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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Thank traditional owners
Thank conference organisers for inviting us to speak

Before I start we need to say up front that when we agreed to do this paper we made an assumption that we would be presenting results on reported fertility levels for women in the sample and at the very least significant correlates with those outcomes.  We haven’t been able to do that because the data are simply unavailable.  The NATSISS did not include a question asking women about how many children they had and so we searched the questionnaire and data dictionary looking for what the NATSISS could tell us about Indigenous demography, and particularly fertility – and our very frustrating conclusion, and the short answer to our question about what can the NATSISS 2008 tell us about the demography of Indigenous peoples in Australia is very little.  

So now we’d like to share with you why we’ve come to that conclusion and what we think the NATSISS could tell us, and why it’s so important that we understand these issues better.  
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Demography of Indigenous Australians –
what do we need to understand?  

• The fundamentals: 
– Population size, 
– Growth, 
– Composition, 
– Changing location

• Key drivers: 
– Fertility
– Mortality
– Migration

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Just a reminder of what we mean we talk about the demography of Indigenous Australians.

As demographers our primary concerns relate to population size – how big it is; the rate of population growth – it the population growing fast or slow or not at all; population composition - both gender and age (everyone is probably most familiar with discussions around age composition in relation to an ageing Australia); and changing location – where are people moving to and from.  

There are three things that drive population structures and changes over time and so if we want to understand the demography of Indigenous Australians these are basics that we need to have a grasp of: fertility – for demographers, that is the number of live births born within a population, and as demographers we are interested in the age women have babies and how many they have; mortality – not only how many people die, but also what age they die; and migration – where are people moving to and from, how long are they moving for, how old are they when they move.  
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Demography of Indigenous Australians –
what can we know?

• “A frank failure of the statistical system” 
(Smith et al. 2008).  

• Major population statistical systems now 
collect data by Indigenous identifiers – but 
issues of completeness 

• Different issues across jurisdictions

Presenter
Presentation Notes
But in terms of what we can know about the demography of Indigenous Australians our statistical systems remain less than reliable in terms of providing us with population data 

Len Smith described Australia’s inability to reliably measure Indigenous life expectancy “a frank failure of the statistical system” … and while there are now mechanisms in place to collect information by Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander identification for all of Australia’s main population data systems, and we have a range of specialised data systems such as the NATSISS – none of these data sets can be used uncritically, there are major issues of completeness – and each data set constrained by state/territory collection bodies with different issues of completeness, and at an Australian level there are issues with how the state data interacted to give us a national picture (and that’s if state-based organisations are willing to share the data as well).  
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Demography of Indigenous Australians –
what do we know?

• Migration – cf Taylor and Bell

• Mortality – lower life expectancy at birth 
compared to non-Indigenous population 
“headline” indicator for Closing the Gap

• Fertility – young childbearing but not large 
numbers of children

(Important regional differences for all aspects)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So what do we know?  

John and Martin have already talked about migration this morning so we don’t need to repeat what they have talked about, except to say – we know remarkably little.  We are particularly ignorant of how population  mobility might affect our population data collection processes.   

Mortality, particularly life expectancy at birth and the disparity between Indigenous and non-Indigenous life expectancy was the poster child for closing the gap with Kevin Rudd as prime minister promising to report on progress towards closing the gap every year … and the gap did improve with a reassessment of the method used to calculate life expectancy.  There is a lot of work being done to improve the counting of Indigenous deaths through data linkage projects which our colleague Len Smith is working on with the AIHW.  Even with improved counting of deaths, however, there remain issues in understanding population mortality measures, particularly over time, because of changing population counts in the census that affect denominator populations.  And these issues are different in each state and territory.    
In relation to the NATSISS – as fertility experts we were going to say that a sample survey offered limited opportunities for understanding mortality but Len Smith says it can be a valuable tool for understanding mortality if people are asked about family members who have died and the age they died.  

Lastly fertility – which is our area of expertise and which we can talk most confidently about.  Essentially the fertility story for Indigenous Australians which surprises many people is that fertility levels are not that high – an average of less than three births per woman, which is higher than for non-Indigenous women but on a historical basis and compared to high fertility countries it’s quite low.  The stand out feature is the young age that women have children [next slide]
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Indigenous fertility in Australia

Source: ABS Births, Australia, 1998-2009, Cat. No. 3301.0, Experimental life tables for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians, Australia 
2005-2007 Cat. No. 3302.0.55.003.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
So this shows the total fertility rate (in the blue line), which is the average number of births per woman – and as you can see over a 10 year period it’s been quite stable up until 2007 when it started rising and we’ve also included the teenage fertility rate – the number of births for every 1,000 Indigenous teenagers, and again, not a lot of change really - this teenage fertility rate IS very high when you compare it with other countries (ranked no. 42 out of 156 countries) – it’s also high when we compare it to the rates for Australia as a whole [next slide]




Indigenous fertility in Australia: a comparison
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Source: ABS Births, Australia, 1998-2009, Cat. No. 3301.0, Experimental life tables for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians, Australia 2005-2007 
Cat. No. 3302.0.55.003.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So as you can see there are huge differences between the Indigenous teenage fertility rate and the rate for all of Australia – and this is one of the reasons the teenage fertility rate was included in the Productivity Commission’s overcoming Indigenous disadvantage report for the first time in 2009.  You will also of course note the difference in recent years around the TFR … 

We have to be very cautious about how we interpret these data - There are HUGE caveats around this because of ever improving collection of birth registration information by Indigenous status.  
In 2007 it became a requirement that births had to be registered in order for mothers to receive the baby bonus.
Some states experience significant delays in processing registrations and catching up on the backlog, which happened in NSW in 2009 can also increase the number of births we see
There are also issues with late registrations [next slide]
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
As this story illustrates beautifully – there will have been a baby blip in Dubbo in 2008 as all the kids who needed a birth certificate to play sport were registered as being  born … 

The point is that these data caveats are not insignificant, and the issues with registration differ across state and territory lines [next slide]
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State/territory Indigenous fertility rates, 2009

Source: ABS Births, Australia, 2009, Cat. No. 3301.0
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This provides a snap shot of Indigenous age specific fertility rates across Australia and the TFRs are shown in brackets on the figure legend

Few things stand out: 
Tasmania has the lowest levels of fertility at all ages; 
QLD and WA have the highest fertility, and most notably at the younger ages – this is a recent trend though, up to 2007 the NT has had the highest fertility among Indigenous women, and its teenage fertility has been a standout for being very high but this changed in 2008 and 2009 – I haven’t been able to look at the data issues for WA or QLD but because the NT rates haven’t changed dramatically I suspect there is a data collection issue
what is notable for the NT rates is they drop dramatically at ages 25-29 years compared to other states; 
all states/territories show highest childbearing at ages 20-24 years (for Australia as a whole fertility is highest in the 30-34 year age group).  

My own research has shown interesting and unexpected trends in terms of differences b/t the NT’s largest urban centres and rural/remote NT, which I don’t have time to go into now but there is a strong case for looking at fertility by remoteness classifications rather than jurisdictional boundaries – and that is where national survey data can be particularly useful.  
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Data sources that help understand 
Indigenous fertility in Australia

• Vital registrations
– Indigenous status mother, father, child; age of mother; usual 

residence; parity from 2007

• Perinatal data
– Indigenous status mother; age of  mother; usual residence; 

parity; range of MCH indicators

• Census (1986, 1996, 2006)
– Number children ever born x indicators collected in census

• Survey data
– e.g. number children ever born x indicators collected in 

survey

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If we’re going to understand about how useful the NATSISS can be it’s also important to understand why that data vehicle is useful rather than other sources.  This slide shows the data available to us:  

Vital registrations – this is what we’ve used to outline what we know about fertility trends to date.  As you can see we can get the basics and from 2007 parity (or the number of children ever born) for all previous births, rather than previous births from this union.  Utility is evident in allowing us to track number of births over time.  Geography and age of mother is really the only factor able to be investigated here.  There are issues with completeness of registration for Indigenous births across different jurisdictions and delayed registration with data generally available by year of registration rather than year of the baby’s birth.  Issues of numerator / denominator mismatch, particularly going back in time.  
 
Perinatal data – a very useful data set with a lot of information about pregnancy and birth by the year the birth took place.  Information available in this data set includes things such as number antenatal visits, type of birth, time in hospital, birthweight etc.  For the demographer the most important information is parity information so we can look at timing and spacing of births, and in particular, changes over time.  
The perinatal data are an alternative source of information  for tracking fertility trends – in some states it’s seen as a more complete count of births than the vital registrations (projections done by NSW for example used perinatal data rather than registration data) but there are issues with accuracy of identification of Indigenous status in some states – and if we’re looking at trends, there are differences between the perinatal and vital registration data, and questions of accuracy.  There are also issues of numerator/denominator mismatch.    

Census – the most important question here is one asking women how many children they have ever had born alive.  This question was asked prior to 1986 but it had restrictions on only being asked of married women, to only asking about children of the current relationship so it’s an undercount.  The early censuses prior to ‘86 provide the basis for Indigenous fertility estimates for the 1960s and 1970s, and were used to establish that rapid fertility decline had taken place for those years.  Big advantage of the census is we don’t have to worry about matching numerators and denominators.  The factors that we are interested in as demographers that we know might influence fertility are limited in the census to questions relating to highest qualification, year left school, employment status, and income.  This is quite useful in terms of showing that education and employment are correlated with lower parity – something I’ve demonstrated for the NT in recent research.  This is not surprising, it’s happened around the globe and is not unexpected.  BUT, in the NT the influence of education and employment was not straightforward and there were geographic differences between urban and rural-remote regions, and the census data don’t allow any exploration of what other factors might be important – we can guess, but it’s not evidence.  There are also problems with this question because it is an undercount (the 2006 post-enumeration survey showed the Indigenous population was undercounted by 11.5% across Australia) AND there are high levels of non-response (5% of women who answered the children ever born question did not provide a response to the Indigenous status question, and of the women who did identify as Indigenous, 8% did not answer the question on how many children they’d ever had).    

Survey data:
The NATSISS 1994 and 2002 also asked the CEB question, and included a range of questions that allow exploration of influences on fertility outcomes, in particular questions relating to cultural participation and cultural identification and health status.  One of the problems with the NATSISS data for fertility analysis is that at the sub-national level, particularly in the NT which I’ve been particularly interested in, the numbers are too small in the sample to enable access to the data for investigation of the interesting questions.  Another issue has been the lack of use made of the children ever born question from the 1994 or 2002 data … there have simply been too few demographers who’ve been able to prioritise the work and in the case of the 1994 data the results were simply not published as far as we’ve been able to ascertain.      

Other related data sources: 
NATSIHS has some information on current contraceptive use among women, but can’t be linked to parity – the last health survey asked if a women had ever had children but nothing more;
Induced abortion data are available by Indigenous status from some states and territories, and they provide important information about pregnancy rates.
In my own research I’ve used a Darwin-based study called DRUID (Diabetes and related illnesses in Urban Indigenous peoples in Darwin) which had a women’s health sub-sample of just over 300 people that included questions on age at first pregnancy, age at first birth and parity.  
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So what don’t we know?  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So – with this vast array of data sources – what don’t we know and what do we need to know?  

? What’s going to happen into the future – following the fertility declines in the 1960s and 1970s it was assumed fertility declines would continue and that we would see deferment of childbearing among Indigenous women from young ages to older ages … that simply hasn’t happened … there is evidence of some deferment, and in the NT at least I know that there’s an apparent deferment from very young to slightly older, but nothing like what has been seen in the non-Indigenous population.  We simply don’t have enough information to make an information estimate of what future trends will look like

? What are the differences across rural-remote and urban parts of Australia
Again – we tend to guess at this … the international and historical patterns have been of lower fertility in cities compared to rural places … my own research in the NT shows that this might not be the case, but there are enough data caveats that it’s not definitive!  While rural-remote parts of the NT have much higher teenage childbearing … in recent years TFRs have been higher in urban centres, and higher from the mid-20s … we don’t know if this is a real difference – it could be, it could reflect poor health status in remote communities affecting fertility, it could be that the roll out of Implanon which anecdotally has had huge uptake in remote communities is being used remotely but not in towns (again, highly plausible because it’s actually easier to get to the local, free health clinic in a small community than in a town).  It could be a data effect – women have to  birth in centres with a hospital (and this is  policy in the NT, QLD and I assume WA but I’m not sure) so births could be being registered as town births when they are really to mothers from out bush.  The point is – we just don’t know!   

? What factors influence when women have children
The timing of childbearing is very important – there is evidence from past studies and my own recent research that shows that women who are employed or who finished high school or who have post-secondary qualifications have less children (tho not by huge margins) and tend to start childbearing later (tho again, we’re not talking by very long) – what we don’t know is the sequence of timing for the children, education and employment.  We don’t know what will influence a women’s decision – is it family support?  Lack of other options?  Lack of access to contraception?  Does the high teenage fertility rate reflect high rates of sexual assault?  Is it about becoming an adult?  

? What factors influence how many children women will have
We don’t know how many children women want to have or how many they will have.  Does the low TFR reflect women’s wanted family size – or are we seeing an impact of secondary infertility.  One of the women I interviewed for my research told me “I wanted a big mob family but I only got two” – the recorded levels of STIs, and health issues that we know affect fertility (diabetes, smoking, etc) means women might be having less children than they want to.  



Why should NATSISS include fertility?

• Further check on the accuracy of other data 
sources

• Understanding fertility’s relationship with 
age, education, employment and income

• Pregnancy as a stressor in past 12 months:
– 1,160 people (self, family or friends)
– 256 (personally experience – 50 ♂, 206♀)
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
While we don’t think the NATSISS is a catch-all solution to answering our questions about what will happen with fertility, it’s role as a national survey specifically targeting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples gives it a unique place to help us understand what is happening better.  

In the first instance – including a fertility question provides another data source with which to compare the data we do have – there are big questions about whether all births to Indigenous women are counted in the vital registration and perinatal data sets and any data source that allows a check and balance is useful

Even for those correlations that are collected in the census such as age, education, employment and income, the NATSISS provides a more reliable source of information because of the way the questions are asked and information elicited from respondents – there’s different introductory questions and explanations, and data collection mechanisms that means the NATSISS results are probably better than from the census


In the NATSISS 2008 a high number of people identified pregnancy as a stressor – 9% of the sample, 2% personally – presumably there were also people surveyed who experienced pregnancy themselves, or through friends and family who did see it as a stressor (so we can’t use these data as a fertility proxy).  But for nearly one in ten surveyed people to identify pregnancy as a stressor tells us that it’s something we need to know a lot more about!   
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What could the NATSISS tell us?
• Age of mother at birth of each child
• Likelihood of having children in the future, 

and ideal family size questions 
• Education and employment links require 

information on these at time of each birth
• Cultural participation and cultural  

identification questions provide opportunity 
to understand fertility in the Indigenous 
context 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
What could the NATSISS tell us:
It could tell us about timing and spacing if there were questions about mother’s age at the birth of each child
It could include questions about future children and ideal family size questions – are the outcomes we’re measuring with vital registration data what women want?  
If we really want to know if education and employment affect family size, and start exploring how they  might do so, then we need to ask women’s education levels and employment status at the time each child was born – We can tell you it’s very difficult to come to any firm conclusions about the impact of education or employment on fertility outcomes when looking at education when a survey was done alongside births that might have happened 30 years before the survey took place.  Having said that – the NATSISS 2008 includes a question on length of time in the workforce and at the very least I would have loved the chance to look at this alongside number of children ever born!  

The NATSISS with its questions on cultural participation and cultural identification, which I also know have their constraints, also provide a great opportunity to look at what factors beyond socio-economic correlates might be influencing fertility decisions.  

Other things that would have been useful to look at alongside the children ever born question that can’t be done from the census:Childcare used (formal and informal), health status, social + emotional wellbeing, removal (respondent and any family member), neighbourhood problems, barriers to service providers (QO1BAR health services), discrimination – all things that were raised in relation to childbearing decisions in interviews I did about having children with Indigenous women in Darwin and things that are not well understood … 
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Why is fertility important?  
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
So – why is it important to understand fertility?  Quite simply so we can understand what is happening with the population and have some reasonable parameters for what will happen into the future. What services and infrastructure are needed for these  birth cohorts being born to Indigenous mothers (and they are growing ever larger) – there are implications for housing, for a population that we know overcrowding is already a problem, issues for schools, health services, etc.  And what will these birth cohorts of babies born to Indigenous mothers do when they reach childbearing ages.  

Demography suffers somewhat when it comes to social research because the benefits are at a step removed from the immediacy of research looking at health status or overcrowding, or school retention and so it is easily overlooked in a research space that has a lot of priority areas for work to be done.  But if we don’t understand the fundamentals of population size and structure then we are always going to have questions of doubt about the validity of other research – certainly any research that requires a population denominator (most social science research and epidemiology) suffers from our less than complete knowledge about Indigenous populations.  

If we are to understand Indigenous demography better (and to do better population estimates and projections – both forward and reverse projections) we not only need to understand how our data collection mechanisms in each state and territory are affecting our counts, but we also need to understand what factors are influencing fertility trends.

So we see an overwhelming need to better understand Indigenous fertility and think that the exclusion of the children ever born question in the NATSISS 2008 represents a lost opportunity, but if in the future questions about fertility are to be included, these should focus on timing and spacing of childbearing and try to gather information that might help explain influences on childbearing outcomes.    

My research in the NT indicates remarkable stability in total fertility rates over a 20 year period, slight shifts of childbearing from the teen to early 20s, and most remarkably increasing fertility in urban areas and declining fertility in rural/remote areas.  If this is true and not a data artefact, and both scenarios are possible, then not only do we have a unique demographic phenomenon but also something that requires explanation outside our usual frames of reference.  

It’s also critical that we understand the age structure of fertility and its this age structure that is important in terms of policy implication:
For example - Education and employment – to ‘close the gap’ if women are having babies young means providing child care so women can attend school or go to work
Health implications for young mothers having babies, and also for the children of those young mothers
Socio-economic implications of young mothering and the impact on children 
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Thank you

• kim.johnstone@anu.edu.au
• Tel: 0408 27 74 87 

• ann.evans@anu.edu.au

mailto:Kim.johnstone@anu.edu.au
mailto:ann.evans@anu.edu.au
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