DEMOGRAPHIC UPDATE
Long Island’s Declining Birth Rate:
Implications for our Region’s Future
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The LIA Research Institute has been examining our region’s changing demographics for the last
several years. Prior reports looked at diversity statistics, poverty rates, millennial’s population and
the region’s shrinking middle class. This report focuses on birth rates. Its findings follow.

Summary of Findings
1. Between 2000 and 2016, the total number of annual births on Long Island fell from
37,226 to 29,888, or almost 20% (-19.7%).
2. In 2001, there were approximately 14,395 more births than deaths on Long Island
(“natural increase”). By 2016, natural increase had fallen to only 5,623, down by 61%.
3. For Long Island, the “general fertility rate” (the annual rate at which women are
presently having children) dropped from 64.8 per 1,000 women in 2000 to 57.7 per
1,000 in 2016, an 11% decline.
4. Long Island’s general fertility rate decline of 11% is a steeper drop than that of the
United States (-5.9%) and New York State (-4.4%) as a whole over the same time
period.
5. The “total fertility rate” (the average number of children a woman would have in her
lifetime given current birth rates), has fallen from 2.0 in 2000 to 1.8 in 2016. This is
below the population replacement level of approximately 2.08.
6. As in the rest of the nation, Long Islanders are waiting longer to have children than in
the past. All of the age groups under age 35 saw a drop in their percentage of total
births from 2000 to 2016, while those age groups 35 and over saw an increase in their
percentage of total births.
IMPLICATIONS
1. The region may have unique characteristics that contribute to fertility rate declines, like
the lack of affordable housing and affordable child care, which may play a role in
postponing or reducing the number of annual births.
2. Lower birth rates can negatively impact the regional economy by reducing the size of
the workforce and consumer markets in the future.
3. Fewer births will lead to a lower school aged population. This will impact the region’s
schools, colleges, and universities as well as its employers.
4. Lower birth rates could lead to an aging workforce. The median age of Long Island
workers has increased from 41 in 2000 to 45 in 2016.
5. Immigration will be necessary to avoid workforce reductions to the extent that younger
people do not migrate to the region in numbers sufficient to offset declines in natural
population increases.
6. A basic threshold of births is necessary to adequately replenish an aging workforce.
7. Fewer workers available on Long Island mean Long Island employers will need to tap
the New York City workforce to fill jobs. Thus, investments in the LIRR are critical to
Long Island’s future, because anything we can do to make it easier to get to and from
New York City strengthens the Long Island economy.
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INTRODUCTION
Perhaps the most overlooked factor affecting future economic growth in a region is the
number of babies being born. Babies grow up to become students, workers, and consumers,
and fewer of them—all other things being equal—means a smaller future labor force and
consumer base. Dwindling numbers of workers and consumers tend to bring slower economic
growth and fewer opportunities for business expansion. Increasing the size of the labor force
has indeed been a struggle for Long Island: its labor force of 1.45 million (Feb. 2018) has
expanded slowly since the 2008-2010 recession despite a slightly higher population and is
still below the 2008 peak of 1.5 million.1

Some analysts believe that a high birth rate is not always an economic advantage, imposing
as it does a strain on resources such as clean water, food, shelter, schools, and social
services.2
But there is widespread agreement that if the birth rate falls below “replacement level”—the
rate of reproduction necessary to sustain current population levels—the risks of not adequately
replacing an aging workforce are real and include the inability to carry out basic functions
related to health and safety.3 Nassau-Suffolk’s workforce is also aging rapidly, with the
median age rising from 41 in 2000 to 45 in 2016.
New York State Department of Labor, Labor Force Statistics, https://www.labor.ny.gov/stats/laus.asp
Roger Martin, “Why current population growth is costing us the Earth,” Guardian (October 23, 2011),
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2011/oct/23/why-population-growth-costs-the-earth-roger
3 Joel Kotkin, “Are Millennials the Screwed Generation,” Newgeography.com, July 15, 2012, retrieved on April
17, 2018 from < http://www.newgeography.com/content/002960-are-millennials-screwed-generation>; America’s
“Demographic Dead End?” Newgeography.com, October 18, 2012. Retrieved on March 1, 2018 from <
http://www.newgeography.com/content/003157-demographic-dead-end-barack-obamas-single-nation>
1
2
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Other potentially damaging consequences of sustained low birth rates might include less
innovation, entrepreneurialism, and wealth creation. Nobel-prize winning economist Gary
Becker explains that low fertility rates reduce the rate of scientific and productivity
innovations, which are mainly generated from younger individuals. Younger workers are also
generally more adaptable, which is why new industries, like high tech startups, attract
younger workers who are not yet practiced in existing production modes or committed to
declining industries.4 At the very least, the absence of larger numbers of young workers
means a decline in those who tend to drive technological change, something Long Island can
ill-afford.
BIRTHS
Nassau and Suffolk Counties have experienced a decline in the overall number of births and
in birth rates in recent years. Between 2000 and 2016, the total number of annual births on
Long Island has fallen from 37,226 to 29,888, or almost 20% (-19.7%).

Gary S. Becker, “An Economic Analysis of Fertility,” Demographic and Economic
Change in Developed Countries (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1960).
4
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This decline has reduced the impact of “natural increase,” or the number of births over
deaths, as a driving force in the region’s population growth, illustrated in the figure below
comparing natural increases for 5-year periods.

In 2001, there were approximately 14,395 more births than deaths on Long Island. By 2016,
this natural increase had fallen to 5,623, down by 61%.
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One reason births have declined so markedly in the last 16 years is simply that the number of
women in their childbearing years—ages 15-445 —has declined by 56,000, from 573,626 to
517,542. But the drop in childbearing aged women is compounded by the drop in the rate at
which women of childbearing age are giving birth.

The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and National Center for Health Statistics, as well as
other agencies involved in the study of fertility, generally consider a woman’s childbearing years to be ages 15 to
44. After puberty, female fertility increases and then decreases, with advanced maternal age causing an
increased risk of female infertility. Recently, with improvements in fertility treatments and the trend toward later
pregnancy, the CDC and other agencies have started to collect data on childbirth in women up to 50 years of
age, though the focus of study has continued to be on the 15-44 ages. See Carl T. Hall, "Study speeds up
biological clocks / Fertility rates dip after women hit 27," The San Francisco Chronicle, November 21, 2007,
<https://www.sfgate.com/health/article/Study-speeds-up-biological-clocks-Fertility-2843352.php>
5
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BIRTH RATES6
Two of the most commonly used statistical tools for measuring fertility are the “general fertility
rate” and the “total fertility rate.” Each of these measures offers a different nuance for
interpreting birth rates. The general fertility rate measures the annual rate at which women
are presently having kids in terms of number of births per 1,000 females of childbearing age.
The total fertility rate measures the hypothetical number of children a woman would likely
have based on present fertility patterns. It does this by summing up the age-specific birth
rates of women in five-year age groups.7
These two popular measures show that Nassau and Suffolk Counties have experienced a
decline in birth rates in recent years. The general fertility rate on Long Island dropped from
64.8 per 1,000 women in 2000 to 57.7 per 1,000 women in 2016. This is consistent with both
statewide and national trends. The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reported
that U.S. fertility in 2016 was at an all-time low: for every 1,000 women of childbearing age,
there were 62.0 births.8 New York State’s general fertility rate also dropped from 61.3 per
1,000 women in 2000 to 58.6 in 2016.

Most of the raw data used to calculate birth rates are supplied by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention and the New York State Department of Health: Vital Statistics. The data on births is generally
reported by these agencies in the form of the total number of births for specific 5-year age groups of women,
from ages 15 through ages 44 or 49. The birth rates seen in this report (general fertility rates and total fertility
rates) were calculated by the LIA Research Institute.
7 Gretchen Livingston, “Is U.S. Fertility at an All-Time Low?”, Pew Research Center, Jan. 18, 2018,
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/01/18/is-u-s-fertility-at-an-all-time-low-it-depends/
8 Livingston.
6
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Long Island may not be at its lowest general fertility rate on record—as recently as the
recession year 2008 the rate was 57.6 births per 1,000—but its rate has declined more
precipitously than that of the nation or the state. Since 2000, Long Island’s general fertility
rate has declined by 11 percent, while the nation’s declined by 5.9 percent, and New York’s
declined by 4.4 percent. It is worth noting that in 2000, Long Island’s birth rate was 5.7
percent higher than New York State’s, but by 2016 it was 1.6 percent lower. This indicates
that Long Island might have unique characteristics that impact birth rates, including higher
housing costs and more expensive child care options than other areas outside of and within
the state.9

The general fertility rate is unaffected by overall population size, or by the share of the
population that consists of women of childbearing age. However, it is affected by changes in
the age distribution among women of childbearing age. Generally speaking, the lower the
share of women in their peak childbearing years, the lower the general fertility rate will be.
The figure below indicates that Long Island women in their “peak fertility” years, ages 25-39,
dropped, falling from 52.8% of all women on Long Island in 2000 to 47.1% in 2016. It is worth

Property values are generally higher on Long Island than they are elsewhere in the state and nation. The
National Association of Realtors reports that for 2017, the median price of a single-family home on Long Island
was $449,964, while the median price for New York State was $250,000 and for the nation $246,800. As families
expand, the need for more housing space increases, costing those living on Long Island more than it might
those living elsewhere.
9
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noting that the 2016 percentage is slightly above 2015’s 46.6%, but a one-year increase may
not indicate a trend.

Other birth rate measures reflect the general movement downward. The “total fertility rate,”
which means the average number of children a woman would likely have assuming current
birth rates remain constant throughout her childbearing years, has fallen from 2.0 in 2000 to
1.8 in 2016 for Long Island. This is a slightly different trend than that of the nation as a whole.
The U.S. had the lowest total fertility rate in its history in 2006, with the average American
woman bearing 1.86 kids. That year, Long Island’s rate was 2.17. However, in 2016 the
national average was 2.07, similar to the national total fertility rates of the 1990s.
This means that Long Island women beginning their reproductive years in 2016 are predicted
to have, on average, 1.8 children in their lifetime, based on the assumption that their
likelihood of having a baby at each subsequent age would reflect the age-specific fertility
rates of 2016. When these women are 25 years old in 2026, it is assumed that they will have
the same fertility rate as 25-year-old women did in 2016; when they are 35 in 2036, they will
have fertility rates similar to the rate that 35-year-olds had in 2016; and so on.
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The total fertility rate is the most common measure used to determine “replacement fertility,”
meaning the level of estimated fertility that is necessary for a population to reproduce itself,
excluding the impact of migration and adoptions.10 A total fertility rate of 2.08 is considered
“replacement level” in the U.S. (replacement level fertility has to be higher than 2 to account
for childhood mortality, or children who don’t live until their reproductive years.) Thus, Long
Island is below replacement fertility, having last been above it in the pre-recession year of
2007 (2.23).11 It is possible that Long Island’s low total fertility rate is a holdover from the last
recession, which hit the region hard in 2010-2012, and that it might tick up as the regional
economy strengthens. As noted in the figures, the general fertility rate did tick up fractionally
between 2015 and 2016.

The U.S. Census American Community Survey shows there were an estimated 15,218 adopted children on
Long Island in 2016.
11 Livingston
10
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AGE GROUPS
It has been widely observed that Americans are waiting longer to have children. The Pew
Research Center reports that the median age at which women become mothers in the U.S.
was 26 in 2016, compared with 23 in 1994.12
The trend toward later childbirth is deemed to be driven by increases in educational
attainment by women, greater female participation in the workforce, and improved fertility
treatments, among other factors. Later childbearing is reflected on Long Island as well.
Women on Long Island aged 30-34 constituted the highest childbearing age group in both
2000 and 2016, though that age group’s share of all babies born dropped from 36.7% to
35.5% in that time frame. In fact, all of the age groups under age 35 dropped their percentage
of total births from 2000 to 2016: the 15-19 age group dropped from 4.1% to 2.9% of total
births; the 20-24 age group dropped from 11.5% to 11.1% of total births; and the 25-29 age
group dropped from 23.5% to 22.9% of total births.
Conversely, all of the age groups at 35 years of age or higher increased their share of total
births: the 35-39 age group increased from 20.1% to 22.1% of total births; the 40-44 age
group increased from 3.9% to 4.9% of total births; and the 45+ age group increased from
0.2% to 0.4% of total births.

Gretchen Livingston, “They’re Waiting Longer,” Pew Research Center, Jan. 18, 2018, <
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2018/01/18/theyre-waiting-longer-but-u-s-women-today-more-likely-to-havechildren-than-a-decade-ago/>
12
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CONCLUSION
In this analysis, the sustained lower childbirth rates reported should be a concern to
policymakers. Those concerned with regional economic growth and sustainability should take
this basic demographic factor into account, especially when considering such things as
school district growth or consolidation, regional development patterns, basic infrastructure
needs, business expansion or contraction, and social, health, and other governmental
services provisions.
The decision to have a child is a deeply personal one for most people, influenced by many
factors well beyond the reach of policymakers. But fertility trends are a critical component of
labor force sufficiency and the expansion of primary markets. At the very least, these data
should act as a catalyst for a reexamination of regional characteristics that might influence
childbearing. Such a reexamination might consist of evaluating the region’s housing, tax, and
transportation infrastructure as well as job availability, child care options, educational
opportunities, and health and welfare service delivery with an eye toward how well they
accommodate additional children to our region. We also need to continue to invest in the
LIRR and mass transit, because anything we can do to make it easier to get people to and
from New York City strengthens the Long Island economy.
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