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Background

This paper shares insights from my recently completed doctoral study' that reviewed demographic studies of
post-transition? Maori fertility patterns and trends in Aotearoa New Zealand®. Since the late 1970s Maori
fertility has gradually converged to a level similar to that of Pakeha* women. In 2024, the Total Fertility Rate
(TFR) was 2.0 for Maori and 1.5 for all Aotearoa women?. However, despite this ‘convergence’, important
differences persist. Most notably Maori women have children at younger ages and over a longer period of time.
Most of the Maori fertility literature highlights differences rather than similarities between Maori and Pakeha
fertility, which partly reflects the distinct demographic transitions of each population (Pool, 1991). In summary:

Pre-Maori fertility transition
*  Maori fertility levels were much higher than Pakeha over a sustained period (Pool, 1991; Pool et al.,
2007)
*  Maori transition from high to low fertility occurred a century later (1966-1976) (Pool, 1991; Pool et al.,
2007)
*  The determinants of fertility transition differed - uptake of effective birth control (Maori) versus
delayed marriage (Pakeha) (Pool, 1991; Pool et al., 2007)
Post-Maori fertility transition
e Maori TFR has mostly hovered above replacement®; Pakeha TFR is below replacement
«  Maori births are concentrated at younger ages’ (Jackson et al., 1994)
*  Spacing between children born to Maori mothers is closer (Johnstone et al., 2001)

Other fertility studies showed that Indigenous peoples in North America and Australia shared striking
similarities with Maori in terms of age-specific patterns and spacing (Johnstone, 2011a) suggesting that common
cultural factors could be at play. While I accounted for demographic and economic factors, my primary focus
was on understanding the potential influence of cultural orientation which has received little attention in
demographic studies to date. Hence, my overarching research question was: 7o what extent does culture
influence contemporary Maori fertility patterns?

Theoretical focus

Analysing fertility is a core undertaking in demography for the purpose of understanding the broader dynamics
of population change. However, a review of the Maori fertility literature — and indeed Indigenous fertility more
broadly (Johnstone, 2011a, 2011b) — reveals a startling lack of cultural depth and understanding from an
Indigenous perspective. One of the reasons for this is that most of the studies have been conducted by non-
Indigenous demographers, deploying Western (and often Eurocentric) perspectives, theories, and frameworks.
This study addresses this issue by rethinking how we ‘do’ Indigenous demography in ways that foreground
Indigenous perspectives in terms of our approach, analyses, and interpretations. Applying a critical Indigenous
lens in the field of demography is rare, and in terms of understanding Maori fertility, is almost entirely absent.
There is also a growing acknowledgement in the field of the need for an “...Indigenous theory...that reflects
social, economic, political, historical and cultural realities” (Johnstone, 2011a, p. 117). Much of the Maori
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2 Maori fertility transition occurred between 1966-1976, approximately 100 years after the Pakeha fertility transition.

3 Hereafter, Aotearoa.

4 New Zealanders of European descent

* See StatsNZ infoshare, Table DFMO03AA, Total fertility rate (Maori & total) (Annual-Mar). The total fertility rates includes Maori and
Pacific peoples, who generally have higher fertility rates, and therefore, Pakeha rates are likely to be even lower.

¢ More recently, Maori fertility rate has dipped just under replacement. see StatsNZ infoshare, Table DFMO06AA, Total fertility rate (Maori
& total) (Annual-Dec)

7 see StatsNZ infoshare, Table DFMO17AA, Age-specific fertility rates by 5-year age group (Mdori & total) (Annual-Dec).



fertility literature has covered the demographic, social, economic, political, and historical factors to help explain
and contextualise Maori fertility trends and patterns (Douglas, 1977a, 1977b, 1981; Jackson et al., 1994; Pool,
1974, 1977, 1991; Statistics NZ, 2004%; Zodgekar, 1975). However, most of this scholarship barely scratches the
surface in terms of exploring the Maori cultural influences on fertility, which is the primary focus of this study.

A key objective of this paper is to highlight an Indigenous-centred approach that can help us to better understand
Maori fertility. Along with the tools of demography, I draw on Kaupapa Maori® and Mana Wahine'?, as cultural
frameworks that uphold Maori knowledges, methods of knowledge creation, and ways of knowing that are
specific to Maori women (Jahnke, 1997; Pihama, 2001; Simmonds, 2014; Smith, 1992). Given the dominance of
Western theories and methodological approaches in the scholarship on Indigenous and Maori fertility, Mana
Wahine, in tandem with Kaupapa Maori, creates an empowering space for Maori women to articulate their own
understandings of fertility from their own cultural standpoint.

Methods

To explore the potential associations between culture and Maori fertility, this study deploys a mixed methods
design of statistical techniques — using secondary data from the 2013 Aotearoa NZ Census and the 1995 New
Zealand Women: Family, Employment, and Education (NZWFEE) Survey — and thematic analysis of interviews
with nine Maori women.

The census is the only regular, nationally representative data collection that collects fertility data - it asks: How
many babies have you given birth to? While the census does not ask about cultural identity e.g., self-concept,
cultural engagement (see Houkamau & Sibley, 2010), we are able to combine responses to the ethnicity, Maori
descent and iwi'! affiliation questions to construct proxy indicators of Maori cultural identity. The analysis
explores differences in rates of childlessness and average number of children across five identity categories.

For further validation, I use data from the NZWFEE to explore differences in birth timing/spacing using the
piecewise exponential model and Kaplan-Meier survival estimates. I combined responses to the ethnicity and
main ethnicity questions to again construct proxy indicators for Maori cultural identity.

To complement and enhance the findings from the quantitative analyses, and to build a better understanding of
how Maori identity shapes fertility choices, I used semi-structured interviews as the most appropriate method to
elevate Mana Wahine and Maori women’s voices.

Findings

The results from the census showed a clear pattern: women with ‘thicker’ ties to Maori identity (i.e., Maori
only)'? have lower rates of childlessness and more children, on average. By contrast, those with ‘thinner’ ties
(i.e., Descent only) have higher rates of childlessness and a smaller average number of children (see Figure 1).
A similar pattern occurs at higher education levels (see Table 1). The results from the NZWFEE showed that: 1)
Mainly Maori women birth their first child earlier than Mainly European at younger ages (see Figure 1 & Table
2); 2) birth interval times vary between Mainly Maori and Mainly European at higher birth orders (4+) (see
Table 2); 3) women with no qualifications are more likely to birth their first child earlier, followed by Mainly
Maori, and then Mainly European (see Table 3). Together, the census and survey results suggest that Maori
cultural orientation, as measured by Maori identity in the data instruments, is a key factor influencing Maori
fertility. However, we acknowledge the limitations in the concepts, constructs, and measures used in the data
sources (see Rarere, 2018; Rarere et al., 2023).

Findings from the interviews highlighted whakapapa'® and whanau'* were key concepts at the centre of fertility
choices, that is, genealogical relationships and kinship structures collectively cohered Maori as a people (Rarere,
2022).

8 Cited under its former name, but now known as Stats NZ — Aotearoa’s official statistics agency
° Maori-centred research framework that is based on Maori ideology, philosophies, or principles
10 Maori concept meaning Maori womens’ discourses

! Maori term meaning tribal/tribe

12 Women who reported exclusive Maori ethnicity, descent, and at least one iwi

13 Miori term meaning genealogy but used in this context I am meaning genealogical continuity
14 Miori term meaning family, extended family, or kinships



Conclusion

Overall, the study implies that fertility patterns reflect different values i.e., culture that exist in the Maori world
versus Pakeha world, and that taken-for-granted demographic theories and analytical tools and practices need to
incorporate Indigenous-centred frameworks and perspectives for a better understanding of Indigenous fertility
and population change.

Tables and Figures

Figure 1: Proportion of women (ages 30-34) by family size, 2013 Census
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Table 1: Average number of kids per woman & % childless women (ages 30-34) by education level, 2013 Census

I
kids

%- None 2.8 17.4
S School 23 19.5
S Sub-degree 23 20.0
= Degree 16 30.8
- None 2.6 14.0
5 E School 1.9 20.7
g '© Sub-degree 1.8 22.0
Degree 1.3 36.2
= None 22 18.2
I E>School 1.5 30.9
g G Sub-degree 15 31.4
Degree 0.9 49.4
‘5 None 1.9 218
< School 1.4 30.3
g Sub-degree 1.2 35.9
Z Degree 0.9 48.8

Table 2: Kaplan-Meier estimates of median time (mths) of birth intervals, 1995 NZWFEE

Birth interval to:

1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th + over
Mainly Maori 59 16 18 17 24 21
Mainly 63 19 23 15 20 16
European
non-Maori 81 14 18 21 16 15

Figure 2: Kaplan-Meier survival estimates for transition to first birth, 1995 NZWFEE
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Table 3: Hazard ratios to first birth for women who are in a relationship, 1995 NZWFEE

Predictors Hazard ratios
Non-M&ori (ref)
Ethnic identification (time . . .
q q Mainly Maori 1.69
invariant)
Mainly European 1.62 **
Tertiary qual (ref)
Highest qualification (time No qual 1.99 ***
invariant) Secondary qual 1.41 >
Other tertiary qual 1.34 ***
30-34 yrs (ref)
12-19 yrs 0.00 ***
20-24 .01 =
Age groups (time variant) CEITE 0.0
25-29 yrs 0.01 ***
35-39 yrs 0.57
40-44 yrs 0.10 *
Main urban area (ref)
Location (time invariant) Minor urban area 1.30 ***
Rural area 1.09

+p<0.1 *p<0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001
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