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Background and purpose

The widespread use of Coale’s fertility indices to express levels of fertility and nuptiality, particularly the overall fertility index (If), means that the reader must know how to handle a new scale of values: these indices have a theoretical range from 0 to 1, but in fact they are generally between 0.2 and 0.5.

This scale is not really meaningful because it does not have any explicit reference to a precise unit of measure. This introduce a limitation in the use of such indices by others scholars more familiar with others indices.

But, if we convert this comparative index to an another scale clearly understood, as the number of children per woman, it becomes easy to analyse fertility trends on a long period from overall fertility index and total period fertility rate (TFR) or cohort completed fertility.

Data and methods used

For this conversion, the following equality must be supposed:

Bobs /Bhut = TFRobs /TFRhut

where:

Bobs = number of births observed in the studied population
BHut = number of births observed in the studied population with the Huterrite fertility schedule

It follows that:

ICFobs = (Nobs /Nhut) * ICFhut =If /ICFhut

Knowing the Hutterite total fertility rate (TFRhut = 12.44) thus enable us to estimate TFR in the studied population by multiplying If by 12.44. So you can put on the same graph TFR for the present and estimated TFR from If for the past.

Main results

Comparisons done, on France, for period (1896-1911) for which we can have observed and estimated TFRs show fairly slight differences (around 0.07 children per woman). It is during the demographic transition that the estimates, especially marital fertility component, are the least robust. The gradual transition from a convex marital curve to the Malthusian concave one will have led to growing overestimation until stabilisation of the fertility profile.

From results of the Princeton European Fertility Project and other studies using overall fertility index, we reconstruct, in the paper, long term fertility trends for several countries especially England (since 1541) and France (since 1740). 

Conclusions

Conversion of the Princeton fertility indices into more frequently employed units of measure, such as TFR (and its components), can make information on historical times easier to grasp. But the resulting indicators are only estimates, which will be accurate if the underlying assumptions hold (That is generally the case for the period before demographic transition), and otherwise may deviate from reality.

