected number of children, or bilingualism.
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Table 3. Effects of age, education, and bilingualism on number of
live births and expected number of children

Number of live births Expected number of children
(N =129) (N=11
Standardized Unstandardized Standardized Unstandardized
coefficient coefficient coefficient coeflicient
®) (Beta) (b) (Beta)
Age 470 1hg%* 159 044*
{.026) ‘ (.027)
Education —.285 —.759%* —.365 —.900%*
{-261) (:271)
Bilingualism -.111 —.670% -.024 -.119
(.476) (.494)
Constant 0.248 4.830
Rr? 458 232
** p = 01,
* p = .10,

Note: Standard errors of Beta coeflicients appear in parentheses. Tests of significance
are based on one-tailed i-test because direction was predicted.

appears to be a weak measure in the statistical analysis because much
of its effect has already been captured by education.

Summary and discussion

Hispanic women in the migrant agricultural stream have greater num-
bers of children than do other women in the United States. In general,
these women are older than other populations of women in the child-
bearing years. As we anticipated, age was related to number of live
births. However, when age was statistically controlled, education ap-
peared to be even stronger in explaining the variation in both number
of live births and expected completed family size. Although younger
women have obtained somewhat more education than have older
women, relatively few younger women in our sample have completed
high school. Thus, to date, we see little difference in fertility behavior
between the older and younger cohorts.

It should be noted that there is a self-selection of persons in migrant
agricultural work. Hispanics from the Southwest with minimal edu-
cational attainment have few other occupational choices, especially
if they come from a rural background. Perhaps, younger Hispanic
women currently in the migrant stream are even less representative
of Hispanic women than older migrant women, since young women
of today are able to obtain more schooling than their mothers were.

Wood and Bean (1977) note that sociologists and economists in-
terpret the value of education differently when explaining fertility




438 Rural Sociology, Vol. 49, No. 3, Fall 1984

differentials. Sociologists believe that educational level represents var-
ious life-style and well-being characteristics that accompany level of
living. Thus, sociologists see an investment in the educational attain-
ment of Hispanic children paying off in numerous ways—not only in
‘fewer births as a parent but also in other positive aspects attributed
to education, which include increased response to a range of em-
ployment opportunities, heightened self-awareness, and greater in-
terest in community and social participation outside the family (Fried],
1982).

Economists expect education to enhance “opportunity costs” and
taste, There are few occupations that pay as poorly and have worse
working conditions than migrant farm work (Shenkin, 1974). No
doubt, raising the educational level of migrants would result in a
change of occupation for those who were able to leave migrant work
(Gecas, 1980). This change would both reduce the economic value
of having children as a productive unit and increase the costs of raising
the child. Under the assumption of “consumer rationality,” one would
anticipate a lowering of fertility norms (Blake and Del Pinal, 1982).

However, until the migrant children are able to obtain more and
higher quality schooling, they probably will continue to follow the
occupation of their parents. The children of migrant agricultural
workers still have myriads of problems in obtaining schooling just as
Fasick (1967) pointed out over 15 years ago—not the least of which
is success in obtaining a coherent educational program due to their
many geographic moves within a calendar year. This problem is being
addressed by special-interest organizations such as the Texas Migrant
Council and other federally funded organizations. However, we an-
ticipate that high fertility among migrant wemen is likely to continue,
even among the younger cohorts, because those who work in the
migrant stream will probably be among the most poorly educated
persons in the United States.
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