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Abstract

In this article, I examine the large Black / White fertility gap in the US. I question the

“compositional argument” according to which differences in socioeconomic characteristics would

be the main driver of this gap. Indeed, once controlled for education, other characteristics such

as income, employment and marital status do not help to close the gap. I therefore test whether

the difference could stem from the fact that individuals inherit of race-specific fertility norms. I

show that Black women who were born in a state where past cohorts of Black women had a high

fertility rate tend to have more children. Moreover I have found that this effect diminishes as

education increases. The transmission of fertility norms therefore seems to be a good candidate

to explain racial differences in fertility in the US, as it is consistent with larger differences for

less educated individuals.
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Figure 1: The gap in completed fertility, CEB by race

1 Introduction

Average completed fertility rates of (non Hispanic) Black women in the US have appeared to

be significantly and persistently higher than those of their (non Hispanic) White counterparts.

Figure 1 shows the number of children ever born1 (CEB in the remainder) to 12 cohorts of

ever-married women2 born from 1890 to 1950 by race3. Disparities between Blacks and Whites

not only in fertility but also in earnings, educational attainment, female labor force participation

among others have given rise to a huge literature. Using the so-called compositional argument,

disparities in fertility have been seen as caused by differences in socio-economic status. In-

deed, more educated parents being robustly found to have fewer children, authors like Gordon

(1964, 1978); Ryder (1973); Bean & Marcum (1978); Bean & Swicegood (1985) have argued

that controlling for education and other socio-economic characteristics such as age, income or

employment status should be enough to explain why Blacks and Whites differ in their fertility

behavior. The idea behind the compositional argument is that individual across groups do not

differ intrinsically in their preference for children but rather that in their socioeconomic achieve-

ment, which in turn affects their fertility behavior. The bottom line of this reasoning therefore

tells that, once controlled for proxies for socioeconomic status, differences in fertility should be

minimal.

More recently an alternative theory suggests that individuals’ preferences or beliefs about

1This measures excludes still births.
2I only look at ever-married women as the pre-1970 Census did not ask the CEB question to never married / single

women.
3I use 5-year cohorts: age 40 to 44 and 45 to 49 in the 1940, 1950, 1960, 1970, 1980 and 1990 1% US Census. I

downloaded the data from the ipums website: Ruggles et al. (2010). I stop at the 1950 cohort because later Census

waves do not report the number of CEB.
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fertility may vary across groups. Following the work of Guiso et al. (2006), a growing number of

authors have tried to measure the influence of inherited cultural norms on economic outcomes.

The idea is that institutions like family, church or ethnic community produce norms of behavior

that are transmitted from one generation to the next. The specificity of the cultural effect Guiso

et al. (2006) consider is that it may persist although the situation in which the norm was first

introduced has disappeared since long. For instance, Fernandez & Fogli (2006, 2009) show that

the total fertility rate in the country of origin of second generation migrant women to the US

significantly increases their fertility, although they were born and raised in a totally different

environment. In this view, even very similar individuals in term of socioeconomic status could

exhibit large differences in their fertility behavior if they follow different norms.

Although the relevance of these two theories seems established, their relative importance has

not been thoroughly investigated. Indeed, part of the observed gap certainly stems from the fact

that Blacks are on average less educated, due for instance to the fact that they come from less

educated families, and therefore choose to have more children. On the other hand, Blacks may

have more children than similarly educated Whites because they inherited of a cultural norm,

be it a taste or a belief, from their parents or community. The policy relevant question is: is

it enough to correct for the inequalities in socioeconomic status in order for the fertility gap to

disappear? To what extent taking into account norms helps to explain persistent differences in

fertility?

In this paper, I show that a substantial part of the racial gap in fertility in the US may

be explained by differences in education. However, including income, employment and marital

status as well as the same characteristics for spouses does not improve the efficiency of the

compositional argument to explain the gap. Indeed, large differences remain, in particular for

low educated individuals. I therefore test the cultural hypothesis according to which individuals

are influenced by the past behavior of their community. I show that Black women who were

born in a state where past cohorts of Black women had a high fertility rate tend to have more

children. It also turns out that this effect decreases with education, which is consistent with the

racial gap in fertility being larger for low educated individuals.

I contribute to the literature on the determinants of fertility by showing that, once controlled

for education, usual suspects such as income, employment and marital status (and the same

characteristics for partners) are not enough to explain the large racial gap in fertility that exists

in the US, particularly at low levels of education. I also add to the literature on fertility norms for

two reasons. First I show evidence of the intergenerational transmission of fertility norms that

are not country of birth specific as in the previous literature but race / state of birth specific. It

allows to have more confidence in the fact that the mechanism at work is indeed a fertility norm
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rather than any other country of birth specific effect. Second, I find that the influence of norms

weakens as education increases, which has not been documented yet. In Section 2, I illustrate

the importance of the compositional argument while Section 3 deals with the test of the cultural

hypothesis. Section 4 discusses alternative interpretations and Section 5 concludes.

2 About the compositional argument

According to the compositional argument, fertility differences across races stem from differences

in socioeconomic achievement. In this Section, I first illustrate various dimensions of the racial

gap in socioeconomic characteristics and review the mechanisms through which they matter for

fertility. I use a broad definition of socioeconomic characteristics in which I include educational

attainment, income, labor force participation, but also marital arrangements such as divorce

rate, spouse’s education and income and home onwership. I then measure cross-race differences

in fertility before and after controlling for those characteristics and show that large differences

remain unexplained, particularly at low levels of education.

2.1 Racial gap in socioeconomic characteristics

It is a very robust finding that more educated parents tend to have fewer children. Figure 2

shows that there exists a persistent racial gap in educational attainment, be it measured in

terms of percentage of college students or high school drop-outs in a cohort. Several mechanisms

are consistent with this correlation, but the most prominent explanation may be that more

educated women face better market work opportunities and thus have a higher opportunity cost

of bearing children than less educated ones. Aaronson et al. (2011) for instance use a natural

experiment that is the construction of the so-called Rosenwald schools as an exogenous variation

in education of mothers to estimate that more exposed women were more likely to enter higher

quality occupations and to decrease their fertility. Some authors also mention that educated

parents may have a higher taste for educated children, so that, if bearing children is a time cost,

they would choose to make less but educate them more. This mechanism is used for instance

in de la Croix & Doepke (2003). Lam & Duryea (1999) go further stating that more educated

women should lower their fertility because the market wage, which represents the opportunity

cost of having children, rises but also because their improved efficiency at producing healthier

and more educated children induce them to have less and invest more in their quality. It could

also be that educated mothers have a greater taste for market work and that they therefore

favor their career to a large family, as argued in Bratti (2003). Finally it is worth pointing out
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that educated parents are also more likely to have a greater awareness of family planning and

contraception techniques4. All these explanations go in the same direction: the more educated

parents are, the less children they make (and in general the more they educate them).

Figure 2: Racial gap in educational attainment
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Another channel could stem from differences in income. Indeed one may think of two mech-

anisms: first income, as a measure of the opportunity cost of having children, may decrease as

fertility increases, while a higher income is associated to more resources that can be devoted

to children and thus possibly more children. Figure 3 shows in the left panel the evolution of

total personal income in 2000$ and in the right panel the evolution of lifetime LFP from the

1933 to the 1943 cohort. It appears that total personal income of women has hugely risen over

these cohorts and is essentially similar across races. Note that the bumps are due to the fact

that some cohorts are aged 40 to 44 when their income is measured, while others are aged 45 to

49, which implies an intrinsic difference in experience that explains why the line is not smooth.

The LFP chart shows the percentage of women in the cohort participating in the labor market

at each age. It appears first that female LFP has risen for more recent cohorts and then that,

for both cohorts, more Black women tend to participate in the labor market than their White

counterparts. The fact that Black women reach a similar personal income while they tend to

work more is a signal that their market wage is lower than Whites. Controlling for these two

characteristics therefore seems a good complement to educational attainment so as to take into

account the opportunity cost of having children.

The racial difference in female LFP could also be due to differences in spouse characteristics

4This argument is probably more suitable for developing economies but still goes in the same direction. See Saleem

& Bobak (2005) for a review.
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Figure 3: Racial gap in personal income and LFP
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and/or marital arrangements. Indeed, if Black women are more often divorced, or if their spouse

is less educated or more often unemployed, it could be that women tend to compensate by

participating more in the labor market. As the Census gives some information about marital

status and spouse’s characteristics, I explore here to what extent they could be relevant for the

analysis. The left panel of Figure 4 displays the racial gap in divorce rate and, as expected,

it is has been increasing for both races but with an increasing gap in favor of Black women.

Indeed, over these cohorts, the divorce legislation has evolved towards less strict rules and at the

same time social acceptance of divorcees has become broader. This is though no reason why the

racial gap has increased. Isen & Stevenson (2010), in turn, argue that college educated women

tend to be the least likely to divorce. Dixon (2009) claims that Black women are more likely

to divorce because of the disparity in the sex ratio between Blacks and Whites. This actually

matters because, as one may see in the right panel of Figure 4, the rate of racially assortative

matching in marriages, although slightly decreasing, has been persistently extremely high over

the cohorts under study5. Dixon (2009) adds that the employment instability of Black men is

also a factor at work. Finally Lopoo & Western (2005) document that mass incarceration of low

education Black men has a significant positive impact on their likelihood to divorce, suggesting

that incarceration leads to a depletion of “marriageable” men, as originally proposed by Wilson

& Neckerman (1986).

I need to highlight the fact that all the graphs in this subsection concern only ever married

women for the simple reason that single / never married women were not asked how many

5In order to compute these rates, I focus on married couples, spouse present, unlike earlier graphs, which were

including all ever married women.
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Figure 4: Racial gap in divorce and assortative matching
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children they had in the pre-1970 Census waves. For this reason, I document in Figure 5 the

proportion of single / never married women by race and cohort. It shows substantial variation

and in particular a reversal in the Black / White gap. Indeed, Black women from earlier cohorts

were less likely to remain single that Whites (6% vs 9%), while for the 1950 cohort, Black

women were twice as likely as White women to have remained single (16% vs 8%). In the next

subsection, I will restrict the analysis to the post 1970 Census, so as to include single women,

and control for marital status.
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Figure 5: Racial gap in marriage rate

The other reason mentioned to explain the gap in LFP is that, when married, Black women

tend to have less educated spouses. This is actually the case as depicted in Figure 6, which shows

the proportion of women married to a college spouse, for non college (respectively college) women

in the left (respectively right) panel. Whatever their level of education, Black women tend to be
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proportionately less married to a college educated spouse. This is consistent with the fact that

marriage are racially highly assortative together with the fact that Blacks are on average less

educated. As a result, the pool of educated “marriageable” Black men is necessarily more limited.

The fact that Black women’s spouses are less educated on average is associated to a higher fertility

is not compatible with all theories of fertility determination. Indeed, fathers’ education may

capture resources of the household, which, once controlled for women’s education, is positively

related to fertility as originally suggested by the Beckerian theory of children as normal goods6.

Similarly, in Martin & Bumpass (1989), education is shown to be inversely related to marital

disruption, which may be another channel to explain a lower fertility. In turn, one may also

think that fathers’ just like mothers’ education is positively associated to use of contraceptives

or family planning techniques. Breierova & Duflo (2004) reviews several papers showing that

fathers’ education mattered, even though less than mothers’ before showing that actually fathers’

education seemed not to matter for early fertility at least. Finally, parental education may be

thought, as in Lam & Duryea (1999), as a proxy for productivity of transmitting human capital

to children or more generally as revealing a taste for more educated children. In this case, less

educated fathers would prefer to invest in quantity rather than in quality.

Figure 6: Racial gap in spouse’s education
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I have documented sizable racial differences in average educational attainment, LFP, spouses’

education, divorce rate, but another important racial gap that the Census data allows to explore

is that in home ownership. Indeed, Figure 7 shows that there exists a persistent and substantial

gap in the proportion of Black versus White households who declare owning their unit of housing.

6See Jones et al. (2010) for a review on this correlation.

8



Charles & Hurst (2002) show that, even controlling for credit record and household wealth, Blacks

are twice as likely as Whites to be rejected when applying for a mortgage. They also show it is

not enough to close the racial gap in home ownership but hypothesize that the remainder may

be due to Black applying less anticipating a higher risk of rejection. In all cases, it is likely

that disparities in the access to home ownership, as well as to any other long-term asset, may

influence investment in other assets like children. One may think that it is rational for Blacks

in that context to invest in more children for an old-age support motive or simply to secure the

earnings of their cohort of children, as suggested in Chabé-Ferret & Melindi Ghidi (2011).
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Figure 7: Racial gap in home ownership

2.2 Decomposition of the racial gap

In this subsection, I document how much of the racial gap in fertility the “compositional”

argument may explain. To this purpose, I look at the following specifications:

CEB = α1 + β1black + ε1 (1)

CEB = α2 + β2black + γ2educ+ ε2 (2)

CEB = α3 + β3black + γ3educ+ controls+ ε3 (3)

Specification (1) reports the crude averages in number of children ever born (CEB) by race.

I compare these averages to the predicted values of a model controlling for education7 only

(specification 2) and for further controls in Specification (3). Controls contain dummies for age,

second order polynomials in personal and household income, dummies for employment, home

7I collapsed the twelve levels in the Census to five levels for reasons of legibility and statistical power. My

classification is the following: up to grade 8, up to grade 11, grade 12, up to 3 years of college, 4 years of college and

more.
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ownership and marital status, as well as fixed effect for PUMA8 of residence and cohort. The

PUMA of residence fixed effect enters to pick up all the effects that local conditions may have

on fertility, such as price of housing, facilities, supply of child care services. Dummies for age

take care of the fact that age of women in the sample varies both within and across cohorts,

while the cohort fixed effect allows the aggregate level of fertility to vary from one cohort to the

other, so as to remove secular trends as well as aggregate time-varying shocks.

The data I use is extracted from the 1980 and 1990 US 5% Census waves and downloaded

via the ipums website. The reason why I restrict to these cross-sections is that they offer a large

number of observations and a consistent measure of place of residence9. I use six cohorts: two

(age 40-44 and 45-49) from the 1990 Census, and four (age 40-44, 45-49, 50-54 and 55-59) from

the 1980.

Results are presented in columns (1) to (3) of Table 1. The crude difference in averages shows

0.63 more children for Blacks. Controlling for education and evaluating the predicted values at

the mean education of the sample gives 0.47 more children for Blacks. This suggests that indeed

if Blacks and Whites were educated similarly, the racial gap in fertility would be smaller. One

may have thought that controlling for even more characteristics would help to reduce further the

gap. However this hypothesis proves to be wrong. In column (3), where I control for the whole

set of usual determinants, I obtain a difference in the predicted value that is actually greater

than the difference in averages, with 0.79 more children for Blacks. This means that if all the

socioeconomic characteristics I control for could be equalized across races, the fertility gap would

actually increase. This is surprising and suggests that fertility and socioeconomic characteristics

are not correlated in the same way for Whites and for Blacks. This is actually what I illustrate

in the remainder of the Table. Column (4) and (5) estimate Specification (3) for Blacks and

Whites separately. Although most of the variables keep the same sign across races, there are

some noticeable differences. Being outside the labor force is negatively associated to fertility

for Whites while it strongly increases the fertility of Blacks. Educational attainment depresses

fertility for both races, but the relationship is much steeper for Blacks, specially at the high end

of the educational ladder. Being single or never married decreases fertility much less for Blacks

than for Whites. Finally notice that household income is positively associated to fertility while it

8PUMA stands for Public Use Microdata Area. It is the smallest identifiable geographical unit provided in the US

Census. Over the period I am interested in, there are 543 PUMAs, comprising on average 350,000 inhabitants.
9Indeed, other Census waves report the PUMA, which is the smallest identifiable geographic unit, but the PUMAs

that contain less than 100,000 observations are all coded 0. In turn, for these two waves, another PUMA variable has

been constructed in order to make sure all observations were assigned a consistent area that contained on average

350,000 inhabitants.
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is the contrary for personal income. These relations seem a bit stronger for Blacks. The bottom

line is that the compositional argument does not hold.

Additionally, I look at the following specifications:

CEB = α4 + β4black + γ4educ+ δ4(race ∗ educ) + ε4 (4)

CEB = α5 + β5black + γ5educ+ δ5(race ∗ educ) + controls+ ε5 (5)

Specification (4) computes the race averages by level of educational attainment, which I

compare to (5) that gives the predicted values of fertility by education once controlled for the

same set of determinants as in (3). I give a graphical representation in Figure 7. First, these

graphs suggest that taking into account personal and household income, PUMA of residence,

marital status and age is not sufficient to explain cross-race fertility differences by education.

Actually the predicted values are even further apart across races than averages, confirming the

results from Specification (1) to (3) previously presented.

Specification (4) Specification (5)

Figure 8: Average fertility vs predicted values by race and education

Second, as suggested in Table 1, the racial gap in fertility decreases with the level of education.

Indeed, fertility differences are virtually inexistent when one considers only 4 years of college and

more. This suggests that the fertility gap is not driven by differences in educational attainment

or income across races but rather by the fact that, for a given personal and household income

etc., Black high school dropouts have a significantly higher number of children than their White

counterparts. The question is therefore: what are the cross-race differences that may explain

such a fertility gap, particularly for those with little education. I explore the possibility that

the transmission of race-specific fertility norms drives this fertility gap in Section 3. I discuss

alternative hypothesis in Section 4.
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Table 1: Controlling for socioeconomic characteristics vs crude averages
The dependent variable is children ever born

(1) (2) (3) (4) Whites (5) Blacks

b se b se b se b se b se

cons 2.550∗∗∗ (0.002) 3.254∗∗∗ (0.005) 2.839∗∗∗ (0.038) 2.917∗∗∗ (0.040) 3.163∗∗∗ (0.115)

base=White

Black 0.631∗∗∗ (0.004) 0.470∗∗∗ (0.004) 0.794∗∗∗ (0.005)

base=1.educ

2.educ -0.158∗∗∗ (0.006) -0.195∗∗∗ (0.006) -0.210∗∗∗ (0.006) -0.062∗∗∗ (0.018)

3.educ -0.652∗∗∗ (0.005) -0.595∗∗∗ (0.005) -0.549∗∗∗ (0.005) -0.704∗∗∗ (0.018)

4.educ -0.921∗∗∗ (0.006) -0.685∗∗∗ (0.006) -0.613∗∗∗ (0.006) -0.957∗∗∗ (0.022)

5.educ -1.351∗∗∗ (0.006) -0.918∗∗∗ (0.006) -0.817∗∗∗ (0.006) -1.540∗∗∗ (0.026)

hh income 0.010∗∗∗ (0.000) 0.009∗∗∗ (0.000) 0.021∗∗∗ (0.001)

hh income2 -0.000∗∗∗ (0.000) -0.000∗∗∗ (0.000) -0.000∗∗∗ (0.000)

pers. income -0.016∗∗∗ (0.000) -0.016∗∗∗ (0.000) -0.020∗∗∗ (0.001)

pers. income2 0.000∗∗∗ (0.000) 0.000∗∗∗ (0.000) 0.000∗∗∗ (0.000)

base=employed

unemployed 0.097∗∗∗ (0.008) 0.051∗∗∗ (0.008) 0.310∗∗∗ (0.028)

not in the -0.001 (0.003) -0.039∗∗∗ (0.003) 0.325∗∗∗ (0.015)

labor force

base=own

rent 0.722∗∗∗ (0.018) 0.553∗∗∗ (0.018) 1.108∗∗∗ (0.069)

base=married

spouse present

married, 0.157∗∗∗ (0.015) 0.137∗∗∗ (0.015) 0.253∗∗∗ (0.045)

sp. absent

separated 0.395∗∗∗ (0.008) 0.424∗∗∗ (0.010) 0.427∗∗∗ (0.020)

divorced 0.049∗∗∗ (0.005) 0.060∗∗∗ (0.005) 0.063∗∗∗ (0.018)

widowed 0.233∗∗∗ (0.006) 0.212∗∗∗ (0.006) 0.303∗∗∗ (0.020)

single / -1.886∗∗∗ (0.006) -2.134∗∗∗ (0.007) -1.125∗∗∗ (0.020)

never married

Observations 1,744,257 1,744,257 1,744,257 1,552,881 191,376

R2 0.011 0.055 0.181 0.186 0.161

Standard errors in parentheses.

∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01

Controls for PUMA of residence, cohort and age fixed effects in specifications (3) to (5).
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3 Fertility norms and education

In this Section, I explore the effect of race-specific fertility norms on actual fertility behaviors. I

focus on the two following specifications:

CEB = α6 + β6black + γ6norm+ δ6(race ∗ norm) + controls+ ε6 (6)

CEB = α7 + β7black + γ7norm+ δ7(race ∗ norm) + ζ7educ+ η7(educ ∗ norm) +

controls+ ε7 (7)

Both specifications include a race specific effect of a cultural norm. I proxy the cultural norm

of a woman of a given race born in a given state from a given cohort by the average completed

fertility of women of that race in that state from the cohort born 30 years before. I chose 30 years

as a benchmark for proxying the fertility norm of the parents’ generation. Choosing 20 years

instead would not change much as there is quite a strong time persistence. It appears though that

there is substantial variation in this indicator across state of births. Indeed, it ranges from 0.98

to 4.58 and has a standard deviation of 0.47. The average for Blacks is 2.71, that for Whites 2.22,

confirming the intuition according to which a Black woman born in Mississippi does not carry the

same cultural norm than a White woman born in Oregon. As a matter of fact, there must be also

substantial variation within state according to the environment, neighborhood or socio-economic

status of the family one was raised in. Unfortunately, there is too little information in the Census

to be able to track precisely in what kind of environment one has evolved. Specification (7) adds

an interaction term between the fertility norm and education. Indeed, the idea is to assess

whether the effect of the norm decreases with education so as to fit with the pattern described in

the previous Section of a fertility gap that decreases with education. Controls contain dummies

for PUMA of residence, cohort, age, but also employment, home ownership and marital status,

as well as second order polynomial in household and personal income.

I use the 1940, 1950 and 1960 1% Census waves in order to extract the average completed

fertility by race, cohort and state. I assign to each woman in my sample the completed fertility

of ever married women10 of her race, in her state of birth, in the cohort born 30 years before her.

From my original sample I then keep only migrant women, that is women who do not live in

their state of birth. The rationale for doing this is that for non-migrant women the effect of the

norm will be picked up by the PUMA of residence fixed effect. Additionally, I remove also those

women for whom the fertility norm is computed on 50 observations at least, which excludes

10Recall that before 1970, the “CEB” question was only asked to ever married females. It was not asked any longer

after 1990.
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Table 2: Race specific effect of the fertility norm

The dependent variable is children ever born

(1) (2) (3)

b se b se b se

norm -0.062∗∗ (0.026) -0.077∗∗∗ (0.025) -0.121∗∗∗ (0.042)

norm+Black*norm 0.094∗∗∗ (0.029) 0.142∗∗∗ (0.030) 0.085∗∗∗ (0.032)

race / cohort f.e. x

race / PUMA f.e. x

race / cohort / PUMA f.e. x x

state of birth f.e. x

Observations 136,852 127,769 127,769

R2 0.177 0.186 0.187

Standard errors in parentheses. Dummies for PUMA of residence, cohort, education, age, but also employment,

home ownership and marital status, as well as second order polynomial in household and personal income in

all specifications.

∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01

basically Black women born in a state where the Black population was very scarce 30 years

before they were born. This is to avoid having outliers in the proxy for the fertility norm. The

sample thus contains around 650,000 women. Notice that this fertility norm is race/cohort/state

of birth specific. I consequently cluster the standard errors at the race/cohort/state of birth

level as originally suggested in Fernandez & Fogli (2006).

Table 2 gives the marginal effect of the norm for Whites and for Blacks in Specification (6).

The only thing that changes from column (1) to (3) is the fixed effects I include. Indeed, in

column (1), I include only race specific PUMA and cohort fixed effects. The first picks up the

fact that local conditions may have an heterogeneous effect on Blacks and Whites, while the

second the fact that aggregate fertility trajectories in time may differ across races. Column

(2) includes race / cohort / PUMA fixed effects. This way I allow local conditions to have a

differential impact across races and cohorts. The identification here comes from the comparison

of women of a given race living in a given PUMA from a given cohort but born in different

states (and thus having a different norm). Finally column (3) includes a state of birth fixed

effect. Here I allow states of birth to have a cohort and race invariant effect. Nevertheless, due

to the inclusion of high dimensional fixed effects, I am forced to split the sample into six random

subsamples in order to be able to run the estimations. The results I show in Table 2 are for one

subsample only, but I discuss whether they hold for the other five.

Coefficients on the fertility norm for White women are negative. This means that for two

White women living in the same PUMA with the same socioeconomic characteristics but born
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in two different states, the one born in the state with the highest past fertility tend to have less

children (about one tenth of a child less). This could be because my cultural proxy is a very crude

measure, specially for Whites, because they are more numerous and thus probably more het-

erogeneous too. One may postulate that migrants share some unobservable characteristics that

make them systematically different from stayers, like dynamism, curiosity, lack of attachment to

local roots. If these characteristics are correlated with a lower taste for children, then it can be

that the higher the fertility in the state of origin, the more traditional the state in question is,

then the more likely dynamic people are to migrate and therefore the lower the fertility of that

group in the locality of destination. It could also simply be because higher fertility is more likely

to occur in a poor isolated state, so that it is harder to migrate from that state and only very

dynamic / low taste for children people manage to migrate. In any case, it is quite difficult to

compare my results to the existing literature as it is to my knowledge the first attempt to find a

proxy of a cultural norm for a non-minority group. Indeed, the methodology is usually applied

to groups of international migrants.

The main result of interest, in turn, is that the fertility norm enters positively and significantly

in the fertility equation of Black women. The coefficient is always positive but not robustly

significant across subsamples in column (3). The inclusion of a race / state of birth fixed

effect kills the significance and drops the coefficient to close to zero in all subsamples. This is an

important result for several reasons. It is the first time that a mechanism of transmission of norm

is identified for individuals who are not international migrants. Although non robustly significant,

the effect seems to survive the inclusion of a state of birth fixed effect. This was not implemented

in previous studies like Fernandez & Fogli (2006, 2009) because the identification was based on

cross-country of birth variation. Here, I rely on cross-race and cross-cohort variation of the

fertility norm in a given state of birth to identify the effect. It allows to be more confident in the

fact that my proxy is actually capturing a fertility norm. I discuss the alternative interpretations

in the next Section. Note also that the magnitude of the effect is comparable to that found in

Fernandez & Fogli (2006, 2009).

What I do next is to assess whether the effect of the fertility norm is heterogeneous along the

education dimension. Indeed, as suggested in Section 2, the racial fertility gap decreases with

education. To this purpose, I estimate equation (7). The controls remain the same as in (6). I

include race / cohort / PUMA fixed effects but not for state of birth, as statistical power would

drop too much to look at an interaction effect. For the same reason as before, I cannot look at

the whole sample at once. I therefore split again the sample to show the results. Here I use the

nine large regions provided by the Census (New England, Middle Atlantic, East North Central,

West North Central, South Atlantic, East South Central, West South Central, West Mountain,
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Table 3: Race specific effect of the fertility norm by education

The dependent variable is children ever born

Whites Blacks

b se b se

1.educ*norm 0.203∗∗ (0.086) 0.343∗∗∗ (0.089)

2.educ*norm 0.023 (0.056) 0.163∗∗∗ (0.054)

3.educ*norm 0.047 (0.031) 0.187∗∗∗ (0.038)

4.educ*norm -0.020 (0.039) 0.120∗∗∗ (0.041)

5.educ*norm -0.030 (0.045) 0.109∗∗∗ (0.048)

Observations 124,186

R2 0.183

Standard errors in parentheses. Dummies for age, employment, home

ownership and marital status, as well as second order polynomial in

household and personal income and cohort/PUMA/race fixed effects

included. Subsample: West Pacific Division.

∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01

West Pacific) and estimate the model on each of them. Table 3 shows the results for the West

Pacific division but they are qualitatively similar in all regions.

The general pattern is that is that the marginal effect of the norm is positive and signifi-

cant for both races at low levels of education. It is however bigger in magnitude for Blacks.

Then, the magnitude and significance tend to diminish as educational attainment increases. It

becomes negative (and sometimes significant) for Whites, while it remains positive (but some-

times insignificant) for Blacks. This can be interpreted in two different ways. Either the fertility

norm is not the same at all levels of education, in which case, taking the average would lead to

under-represent college graduates in the computation. Either, fertility norms have a stronger

effect the less women are educated. This could be the case in particular because up to Grade 12,

going to school does not mean going out of one’s community, while once one gets to college, she

has to interact with persons from other communities. This would explain how the effect of the

community of origin vanishes for these women. Alternatively, it could just be a correlation, in

the sense that getting advanced education and being insensitive to cultural norms could be both

correlated to similar unobservable characteristics. In particular, coming from a community with

a high fertility norm is often correlated to low economic conditions and low levels of education,

that may predict why these women are at the same time more sensitive to the norm and less

likely to get college education. In any case, the fact that the fertility norm affects more strongly

Blacks with little education is compatible with the a racial fertility gap that decreases with ed-

ucation. It is no proof that it is the only mechanism at play but it is a striking clue that it may
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be an important determinant.

4 Robustness and discussion

In this Section, I first test the robustness of my results and then discuss alternative interpreta-

tions. To this purpose, I start by replicating the findings of Section 2 and 3 on a restricted sample

of only married women, for which more controls are available. In particular, I have information

on spouse’s characteristics such as education, income, employment status and age. As in Section

2, I compare crude averages to the predicted values of a model controlling only for education and

then including the full set of controls. I also estimate the model for Blacks and Whites separately.

Results are reported in Table 4 in Appendix A and are strikingly similar. Notice that fertility

also decreases with spouse’s education and income, while it still increases with household income.

Interestingly enough, the relationship between fertility and spouse’s education is also steeper for

Blacks than for Whites. Figure 9 shows the average fertility (left panel) and the predicted values

of the model with controls for socioeconomic characteristics (right panel) by education. As for

all women, predicted values are somewhat further apart from each other across races than are

averages. The same conclusions hold: 1/ socioeconomic characteristics other than education do

not help to explain the racial gap in fertility; 2/ this gap decreases with education. Finally Table

5 reproduces the analysis of the effect of the fertility norm. Results remain unchanged. I am

unable though to replicate the results on the effect of the norm by education mainly due to the

loss of statistical power when I drop unmarried women.

I now discuss several issues that may be raised. One explanation for the observed pattern in

the racial gap in fertility could be due to educational attainment being endogenous to fertility

because of a reverse causality issue. Indeed, one may think that some women had to drop out

from school because of early pregnancies. In order to evaluate to what extent this could threaten

the results, I would ideally like to look at women who became mothers say only after 23, age

above which education is usually completed. Unfortunately the Census does not give information

about age at first birth. Alternatively I look a the teenage pregnancy ratio by race in the 1970

census, that is I look at women aged 14 to 20 in 1970 (born between 1950 and 1956) and count

how many had at least one child11. And indeed, teenage pregnancy ratios vary widely across

races, from 5.46% for the Whites to 16.16% for the Blacks. One could thus argue that what I

observe is due to the fact that Black women are more prone to teenage pregnancies. Although it

11Actually, women in my baseline sample were born between 1920 and 1950. I am therefore looking at a more

recent cohort, however this is the best estimate of teenage pregnancy I can get as the CEB question was asked only

to ever married women in the 1960 and previous Census.
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is certainly a part of the story, it is unlikely to be quantitatively important enough to explain a

one child gap. Indeed, teenage mothers would need to have a completed fertility of approximately

5 more children than non teenage mothers in order for this channel to explain half of the gap.

Another possibility would be that infant mortality differs not only across races, which has

been widely documented, but also across educational levels. Indeed, if parents have a preference

over the number of surviving children and face a higher infant mortality rate, they would therefore

choose to make more. Almond et al. (2008) document large infant mortality differences across

races, that they are able to causally link to the segregation of hospitals. Unfortunately they

do not give infant mortality estimates by education. In any case, take the extreme scenario in

which low educated Blacks and Whites desire the same number of surviving children, say 3, but

face a different infant mortality rate. In order for Black women to decide to have 4 (as it is

the case on average), infant mortality rates should be for instance of 0 for Whites and 25% for

Blacks. One may argue that infant mortality rates only explain part of the gap, or that a higher

infant mortality leads parents to overshoot their desired fertility for precautionary purposes as

suggested in Kalemli-Ozcan (2003). It remains that observed pre-desegregration infant mortality

rates are 24‰12 for Whites in the North and 51‰ for Blacks in the South in 1960 on average

across all education levels. Although it represents a large difference, it is hardly possible to think

that the infant mortality rate for uneducated Blacks could reach 25% or any number that could

explain a substantial part of the fertility gap.

Some have underlined the importance of economic variables. Indeed, tougher times to find a

job may lead couples to postpone their entry into parenthood and somehow reduce total size of the

cohort of children. Hoem (2000) finds that high unemployment at the municipality level depresses

entry into motherhood on panel data for Sweden from 1986 to 1997. Comparably, Hondroyiannis

(2010) argues that uncertainty about macro-economic variables may be detrimental to child-

bearing as responsible parents would not decide to have one more child if they were to face a high

risk of unemployment or low income in the future. He uses a panel data of European countries

to show that measures of economic uncertainty such as output volatility and the unemployment

rate are negatively related to fertility rates. Again, it could very well be the case that individuals

form different races face a different level of uncertainty on the labor market for instance and it

is a serious candidate to explain cross-race differences in fertility. More importantly, one may

think that this uncertainty also differs across levels of educational attainment. However I have

disregarded it here due to lack of data and leave it for further work.

Another more general factor could be the ill-measurement of the opportunity cost of women.

12Expressed in per thousand births.
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In particular, some issues are known about the measurement of educational attainment. Indeed,

as mentioned in Heckman & LaFontaine (2010), Census statistics include General Education

Development (GED) recipients as high school graduates. However, it has been shown that GED

recipients perform much worse on the labor market than usual high school graduates. At the

same time, GED recipients are proportionally more likely to be Black. Following this line, I would

overestimate the opportunity cost of Black high school graduates, leading to an overestimation

of the racial gap by educational attainment. More generally, it could be that schools attended

primarily by Blacks still deliver lower quality education. Students with similar educational

attainment according to the Census would actually be less properly educated if Black, which

would lead to the same kind of upward bias in the estimation of the racial gap. Suppose that

high schools are more racially segregated than colleges so that the quality of education differs

across races more drastically at low levels of education. This would also be compatible with a

racial gap in fertility that decreases with education.

The mismeasurement of the educational level brings about another issue than systematic

differences in the opportunity cost of children. Indeed, education is also a proxy for non-labor

productivity and more specifically productivity in the transmission of skills, as suggested by Lam

& Duryea (1999). If one is better at educating children because she is more educated, she will

decide to invest less in quantity and more in quality of children. This is another reason why

mismeasurement of education may lead to overestimate the gap in fertility.

Another issue is the measurement of potential market wage, which captures best the oppor-

tunity cost of having children. Leaving apart issues with the measurement of education, the

only instruments I have to measure potential market wage is employment status and personal

income. It is obviously very insufficient. A better measure would be the hourly wage of women,

which I do not have. It could therefore be that a big part of the observed gap in fertility comes

from a gap in hourly wage in favor of White women, be it due to discrimination on the labor

market or unobserved characteristics like non-cognitive skills.

Finally, another type of discrimination may matter. Indeed, discrimination in the access to

schooling, that may be caused by discrimination in the access to credit, may also have an impact

on fertility. Indeed, Aaronson et al. (2011) have shown that a decrease in the cost of education

induced mothers to favor quality of children to having an extra child. If Blacks mothers face

a higher cost of education because they are discriminated on the credit market, it would be

another reason for a racial gap, particularly for individuals with a low level of education if those

are the most credit constrained.
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5 Conclusion

In this article, I have questioned the hypothesis according to which differences in socioeconomic

characteristics would be the main driver of the racial gap in fertility in the US. Indeed, I have

found that, while education matters substantially in order to explain this gap, other charac-

teristics such as income, employment, home ownership and marital status do not help to close

the gap. Even focusing only on married women and including socioeconomic characteristics of

spouses, I obtain that large differences across races remain, specially at low levels of education.

I have then tested whether the difference could stem from the fact that individuals inherit of

very distinct fertility norms from their parents or community of origin. I have shown that the

race specific fertility rate of previous cohorts in the state of birth did matter significantly for

Black women. Moreover I have found that this effect diminishes as education increases. The

transmission of fertility norms therefore seems to be a good candidate to explain the racial gap

in fertility. However some alternative interpretations are also plausible. Indeed, even though

differences in infant mortality rates or teenage pregnancy prevalence taken separately cannot

account for the large observed gap, I also mention that discrimination or differences in the qual-

ity of education may have some importance. In particular, discrimination on the labor market

reduces wages and therefore the opportunity cost of having children while discrimination in the

access to schooling may induce mothers to favor quantity of children at the expense of quality.

Further research shall address these issues.
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Table 4: Controlling for socioeconomic characteristics vs crude averages, married women
The dependent variable is children ever born

(1) (2) (3) (4) Whites (5) Blacks

b se b se b se b se b se

cons 3.705∗∗∗ (0.002) 4.477∗∗∗ (0.006) 3.892∗∗∗ (0.318) 3.876∗∗∗ (0.328) 4.136∗∗∗ (1.203)

base=White

Black 0.651∗∗∗ (0.006) 0.522∗∗∗ (0.006) 0.673∗∗∗ (0.006)

base=1.educ

2.educ -0.320∗∗∗ (0.007) -0.208∗∗∗ (0.007) -0.201∗∗∗ (0.007) -0.149∗∗∗ (0.027)

3.educ -0.750∗∗∗ (0.006) -0.519∗∗∗ (0.007) -0.482∗∗∗ (0.007) -0.677∗∗∗ (0.028)

4.educ -0.983∗∗∗ (0.007) -0.543∗∗∗ (0.007) -0.492∗∗∗ (0.008) -0.839∗∗∗ (0.033)

5.educ -1.292∗∗∗ (0.007) -0.708∗∗∗ (0.008) -0.645∗∗∗ (0.008) -1.214∗∗∗ (0.039)

2.sp. educ -0.245∗∗∗ (0.006) -0.212∗∗∗ (0.006) -0.317∗∗∗ (0.024)

3.sp. educ -0.334∗∗∗ (0.005) -0.291∗∗∗ (0.006) -0.488∗∗∗ (0.025)

4.sp. educ -0.322∗∗∗ (0.006) -0.278∗∗∗ (0.006) -0.509∗∗∗ (0.031)

5.sp. educ -0.270∗∗∗ (0.007) -0.239∗∗∗ (0.007) -0.521∗∗∗ (0.037)

hh income 0.000∗∗∗ (0.000) 0.000∗∗∗ (0.000) 0.000∗∗∗ (0.000)

hh income2 -0.000∗∗∗ (0.000) -0.000∗∗∗ (0.000) -0.000∗∗∗ (0.000)

pers. income -0.000∗∗∗ (0.000) -0.000∗∗∗ (0.000) -0.000∗∗∗ (0.000)

pers. income2 0.000∗∗∗ (0.000) 0.000∗∗∗ (0.000) 0.000∗∗∗ (0.000)

sp. income -0.022∗∗∗ (0.000) -0.021∗∗∗ (0.000) -0.037∗∗∗ (0.001)

sp. income2 0.000∗∗∗ (0.000) 0.000∗∗∗ (0.000) 0.000∗∗∗ (0.000)

base=employed

unemployed 0.046∗∗∗ (0.010) 0.032∗∗∗ (0.010) 0.175∗∗∗ (0.045)

not in the -0.023∗∗∗ (0.004) -0.038∗∗∗ (0.004) 0.235∗∗∗ (0.022)

labor force

sp. unemployed -0.157 (0.394) -0.605 (0.423) 0.436 (1.345)

sp. not in the -0.188 (0.393) -0.636 (0.423) 0.387 (1.344)

labor force

base=own

rent 0.165∗∗∗ (0.005) 0.165∗∗∗ (0.005) 0.101∗∗∗ (0.020)

Observations 1,272,461 1,272,461 1,272,461 1,182,416 90,045

R2 0.009 0.047 0.139 0.129 0.187

Standard errors in parentheses.

∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01

Controls for PUMA of residence, cohort, age and spouse’s age fixed effects in specifications (3) to (5).
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specification (3.4) specification (3.5)

Figure 9: Average fertility vs predicted values by race and education, married women

Table 5: Race specific effect of the fertility norm, married women

The dependent variable is children ever born

(1) (2) (3)

b se b se b se

norm -0.045∗∗ (0.023) -0.102∗∗∗ (0.020) -0.169∗∗∗ (0.042)

norm+Black*norm 0.075∗∗ (0.032) 0.106∗∗∗ (0.029) 0.058∗ (0.032)

race / cohort f.e. x

race / PUMA f.e. x

race / cohort / PUMA f.e. x x

state of birth f.e. x

Observations 103,992 98,879 98,879

R2 0.139 0.163 0.165

Standard errors in parentheses. Dummies for PUMA of residence, cohort, home ownership status and second

order polynomial in household income, as well as age, employment status, education, second order polynomial

in personal income of both spouses in all specifications.

∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01
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