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Precis: The efficiency of birth registration in Ireland is investigated in this article by comparing the 
number of registered births with Census age-distributions in the period 1916-1971. It is argued that 
there was a sudden increase in the efficiency of birth registration in 1942-44 as a result of the greater 
incentives to register births, whilst a certain amount of under-registration, in the order of 3-10 per 
cent, existed from 1916 to 1941. Generally speaking, registration was more complete in Leinster 
and Munster than in Connacht and Ulster. After 1956 birth registration was more or less complete. 
The findings are relevant in understanding the evolution of an efficient system of birth registration 
in Ireland, and also in analysing national and regional fertility trends and patterns, natural increase 
and migration. 

I I N T R O D U C T I O N 

L i t t le research has been conducted in to the extent o f b i r t h under-
registration in the Republic of Ireland during the twent ie th century. 

However, this wou ld seem an important field o f enquiry no t only in con­
t r ibu t ing towards an understanding o f the development o f an efficient vi tal 
registration system in Ireland, bu t also because of the need to take in to 
account the effect o f inaccuracies i n b i r t h registration i n assessing national 
and regional fe r t i l i ty levels and trends and also i n deriving estimates of 
natural increase and emigration. This paper attempts to contribute to this 
rather neglected subject by using Census and V i t a l Registration data to assess 
the extent o f such inaccuracies during the twent ie th century and to examine 
whether there were marked regional variations i n the efficiency o f b i r t h 
registration. 

Several researchers have emphasised the problems o f obtaining fu l l cover­
age i n the first half century o f vi ta l registration f rom 1864 (Cousens 1963, 

•The author wishes to thank Gerard Hughes for making several useful suggestions to an earlier draft of 
this paper. The normal disclaimer applies. 



1964, 1968; Walsh 1970; Verriere 1979; Thompson 1919; Vaughan and 
Fi tzpatr ick 1978). L i t t l e at tent ion, however, has been paid to whether such 
problems persisted throughout the twent ie th century. The w o r k o f Dean 
and M u l v i h i l l (1972) andHughes (1977) is thus relevant i n this context. Dean 
and M u l v i h i l l (1972) , i n a study of b i r t h and death registration i n a sample 
o f parishes i n the west o f Ireland between 1965 and 1969, estimate that 
slightly less than two per cent o f baptisms were not registered. On this basis 
inaccuracies i n b i r t h registration were no t severe i n the late 1960s and the 
authors suggest that late registration was more of a problem than non­
registration. 

For the period pr ior to 1942, however, Hughes (1977) suggests that the 
scale o f under-registration was quite considerable. He argues that the int ro­
duc t ion o f rat ioning i n 1942 and o f chi ld allowances i n 1944 provided strong 
incentives for parents to register births. Before this period fewer incentives 
existed and consequently problems o f under-registration were more severe. 
Hughes contends that the dramatic and sustained increase i n the number o f 
registered births after 1941 ( f rom 57 thousand in 1941 to 66 thousand i n 
1942) provides strong evidence for his case. Such an increase, he argues, can­
no t be explained solely, as suggested by the Commission on Emigrat ion 
(Ireland, 1955, p . 89) , by a tendency towards a more prompt registration o f 
births w i t h the in t roduc t ion o f rat ioning or by the effect of changes in the 
numbers marrying. 

One of the major aims of this paper, therefore, w i l l be to fo l low up 
Hughes's suggestions and at tempt to judge whether there was a sudden 
increase i n the efficiency o f b i r th registration f rom 1942, and also to estimate 
the extent o f the under-registration o f births before and after that date. 

I I METHODS A N D D A T A CONSIDERATIONS 

Unfor tunately there is no fail-safe method of accurately judging the 
extent o f b i r t h under-registration i n the Republic of Ireland. Dean and 
Mulvihi l l ' s technique o f checking individual baptismal records w i t h registra-

1. Walsh (1970 p. 153) has suggested that over-registration of births occurred in some counties at the 
beginning of the twentieth century and quotes Cousens's (1964 p. 305) finding that local medical 
officers could augment their stipend by making fictitious entries. However, Cousens's evidence is based 
on one observation from Co. Mayo in 1864 (the first year of registration) whilst in another article 
(1963 p. 155) he suggests that under-registration was present in the period 1881-91 and does not 
mention over-registration. Furthermore Walsh uses information on the number of children aged 0-1, 
those ages most likely to be under-enumerated at the Census. Most authors, including Pantelides and 
Coale (1978 p. 6) mention under-registration as the central problem in the efficiency of birth registra­
tion and it is likely that, on a national basis, any local pattern of over-registration at the beginning of 
the twentieth century would be more than compensated by overall under-registration. 



t i o n records is a useful method to adopt, bu t becomes a particularly onerous 
task when at tempting the procedure on a national scale and covering dif­
ferent t ime periods. 

The method adopted here uses data that are more readily available and 
involves comparing the number o f registered births w i t h informat ion on the 
number o f young children given i n the Census of Population. I n the absence 
o f under-recording o f births (and o f inaccuracies i n the Census data) i t wou ld 
be expected that the number of young children recorded i n the Census, 
adjusted for mor ta l i ty and migration, wou ld accord w i t h the number of 
registered births covering the same period. Consequently, any differences 
w o u l d represent either over- or under-registration of births. Unfortunately, 
however, while the method is straightforward in principle i t is more di f f icul t 
i n practice because there are problems regarding the accuracy o f the data 
sources and in obtaining informat ion on the net migrat ion of children. 
Therefore the conclusions f rom this analysis must be rather tentatively drawn 
but , given the importance o f this topic, i t seems appropriate to provide 
some approximation o f the level o f b i r t h under-registration in Ireland. 
Walsh (1970) has used similar techniques to examine the accuracy o f data 
around 1911 , although no previous attempts have examined the data for 
later periods. This paper, therefore, compares registered births w i t h the 
numbers o f young children for the Censuses o f 1926, 1936, 1946, 1951, 
1961 and 1971 . First, i t is necessary to consider certain aspects of the 
data sources and to discuss the nature of the data problems. 

I I . 1 The Timing of the Census 
The Irish Census is normally conducted in A p r i l o f the Census year 

(May in 1946) and therefore the age structure o f the populat ion is measured 
around that date. As the numbers o f registered births are given by quarters, 
i t is no t possible to equate ful ly the cohorts used in the Census and the 
Registration data. Nevertheless, a reasonably accurate comparison can be 
made by aggregating the numbers o f births f rom the last three quarters of 
one year and the first quarter o f the fo l lowing year, and this method has 
been adopted throughout this analysis. 

I I . 2 Births by Year of Registration 
Prior to 1970 Irish V i t a l Statistics were published by year o f registration 

rather than by year o f occurrence and this feature w i l l somewhat blur the 
comparison between Census age distributions and recorded births. Perhaps 
the best way around this problem is to compare a series of single-year ages 
(such as 0, 1, 2, 3 . . . 9) i n order to obtain an overall impression of year-to-
year fluctuations, rather than relying on one age dis t r ibut ion only (such as 
children less than one). Similarly, a general picture can be obtained by con-



sidering broader Census age groupings, such as 0-4 and 5-9. This problem 
should no t be particularly acute, providing there are not too many " la te" 
registrations. 

11.3 "Late" Registration of Births 
Late registration of births (where more than one year has elapsed since 

the bi r th) is issued on special authori ty and in the period 1936-50, for 
example, generally represented 2-3 per cent of all births registered. This 
feature w i l l therefore lead to a slight blurr ing of the comparison of age dis­
tr ibut ions and registered births. T w o additional features can be noted: first, 
the number of late registrations increased dramatically in 1944 and second, 
late registrations were excluded f rom the main body of the Annual Reports 
on V i t a l Statistics f rom 1943 onwards. These features w i l l be discussed fur­
ther i n the analysis o f the 1946 data. 

11.4 The Accuracy of Census Data 
The method o f analysis used here rests f i rmly on the assumption that the 

Census data are completely accurate — an assumption that is unl ikely to be 
ful ly correct. There are two possible sources of error, involving correct state­
ment of age and overall coverage of the populat ion. The Census of 1936 
(volume V part 1, p . v i i ) reported that age misstatement had. been a serious 
problem in earlier Censuses, while "considerable improvements" had been 
made in 1936 due to the careful and explicit instructions given to the 
Census enumerators and householders concerning the recording of exact 
ages. A cursory examination o f the populat ion by single years of age in 1926 
indicates a considerable degree of age heaping in the adult populat ion at 
ages ending in digits 0 and 5, but this problem appears less severe at ages 
below 20. Once again, perhaps the best method of tackling this problem is 
to consider a series o f Census age distributions in single years 0 to 9 (rather 
than using one or two years only) i n addi t ion to using broader age groupings 
such as 0-4 and 5-9 years. 

I t is very di f f icul t to assess whether all young children (or indeed, the tota l 
populat ion) were included in Irish Censuses, particularly earlier this century, 
and i t is perhaps somewhat unrealistic to assume that coverage was 100 per 
cent complete. The Census of 1936 (volume V part 1, p. 222) states that 
" . . . the numbers of children at ages 0 and 1 are somewhat understated at 
the Census . . . i n this and/Other countries" and this feature again hinders the 
accurate comparison of Census and V i t a l Registration data. A similar problem 
occurred i n the pre-war Censuses o f England and Wales and in 1931 (General 
Report) i t was noted that " . . . i t had been repeatedly observed that the 
enumerated numbers of children under one year of age were markedly less 
than those that might have been expected f rom the survivors of the births 



of the preceding 12 months" . This feature was at t r ibuted to either some 
householders mistakenly failing to enumerate recently born children whose 
births had not been registered by the time of the Census or the deliberate 
omission by recently married couples o f children conceived extra-maritally. 
The under-enumeration of young children w i l l therefore be associated w i t h 
underestimating the extent o f under-registration or overestimating the 
extent of over-registration. For the purposes o f this analysis, i t w i l l be 
assumed in i t ia l ly that Census coverage of young children is complete, bu t 
the problem w i l l be considered again at a later stage. 

I I .5 Accuracy of Mortality Data 
Given accurate data on mor ta l i ty , i t is possible to calculate the size of an 

original b i r th cohort f rom a Census age dis t r ibut ion of young children 
(assuming an adjustment for migrat ion has also been made). This can be 
computed through life table techniques, where the size of the original 
cohort o f children aged 0-4 at the Census ( 5 P ) is given by: 

5 P o - 5 L o / 5 
where 1 Q represents the life table radix (original populat ion) and 5 L Q the 
average number of children aged 0-4 alive. This can be calculated for age 
groups and for single years o f age. 

While Irish life tables have been calculated and published from 1926 on­
wards, they are based on registered deaths and are therefore l ikely to under­
estimate mor ta l i ty . Thus the major problem is i n at tempting to estimate the 
extent of the under-registration o f deaths. Once again, this topic has received 
l i t t l e a t tent ion. Dean and Mulv ih i l l (1972) show that approximately 7 per 
cent of deaths went unrecorded for a sample of parishes in the west of 
Ireland in the period 1966-69. I f this pattern was typical of all western 
Ireland and i f a certain amount of under-recording was present in other 
parts of Ireland (assumed to be 2.5 per cent) then the overall p ropor t ion of 
non-registered deaths amounts to 4 per cent of all deaths in this p e r i o d . 2 

Furthermore, i t can be assumed that the degree of death under-registration 
was considerably in excess of this figure for earlier periods. Verriere (1979, 
p. 497) , for example, has calculated adjusted infant mor ta l i ty rates for 
the Republic o f Ireland for certain periods, suggesting that, while these pro­
vide only crude adjustments, they do, at least, provide an acceptable approxi­
mat ion. Thus for the period 1931-36 Verriere's estimated infant morta l i ty 
rate of 83 per 1,000.births contrasts w i t h the recorded rate of 69 and on 

2. Western Ireland defined as the Province of Connacht plus counties Donegal, Clare, Kerry, Limerick 
and Cork but excluding Limerick and Cork county boroughs. The figure of 2.5 per cent is based on 
the assumption that there was a certain amount of death under-registration in eastern Ireland, but at 
a level well below that of western Ireland. 



this basis approximately 20 per cent of infant deaths were unrecorded in 
this period. 

I n order to observe the effects of differing mor ta l i ty levels on Census age 
distributions, the present analysis w i l l use the unadjusted values of the Irish 
life tables i n addi t ion to using adjusted life table death rates to allow for the 
under-registration of deaths. For the latter, the life table death rates ( q x ) of 
young children were increased by 10 per cent for the 1946 life table and by 
15 per cent for the 1926 and 1936 life tables. While these adjustments are 
necessarily crude, i t can be noted that because a relatively small p ropor t ion 
o f children die during the young ages in the Republic of Ireland (as i n other 
developed countries) such adjustments make only a small difference to the 
calculated proport ions of children surviving the early, years of l ife. Con­
sequently any errors made in the assumption concerning death under-
registration should not have a profound effect in the final analysis. For 
example, on the basis o f the published life tables for 1936, some 10.7 per 
cent o f an original b i r t h cohort wou ld be expected to die before reaching 
the age o f 5; increasing the life table death rates by 15 per cent means that 
the corresponding figure is 11.6 per cent. 

I I . 6 The Migration of Young Children ; 
The method o f analysis adopted in this study must also make some 

allowance for the migrat ion of young children, as a net ou t f low of young 
children w i l l lower the numbers given in the Census, thus either under­
estimating the extent of under-registration or overestimating the extent 
o f over-registration. 

I t is, d i f f icul t to assess the extent of the migrat ion of young children 
because o f inadequate data, although immigrat ion can be estimated through 
the Census tabulations o f birthplace classified by age. I n 1946^ for example, 
the proport ions o f the resident popula t ion aged 0-2, 3-4 and 5-9 born (and 
presumably registered) outside the Republic o f Ireland were 1.7, 2.1 and 3.1 
per cent respectively and the Census age distributions can be adjusted to 
allow for this immigrat ion. 

The major problem lies i n t ry ing to estimate the numbers or p ropor t ion 
o f children who were born i n the Republic of Ireland bu t who emigrated 
pr ior to the Census. I n general terms i t is k n o w n that young children have 
normally consti tuted a small p ropor t ion of all emigrants because the majori ty 
of adults emigrating have been young and unmarried. Thus the propor t ion 
o f young children (0-9) to all emigrants i n the first t w o decades of this cen­
tu ry was 6.5 per cent (Table 1), while the emigration rates of children aged 
0-9 were between one-quarter and one-seventh of the rate for the overall 
popula t ion (Table 2 ) : Similarly the emigration rates of children aged 0-11 
to places outside Europe in 1926 and 1936 (the former date being one of 



relatively heavy emigration, particularly to N o r t h America, and the latter 
date representing one of l ow overall emigration) were between one-third 
and one-sixth o f the overall rate (Table 3). . 

Table 1': Emigrants aged 0-4 and 5-9 as percentage of all emigrants 

Period 0-4 5-9 0-9 Total, 0-9 

1901-10 

1911-20 

3.7 

3.4 

2.8 

3.1 

6.5 

6.5 

22 ,844 

9,545 

Source: Registrar General: Emigrat ion Statistics of Ire land, 1901-20. 

Table 2: Emigration rates from the 26 counties, 1901 and 1911 

Age Number of 
emigrants^ 

1901 

Population 
Emigration 

rate% 

1911 

Number of . 
„ i Population 

emigrants1 

Emigration 
rate% . 

0-4 
5-9 

A l l ages 

3 6 6 
299 

21 ,926 

307,165 
310 ,163 

3 ,139,688 

1.2 
1.0 
7.0 

897 311 ,758 
711 318 ,106 

35 ,885 3 ,221 ,823 

2.9 
2.2 

11.1 

1 Average number 1900-2 and 1910-12. 
2 P e r 1,000 population. 
Source: Census of Population 1901, 1911; Registrar General's Emigrat ion Statistics of 

Ireland, 1900-1902 , 1910-1912. 

Table 3: Emigration rates1 from the Republic of Ireland, 1926 and 1936 

1926 1936 

Age Number of 
emigrants^ 

Population Emigration 
rate^ 

Number of 
emigrants^ 

Population Emigration 
rate^ 

< 1 2 1,243 688 ,135 1.8 108 647,663 0.17 

A l l ages 29 ,123 2 ,972 ,000 9.8 1,760 2 ,968 ,400 0.59 

1 T o places outside E u r o p e and the Mediterranean Sea. 
2 A v e r a g e number 1925-27, 1935-37. 
3 P e r 1,000 population. ' ' 
Source: Census of Populat ion 1926 , 1936; Ir ish Trade and Statistical Bul let in , 1925-27, 

1935-37. 

There is, however, no completely accurate method o f measuring the 
migrat ion o f children for the period of study. Thus the ten-year spacing 



of censuses between 1926 and 1946 means that census survival rates (a pro­
duct of mor ta l i ty and migration) can only be calculated for rather broad 
age groupings (such as 0-10, 1-11, 2-12 etc.) while informat ion on trie num-

• ber o f children born in Ireland but l iving outside Ireland, a potential ly use­
ful method o f analysis, is l imi t ed by the d i f f icu l ty of collating such informa­
t i o n and the fact that the t iming o f the Census in countries of destination 
does not accord w i t h that of the Republic of Ireland. 

The migrat ion trends of children for the post-war period are somewhat 
easier to discern because of the similarity i n the t iming of the Censuses in 
Ireland and Bri ta in (the major destination o f Irish emigrants i n this period) 
and because the Censuses provide tabulations of birthplaces classified by 
age. Moreover, for this post-war period the Central Statistics Office has 
estimated net migrat ion by age for the five-year period pr ior to each of the 
Censuses 1951, 1956, 1961 and 1966 (Census of Population 1966, vo l . i i , 
pp. xv-xvi i i ) . These estimates are based on comparing actual populat ion num­
bers in .one Census w i t h an expected number based on the number of sur­
vivors out o f the group five years younger given i n an earlier Census. 3 

Given the problems of estimating migration, particularly for the pre­
war period, this analysis w i l l attempt to gauge the extent of b i r t h under-
registration under a series o f assumptions regarding the migration of chil­
dren. Five such assumptions w i l l be used for the pre-war period of study: 

Assumption 1: Net immigrat ion 
: I t is assumed that emigration is zero and that a certain amount of immigra­

t ion has taken place. The latter is determined f rom informat ion on the 
propor t ion o f children resident i n the Republic but born outside (1.7 per 
cent of children aged 0-2 in 1946, for example) and the Census age dis­
tr ibut ions of children are adjusted to allow for this net immigra t ion . 4 

Assumption 2: Zero net migrat ion 
Here i t is assumed that the ou t f low of young children is the same as the 
in f low and thus the-age distributions of young children given i n the 
Census are "correct". 
Assumption 3: Net emigration o f 1 per 1,000 per annum; 

3. These are calculated for five-year age groupings using the published life table survivorship rates. 
The estimates do not differentiate between persons bom in the Republic of Ireland and those bom 
outside. 

4. In 1926 and 1936 the Census classifications of birthplace by age are not as detailed as that of 1946, 
referring to children >12 as one group. However these average figures referring to the proportion of 
children > 1 2 bom outside the Republic (2.2 and 1.8 per cent in 1926 and 1936 respectively) have 
been redistributed for age groups 0-2, 3-4 and 5-9 using the same ratio between the age groups as that 
for 1946. 



Assumption 4: Net emigration o f 2 per 1,000 per annum. 
I t is assumed that there has been a net loss o f young children at an annual 
rate of, respectively, 1 or 2 per thousand. Dur ing the period 1911-46, the 
overall annual rate of net emigration for intercensal periods 1911-26, 
1926-36 and 1936-46 amounted to 8.8, 5.6 and 6.3 respectively per 
thousand populat ion. The estimates for children are calculated on the 
basis that their rates of net loss are between one-third and one-seventh 
of the average per tota l populat ion. This, i n tu rn , assumes that the ratio 
between chi ld and overall gross emigration rates (Tables 2 and 3) rep­
resents a valid guide to net migrat ion trends. Thus Assumptions 3 and 4 
allow for a certain amount o f net loss of children, bu t at a rate less than 
that for the overall populat ion. I n adjusting the Census age distributions, 
i t is assumed that the emigration rates are constant through t ime and con­
stant over the age ranges considered. 
Assumption 5: Net emigration; emigration three times the volume of 
immigrat ion. 
I t is assumed that emigration is considerably greater than immigrat ion. 
In format ion on the latter is given by birthplace data and these proportions 
are t r ip led in allowing for the greater volume o f emigration. 

The assumptions are arranged in terms of increasing volume of emigration 
of children. Al though they are somewhat crude in their derivation, they at 
least enable some insights to be gained concerning the effects o f certain levels 
of chi ld migrat ion on the degree o f b i r t h under-registration. 

I l l CENSUS A G E DISTRIBU TI O N S I N 1946 

As Hughes (1977) suggests that there was a sudden increase in the effi­
ciency o f b i r th registration in 1942, a comparison of b i r th registrations wi th 
the Census age distributions in 1946 is an appropriate po in t to begin this 
analysis, and the relevant data are given in Table 4. I n this table, reflecting 
b i r th registrations 1936-1946, allowance has been made for the immigrat ion 
of children and the under-registration of deaths but no allowance made for 
emigration and consequently the findings refer to the first migration assump­
t ion , that of net immigrat ion. The effects of the remaining migration assump­
tions w i l l be examined presently. 

A comparison of single years of age as given in the Census and associated 
registered births indicates that there appears to be over-registration in 6 of 
the 10 years. The greatest discrepancy between age distributions and regis­
tered births covers the registration period 1942/43 (children aged 3-4 in 
1946) where the excess o f registered births is some 6.6 thousand, almost 
11 per cent more than wou ld have been expected on the basis of the age 
structure, assuming net immigrat ion. Similarly, the fo l lowing year 1943/44 
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Table 4: Comparison of Census age distribution and registered births, 1946 

Age 
in 

1946 

Year 
of 

birth1 

Census 
age 

distribution 

Excluding those 
born outside 

the Republic of 
of Ireland^ 

Mortality 
correction 

factor^ 

Expected No. 
of children 
born in the 
Republic of 

Ireland 

Registered 
births 

Registered births 
Expected no. of 

children 

% over (+) 
or under (-) 
registration 

0 1945/6 66,081 64 ,938 1.0553 68 ,529 67 ,793 0 .989 - 1 . 1 
1 1944/5 59 ,198 58 ,174 1.0856 63 ,154 64 ,432 1.020 +2.0 
2 1943 /4 58,171 57 ,165 1.0927 62 ,464 65,041 1.041 +4.1 
3 1942/3 57 ,206 56 ,005 1.0969 61 ,432 68 ,090 1.108 + 10.8 
4 1941 /2 54 ,109 52 ,973 1.0999 58 ,265 5 7 , 5 3 4 0 .987 - 1 . 3 
5 1940/1 52 ,324 50 ,686 1.1023 55 ,871 56 ,183 1.005 +0.5 
6 1939/40 54 ,427 52 ,723 1.1043 5 8 , 2 2 2 55 ,909 0 .960 - 4 . 0 
7 1938 /9 53 ,997 52 ,307 1.1059 57 ,846 57 ,087 0.987 - 1 . 3 
8 1937/8 52 ,233 50 ,598 1.1073 56 ,027 57 ,019 1.018 + 1.8 
9 1936/7 52 ,933 51 ,276 1.1086 56 ,845 57 ,235 1.007 +0.7 

0-4 1941/6 294 ,765 289 ,255 1.0850 313 ,844 322 ,890 1.028 +2.8 
5-9 1936/41 265 ,914 2 5 7 , 5 9 0 1.1056 284 ,811 283 ,433 0.995 - 0 . 5 

1 Births in quarters 2-4 of first year mentioned and 1st quarter of second year mentioned. 
^Based on the following percentages born outside the Republ i c of Ire land: 0-2:1 .73; 3-4:2.1; 5-9:3.1. 
^ L i f e table death rates increased by 10 per cent to al low for the under-registration of deaths. 
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(children aged 2-3 in 1946) represented an excess of recorded births by 
some 4 per cent. Overall, the analysis based on the broader age groupings 
0-4 and 5-9, representing births between 1941-46 and between 1936-41 
respectively, indicates that the former period was one of general over-
registration o f almost 3 per cent while the latter period was one of slight 
under-registration. 5 

The results of the comparison o f ages and registered births for the broader 
age groupings according to the differing migrat ion and mor ta l i ty assumptions 
are shown in Table 5. Here, a certain amount o f b i r t h over-registration in 
the period 1941-46 prevails for all bu t one of the migrat ion assumptions and 
the degree of under-registration in 1936-41 varies up to some 9 per cent 
(Table 5). 

Table 5: Percentage over-registration and under-registration 1936-46 in relation to 
different assumptions of child migration and mortality 

Aged 0-4 in 1946: Aged 5-9 in 1946: 
Migration assumption ^ 1 Q 4 1 A ( . ^ 

1 Net immigration, zero 
emigration +2.8* (+3.6) - 0 . 5 (+0.4) 

2 Net migration zero +1.0* (+1.7) - 3 . 6 * ( -2 .7 ) 
3 Net emigration: 

1 per 1,000 p.a. +0.7 (+1.4) - 4 . 3 * ( -3 .5 ) 
4 Net emigration: 

2 per 1,000 p.a. +0.4 (+1.1) - 5 . 0 ( -4 .2 ) 
5 Net emigration: 

emigration 3 times volume - 2 . 7 ("2.0) - 9 . 3 ( -8 .5) 
of immigration ' 

* Assumptions suggested as most appropriate. 
- under-registration. 
+ over-registration. 
Figures in parentheses refer to calculations based on unadjusted mortal ity rates. 

For the period 1941-46 i t wou ld seem highly unl ikely that there was a 
heavy ou t f low of children because Bri ta in , the major destination o f emigrants, 
was involved in war. Indeed, i t wou ld seem more reasonable to assume that 
there was either zero net migrat ion or a net inf low. There had been restric­
tions on movement in Bri ta in at the beginning of the war and although 

5. The timing of the Census in 1946 (in May rather than in April, as normal) again hinders the com­
parison of age distributions and births registered in the last?three-quarters of one year and the first 
quarter of the following year. However, calculations based on aggregating registered births in the last 
two-quarters of one year and the first two-quarters of the following year do not make an appreciable 
difference to the findings. 



these were relaxed in 1942 to allow the inf low of much needed labour 
(Jackson, 1963, p . 14) i t wou ld seem highly unl ikely that children left i n 
large numbers. On this basis, migrat ion Assumptions 1 or 2 seem the most 
appropriate, imply ing an overall over-registration of births. For children 
aged 5-9 i n 1946, born in the period 1936-41 and subject to migration for 
the whole period 1936-46, i t is again unl ikely that many emigrated during 
the war, although more could have left in the pre-war period. 

Overall, net emigration was not heavy by Irish standards in the period 
1936-46 and averaged 6.3 per annum per thousand populat ion, although 
Hughes (1977, p . 21) shows that emigration varied w i t h i n this period w i t h 
considerable loss i n 1936-37 and a net gain in 1939-40. I f i t is assumed that 
there was either zero net migration or a small loss o f children over the whole 
period for this cohort (Assumptions 2-4) then the amount of b i r th under-
registration was in the order of 3.5 to 5 per cent. Final ly, i t can be observed 
that the adjustment for mor ta l i ty has a small effect on the findings, increas­
ing the degree o f under-registration or reducing the degree of over-registration 
by just less than 1 per cent. 

The findings presented here, indicating a certain amount of over-registration 
i n the period 1941-46 (and i n particular between 1942 and 1944) are thus 
consistent w i t h Hughes's (1977) suggestion that the in t roduc t ion of rat ioning 
(1942) and chi ld allowances (1944) led to a more efficient process of b i r th 
registration and the recording of previously unrecorded births, Thus the 
dramatic increase in recorded births in 1942 cannot be at tr ibuted to sudden 
changes in numbers marrying or to sudden changes in the spacing of births 
bu t rather to changes in the incentives for registering births. 

In fo rmat ion on the number of late registrations bo th clarifies and con­
fuses these issues (Table 6) . Thus the dramatic increase in late registrations 
in 1944 is consistent w i t h the fact that many previously non-registered 
births were registered, albeit late, in 1944 w i t h the in t roduct ion of chi ld 
allowances. Moreover, because late registrations were excluded f rom the 

Table 6: Late registration of births, 1936-50 

Year 
No. of late 

registrations 
Year 

No. of late 
registrations 

Year 
No. of late 
registrations 

1936 1428 1941 1095 1946 1803 

1937 1368 1942 1428 1947 1783 

1938 1471 1943 1640 1948 ,1881 

1939 1346 1944 6116 1949 1493 

1940 1311 1945 1554 1950 1120 

Source: A n n u a l Reports of the Registrar General , 1936-1950. 



main body of the Annual Reports from 1943, the number of births regis­
tered in the period 1941-46 is somewhat understated and, therefore, the 
degree of b i r th over-registration is a conservative estimate. I t is, of course, 
diff icul t to allocate these late registrations to year of occurrence. However, 
i t is estimated that approximately 7,000 births occurred in the period 1941-
46 which were late registrations f rom 1943 onwards (and excluded from the 
main body of the Annual Reports) and on this basis the overall levels o f over-
registration for migrat ion Assumptions 1 and 2 are 5.1 and 3.1 per cent res­
pect ively. 6 Final ly , i t is surprising to note that i n 1942 and 1943, when there 
was such a large "surplus" of registered births (approximately 9,000 amongst 
children aged 2-4 in 1946) there was a much smaller number (approximately 
3,000) o f late registrations. I t wou ld appear, therefore, that either many o f 
the births which should have been recorded as " la te" were recorded as 
ordinary births, thus avoiding the necessity (and fee) of special authorisation 
or even perhaps that some fict i t ious or double recorded births were registered 
in 1942 in order to increase rat ion allowances. 7 I t is, of course, impossible 
to indicate the exact reasons from the informat ion presented here. 

I I I . 1 Census Age Distributions in 1936 and 1926 
A summary of the findings for 1936 and 1926 for age groups 0-4 and 5-9 

calculated for the different assumptions o f migrat ion and mor ta l i ty are 
shown in Tables 7 and 8. For 1936 all assumptions except one (net immi­
gration) lead to overall under-registration (Table 7). I t is d i f f icul t to indicate 
which of the migrat ion assumptions for the 1926-36 period is the most apt 
and i f there had been a relatively heavy net loss of children the associated 
level of under-registration wou ld rise to between approximately 5 and 7 per 
cent. The overall average annual net emigration rate i n the inter-censal period 
1926-36 of 5.6 per thousand populat ion is the lowest recorded rate pr ior to 
1966-71 and can be at t r ibuted to the poor economic conditions in N o r t h 
America and Bri ta in and the associated restriction of movement in to the 

6. It is assumed that these late registrations excluded from the main body of the Annual Reports from 
1943 are evenly divided between those births occurring one year, and those occurring two years, prior 
to the year of registration. For 1944, however, it is likely that the large number of late registrations 
(6,116) stretch back over several years and for this year it is assumed that one half of the late registra­
tions occurred in the period 1941-43. 

7. In order to qualify for rationing, ration books were issued to every person whose name appeared 
on the Register of Population which had been taken on 16 November 1941 and to children whose 
births were registered after that date. There would, therefore, have been no need for late registration 
of births which had occurred before November 1941 to qualify for a rationing book. This feature per­
haps explains the smaller than expected number of late registrations in 1942 and 1943 compared with 
the dramatic increase in 1944, when birth certificates were needed in order to qualify for child allow­
ances. However, it does not explain the very marked degree of over-registration in the years 1942/43 
and 1943/44. 



Table 7: Percentage over-registration and under-registration 1926-36 in relation to 
differing assumptions of child migration and mortality 

... ^ . Aged 0-4 in 1936: Aged 5-9 in 1936: 
Migration assumption ° . „ „. ° 

5 y Born 1931-36 Born 1926-31 

1 Net immigration, zero 
emigration - 1 . 6 ( -0 .4 ) - 0 . 8 (+0.9) 

2 Net migration zero - 3 . 0 ( -1 .8 ) - 3 . 1 ( -1 .4) 
3 Net emigration: 

1 per 1,000 p.a. - 3 . 3 * ( -2 .1 ) - 3 . 8 * ( -2 .2) 
4 Net emigration: 

2 per 1,000 p.a. - 3 . 6 * ( -2 .4 ) - 4 . 6 * ( -3 .0) 
5 Net emigration: • • 

emigration 3 times the volume - 5 . 4 ( _ 4 . 2 ) - 6 . 9 ( -5 .3) 
of immigration 

*Assumptions suggested as most appropriate. 
- under-registration. 
+ over-registration. 
Figures in parentheses refer to calculations based on unadjusted mortality rates. 

USA (Commission on Emigrat ion 1955, Thomas 1973, Kennedy 1973). There 
were variations w i t h i n this period, however, w i t h relatively large numbers 
emigrating between 1926 and 1928 and also in 1936, while emigration was 
relatively small in 1934 and 1935 and there was net immigrat ion in 1931 and 
1932 (Hughes 1977, p . 21). Thus, given the relatively low overall degree o f 
emigration over the period 1926-36 and assuming that there was a net loss of 
children at a rate considerably smaller than that for the overall populat ion, 
then migrat ion Assumptions 3 and 4 are perhaps the most appropriate, imply­
ing a level of b i r t h under-registration of between approximately 3.3 and 4.5 
per cent. 

I n 1926, covering b i r th registrations in the period 1916-26, all assumptions 
except one (net immigrat ion in the period 1916-21) indicate a certain amount 
of under-registration, w i t h the assumption of relatively heavy emigration 
associated w i t h a level o f under-registration o f approximately 7-8 per cent 
(Table 8) . I n assessing which migrat ion assumption is the most appropriate, 
i t is known that the overall inter-censal rate of net loss 1911-26 was 8.8 per 
thousand populat ion. Again, however, the volume of emigration varied dur­
ing this period, being relatively large prior to the First World War but declin­
ing during the war and the rest of the decade. 

Unfortunately, l i t t l e is known about migration trends 1921-26, but the 
attractions of N o r t h America probably generated considerable movement in 
the post-war period. The poli t ical changes in Ireland during this period also 
probably resulted in a considerable amount of movement involving exchanges 



between the Ir ish Republic, Nor thern Ireland and Great Bri ta in . Thus, i t is 
particularly diff icul t to judge which of the migrat ion assumptions is the most 
l ike ly , bu t on the basis of fairly high emigration 1921-26 the four th or f i f t h 
assumptions wou ld seem most apt, imply ing levels o f under-registration in 
the order of approximately 4.5 to 8 per cent (Table 8). Finally, i f i t is 
assumed that the average annual rate o f net emigration of children over this 
period was as high as 5 per thousand, then the associated levels o f under-
registration are again in the order of 5 to 8 per cent. 

Table 8: Percentage over-registration and under-registration 1916-26 in relation to 
differing assumptions of child migration and mortality 

. . . . . Aged 0-4 in 1926: Aged 5-9 in 1926: 
Migration assumption mi-i r,c d , „ , , „ 

r Born 1921-26 Born 1916-21 

1 Net immigration, zero 
emigration - 2 . 4 ( -0 .9) - 0 . 7 (+1.1) 

2 Net migration zero - 4 . 0 ("2.6) - 3 . 4 (~1.7) 
3 Net emigration: 

1 per 1,000 p.a. - 4 . 2 * ( -2 .9 ) - 4 . 1 * ( -2 .4 ) 
4 Net emigration: 

2 per 1,000 p.a. - 4 . 5 * ( -3 .2) - 4 . 8 * ( -3 .2 ) 
5 Net emigration: 

emigration 3 times the volume - 6 . 8 * ( -5 .4 ) - 7 . 9 * ( _ 6 . 3 ) 
of immigration 

*Assumptions suggested as most appropriate. 
- under-registration. 
+ over-registration. 
Figures in parentheses refer to calculations based on unadjusted mortality rates. 

I V B I R T H R E G I S T R A T I O N 1916-46: A N O V E R V I E W 

I t has been argued that births were under-registered i n the period pr ior to 
1941 while between 1941 and 1946 there was, as suggested by Hughes (1977), 
a certain amount of over-registration which was particularly marked in 1942-
44. The level of b i r th under-registration depends on the assumed level of 
child migrat ion and mor ta l i ty . However, i t has been argued that adjusting for 
mor ta l i ty does not have a profound effect on these estimates. On the assump­
tions presented here, correction for death under-registration leads to an in­
crease in the degree o f under-registration (or a reduction in the degree of 
over-registration) of approximately 1.5 and 1.0 per cent for the periods 
1916-36 and 1936-46 respectively. Thus the unadjusted mor ta l i ty rates are 
sti l l associated w i t h overall b i r th under-registration 1916-41 and over-



registration 1941-46. Generally, the degree of b i r th under-registration 
between 1916 and 1941 was in the order of 3-8 per cent, w i t h the higher 
proportions associated w i t h the earlier periods (Table 9) . 

The remaining factor that w i l l influence these estimates is that of the 
under-enumeration of children aged 0 and 1 in the Census, a feature noted 
by the Census of 1936 (vol. V part 1, p . 222) and which was also recognised 
in the 1931 and preceding Censuses of Great Br i ta in . Therefore, the levels of 
b i r t h under-registration previously mentioned are l ikely to be underestimated. 

Table 9: Levels of over-registration and under-registration 1916-1946 

Date of 
registration 

Census age 
distribution 

% under-registration 

1916-21 5-9 in 1926 4.8-8.0 
1921-26 0-4 in 1926 4.5-6.8 (7.5-9.8)* 
1926-31 5-9 in 1936 3.8-4.6 
1931-36 0-4 in 1936 3.3-3.6 (4.4-4.7)* 
1936-41 5-9 in 1946 3.5-4.5 
1941-46 0-4 in 1946 + 1.0-+2.8 

•Figures in parentheses include an adjustment for the Census under-enumeration of children 
aged 0 and 1 in 1926 and 1936. 

+Signifies over-registration. 

Although i t is d i f f icul t to judge the degree of the under-enumeration of 
young children, approximate levels can be estimated. For example, when 
analysing the Census age distributions by single years of age in 1926 and 
1936, there appears to be a "surplus" of registered births in 1926 correspond­
ing w i t h ages 0 and 1 (6.6 and 3.5 per cent respectively) and in 1936 cor­
responding w i t h age 0 (3.8 per cent). I t seems l ikely that these figures rep­
resent under-enumeration of children rather than over-registration of births 
as this period is one o f overall b i r th under-registration. I f this is the case and 
i f i t is assumed that the degree of under-registration associated w i t h these 
births is the same as the average for the remainder o f the 0-9 group, then the 
levels o f under-enumeration of children aged 0 in 1926 and 1936 are 9.9 and 
5.5 per cent, respectively, and of children aged 1 are 6.7 and 1.4 per cent, res­
pectively. On this basis the 0-4 age group was under-enumerated by 3.0 and 
1.3 per cent i n 1926 and 1936 respectively and, therefore, the degree of 

T5ifth under-registration for these periods should be increased by 3.0 and 1.3 
per cent (Table 9 ) . 8 I t is more diff icul t to indicate whether children aged 0 

8. These figures, calculated on the basis of migration Assumption 4, compare with a 0.85 per cent 
level of under-enumeration of the 0-4 group in the 1931 Census of England and Wales. 



and 1 were under-enumerated in the 1946 Census because of the consider­
able degree of over-registration prevalent i n the period 1942-44, but i t can 
be noted that even i f the 1936 level of under-enumeration had prevailed, 
there would still have been net over-registration in the period 1941-46. 

I n overall terms, therefore, the pattern of b i r t h registration between 1916 
and 1946 can be divided into three phases. I n the first phase, 1916-26, b i r th 
under-registration was in the order of 5-10 per cent, w i t h a relatively large 
degree of under-registration between 1921 and 1926. The second phase, 
1926-41 was a period o f somewhat lower levels of under-registration of less 
than 5 per cent, calculated as being between 3 and 5 per cent. Final ly, the 
th i rd phase, 1941-46, was characterised by over-registration (brought about 
by a sudden change in the incentives to be gained from the registration of 
births) in the order of 1-3 per cent, w i t h particularly high levels of over-
registration in 1942-44. 

V CENSUS A G E D I S T R I B U T I O N S I N 1951 , 1961 A N D 1971 

Given the previously mentioned features of b i r th registration between 1916 
and 1946, i t is appropriate to examine the post-war features as revealed in 
the Census age distributions of 1951, 1961 and 1971. For this period the 
life-table death rates were increased by 5 per cent in 1951 and 1961 and by 
3 per cent in 1971 to allow for the under-registration of deaths. I t is easier 
to estimate the migration patterns of children in this post-war period be­
cause Great Bri tain (the major destination o f emigrants) also conducted 
Censuses in 1951, 1961 and 1971 and provides tabulations of birthplaces 
classified by age. 

The Irish Census of 1951 did not tabulate populat ion by birthplace and 
i t is thus di f f icul t to judge the extent of child immigrat ion in the preceding 
period. However, the Central Statistics Office (Census of 1966, vol . i i , p .xvi) 
estimate that there was a net gain between 1946' and 1951 of approximately 
9,900 children aged 0-4 in 1951 and this estimate is embodied in migrat ion 
Assumption 6 (Table 10). The figures have also been adjusted to allow for 
late registrations. 9 On this basis i t is evident that there was over-registration 
of approximately 5 per cent between 1946 and 1951 (Table 10) and a separate 
analysis of the single-year figures indicates that over-registration was par­
ticularly marked f rom 1946 to 1948. Thus, the period of b i r t h over-registration 
in the Republic of Ireland, responding to the in t roduc t ion of rat ioning i n 

9. The number of late registrations averaged 1,470 per annum from 1946 to 1953. It is assumed that 
the number of late registrations for any one year is evenly divided between those births occurring one 
year and births occurring two years prior to the year of registration. 



Table 10: Percentage over-registration in 1946-51 in relation to differing assumptions 
of child migration and mortality 

Migration assumption Aged 0-4 in 1951: 
Born 1946-51 

2 Net migration zero 

6 Migration as estimated by the C S O (net inflow of 9,900) 

+2.1 (+2.4) 

+5.3* (+5.6) 

• A s s u m p t i o n suggested as most appropriate. 
Figures in parentheses refer to calculations based on unadjusted mortality rates. 
Figures in parentheses refer to calculations based on unadjusted mortality rates. 

1942 and chi ld allowances in 1944, was most marked between 1942 and 1948. 
In format ion on the immigrat ion o f children to Ireland between 1951 and 

1971 is derived f rom the birthplace data given in the Censuses o f 1961 and 
1971 . The volume o f chi ld emigration is derived by assuming that the ratio 
o f child emigration to immigrat ion between Ireland and Great Bri ta in is 
the same as the overall ratio between child immigrat ion and emigra t ion . 1 0 

This indicates that there was a net in f low o f children aged 0-9 between 1961 
and 1971 , a net inf low of children aged 0-4 in 1961 and a net ou t f low of 
children aged 5-9 in 1961. These figures are embodied in migrat ion Assump­
t ion 7, while Assumptions 1 and 2 are based on net in f low (zero emigration) 
and net zero migrat ion in the same manner as calculated for the pre-war 
estimates. Again, the b i r th registration figures have been adjusted to include 
late registrations. 1 1 

A summary o f the findings is shown in Table 11 and a separate analysis 
of the pattern by single years o f age does not reveal any obvious pattern of 
under-enumeration of children aged 0 and 1 as observed for 1926 and 
1936, although there appears to be a small amount of under-enumeration of 
children aged 0 in 1971 (2 per cent). 

For those births occurring between 1951 and 1956 there appears to be a 
certain amount o f over-registration in the order of 3.5 per cent (Table 11). 
While this appears to be a surprising feature, i t is perhaps explained by the 

10. The 1971 birthplace by age Census data indicate that 2,925 children aged 0-4 born in the Republic 
of Ireland were living in Great Britain in 1971, while the reverse flow was 10,252. This reverse flow 
represents 77 per cent of all in-movement of children born outside the Republic (total 13,375) and, 
given a similar proportion for out-movement, the estimated total out-movement was 3,799, giving an 
overall inflow of 9,576 children aged 0-4. Keating (1977 p. 116) has calculated net migration flows 
of children 0-14 for the post-war period, indicating net immigration in 1961-71 and net emigration 
1951-61. 

11. The number of late registrations averaged 1,140 per annum during the 1950s and 860 per annum 
during the 1960s. They have been allocated to year of occurrence in the same manner as for the 
period 1946-51 (see Foonote 9). 



Table 11: Percentage levels of over-registration and under-registration 1951-1971 in relation to different assumptions 
of child migration and mortality 

1961 1971 

Migration assumption 
Ages 0-4 

Born 1956-61 
Ages 5-9 

Born 1951-56 
Ages 0-4 

Born 1966-71 

+ Over-registration - Under-registration. 
*Assumptions suggested to be most appropriate. 
Figures in parentheses refer to calculations based on unadjusted mortal i ty. 
Figures adjusted for late registrations: see Footnote 11. 

Ages 5-9 
Born 1961-66 

1 Net immigration, zero emigration +2.1 (+2.2) +9.5 (+9.8) +2.8 (+2.8) +4.1 (+4.2) 

2 Zero net migration - 0 . 1 ( -0 .1 ) +6.8 (+7.0) "1 .5 ( -1 .4 ) - 2 . 4 ( -2 .4 ) 

7 Overall migration flow is the same as the 
ratio of net movement between Ireland - 0 . 6 * ( -0 .5 ) +3 .5* (+3.7) +1.5* (+1.5) +1 .3* (+1.3) 
and Great Britain 
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fact that children's allowances were extended in 1952 to include second and 
older children (the original 1944 scheme applied to families w i t h at least 3 
children), thus prompt ing a more efficient system of b i r th registration. From 
1956 to 1971 there was a much closer correspondence between census age 
distributions and registered births, reflecting a very low level of under-
registration between 1956 and 1961 and slight over-registration between 
1961 and 1971 . This latter feature could be influenced by the extension of 
the children's allowances scheme in 1963 to include all children or perhaps 
by a certain degree of under-enumeration of young children in the Census of 
1971. I t appears, therefore, that b i r th registration has been a more or less 
efficient process since the mid-1950s. 

V I R E G I O N A L V A R I A T I O N S I N B I R T H U N D E R - R E G I S T R A T I O N 

The final theme of analysis is the extent to which there were regional 
variations in the efficiency of b i r t h registration in the first half of the twen­
t ie th century. I t can be hypothesised that the under-registration of births 
wou ld be greater in less economically advanced and rural areas. On a provin­
cial basis, therefore, i t wou ld be expected that under-registration wou ld 
reach higher levels in Connacht and Ulster compared w i t h Leinster and 
Munster. 

Once again, however, data problems prohib i t an exhaustive examination 
of this theme because l i t t l e is known regarding varying mor ta l i ty levels, the 
levels of death under-registration by province or the inter-provincial patterns 
of chi ld migrat ion. Furthermore, provincial variations in the level of under-
enumeration of children in the Census w i l l also affect regional comparisons. 
However, some inferences can be made on the basis of certain simplifying 
assumptions and registered births are compared w i t h Census ages 0-4 in 
1946 on a provincial scale in Table 12. 

Table 12: Provincial levels of over-registration and under-registration 1941-46 

Province 
Percentage over (+) 

or under (-) registration 
(Ages 0-4 in 1946) 

Leinster 
Munster 
Connacht 
Ulster (excl . N . Ireland) 
Republ ic of Ireland 

+3.7 
+3.4 
- 0 . 4 
+2.8 
+2.8 

Calculat ions based on national (adjusted) mortal ity rates and 
assumption of net in-migration with zero emigration. 



I t has been assumed that the provincial mor ta l i ty rates are the same as 
the national (adjusted) rates and that emigration of children 0-4 was zero i n 
the period 1941-46. In format ion on the immigrat ion o f children was derived 
f rom the birthplace data o f the 1946 Census, tabulated by age and province, 
and those children aged 0-4 born in the Republic of Ireland but l iving out­
side their county o f b i r th (8 per cent o f Irish born children 0-4) were redis­
t r ibuted on a provincial level on the basis of the county-of-birth/county-of-
residence flows for the to ta l populat ion. 

I t can be seen that the major feature is that, in a period of over-registration 
nationally, Connacht differed by showing slight under-registration (Table 12). 
Indeed this feature is at odds w i t h the previously stated hypothesis, i n which 
the anticipated greater degree o f b i r th under-registration in Connacht should 
have been associated w i t h a proport ionately greater increase in registered 
births i n 1941-46 (representing previously unregistered bir ths) . Perhaps, 
therefore, the trend towards the greater efficiency of b i r t h registration did 
no t occur simultaneously in all parts of the country and Connacht lagged 
behind in this respect. Unfortunately, however, i t is not possible to draw 
definitive conclusions here because late registrations, excluded f rom the main 
body o f the Annual Reports f rom 1943, cannot be allocated to province of 
occurrence. 

The data for 1936 and 1926 (Table 13) are also calculated on the basis 
that provincial mor ta l i ty levels were the same as the national (adjusted) 

Table 13: Provincial levels of under-registration 1921-26 and 1931-36 

1926 1936 
Province Ages 0-4: Ages 0-4: 

Born 1921-26 Born 1931-36 

Leinster - 1 . 2 - 2 . 5 
Munster - 5 . 0 - 2 . 2 
Connacht - 7 . 0 - 4 . 5 
Ulster (excl . N . Ireland) - 5 . 6 - 5 . 8 
Republ ic o f Ire land - 4 . 0 - 3 . 0 

Calculat ions based on national (adjusted) mortality rates and assumption of zero net 
migration. 

rates and that the net migrat ion f low o f young children for each province 
was zero. On this basis i t can be seen that, i n a period of overall-birth under-
registration, the levels i n Connacht and Ulster were greater than in Leinster 
and Munster. The differences are particularly marked in 1926 when the level 
of under-registration in Connacht was some 75 per cent greater than the 
national level. I t should be emphasised, however, that i t is more di f f icul t to 
draw conclusive statements f rom the provincial data because of the problems 



Of measuring provincial levels of mor ta l i ty , migration and the under-
enumeration of young children. Indeed the effect of the migration assump­
t ion probably serves to conceal rather than exaggerate the inter-provincial 
differences in under-registration. Thus i t is l ikely that more young children 
left than entered Connacht given the high overall rates of emigration, while 
i t seems more l ikely that Leinster gained rather than lost in terms of child 
m ig ra t i on . 1 2 Therefore the assumption of zero net migration of children in 
bo th areas tends to minimise the differences in migration and to minimise 
the differential concerning the under-registration of births. 

From this brief survey of the regional differences in b i r th under-registration 
i t can be seen that in the period prior to 1941 the registration of births was 
generally less complete in Connacht and Ulster compared w i t h Leinster and 
Munster. I t is d i f f icul t to place precise estimates on the extent of the inter-
provincial variations but a conservative estimate indicates that the degree of 
under-registration in Connacht was in the order of 50-75 per cent greater 
than the national level. I n the period 1941-46 i t appears that i t was also 
Connacht that lagged behind the other provinces when the in t roduct ion 
of rat ioning and child allowance brought about a sudden change in the 
efficiency of b i r th registrations. 

V I I CONCLUSIONS A N D I M P L I C A T I O N S 

From this analysis of the efficiency of b i r th registration in Ireland i t has 
been seen that births were under-registered prior to 1942, by approximately 
5 to 10 per cent in 1916-26 and by approximately 3 to 5 per cent in 1926-
4 1 . On the other hand, a certain amount of over-registration took place 
between 1941 and 1951, particularly 1942-44, as a result of the greater 
incentives to register births and many previously unregistered births were 
registered in this period. Furthermore, the levels of b i r th under-registration 
pr ior to 1941 were higher in Connacht and Ulster compared w i t h Leinster 
and Munster. The increasing efficiency of b i r th registration brought about 
in the 1940s seems to have been maintained and the post-war period is 
characterised by a certain amount of over-registration in the period 1951-56 
fol lowed by a more or less completely efficient process of b i r th registration. 

I t has been stressed throughout this study that these findings are approxi­
mations due to the various l imitat ions of the available data concerning the 

/ 

12. Data on the out-movement of children aged 0-4 by province are not available, but the limited 
information on in-movement suggests that there was greater mobility in Leinster than Connacht 
(children aged 0-4 born outside their mother's county of residence, 11 and 5 per cent respectively), 
although the information also includes intra-provincial movement. 





under-registration of deaths, the degree of under-enumeration of children at 
the Census and levels of child migrat ion. At tempts have been made to take 
each of these factors in to account. I n the case of the under-registration of 
deaths, for example, i t has been argued that the actual mor ta l i ty level wou ld 
have to be very different f rom the assumed level in order to make a major 
difference to the findings. The estimate of the degree of under-enumeration 
of children aged 0-4 in the Census indicates levels of 3.0 and 1.1 per cent i n 
1926 and 1936 respectively, based on the under-enumeration of children aged 
0 and 1 in the Census. Final ly, i t has been argued that the level of child migra­
t i o n in the pre-war period has been, quite small compared w i t h the general 
populat ion and i t has been suggested that the net emigration rate of children 
between 1916 and 1941 was considerably smaller than that of the general 
populat ion, while there was either immigrat ion or zero net migrat ion between 
1941 and 1946. However, i f the actual patterns of child migration were dis­
t inc t ly different f rom these trends, then the overall levels of b i r th over- and 
under-registration as calculated here wou ld need to be revised. 

These results, apart f rom helping to chart the development of an efficient 
system o f b i r th registration, have several implications for the study of Irish 
demography. For example, i t is necessary to take account of the varying 
efficiency of b i r t h registration when analysing t ime series measures of fer­
t i l i t y . Thus the existing figures, referring to births by year of registration 
pr ior to 1970 and excluding late registrations f rom 1943 onwards, can be 
adjusted to al low for the various levels of over- and under-registration as wel l 
as incorporating late registrations. 1 3 These alterations, summarised graphically 
in Figure 1 involving raising the b i r th rate between one and two points prior 
to 1941 , do n o t br ing about marked changes i n the overall pattern of annual 
change. However, the particularly high rates of the 1940s are much less 
marked when allowing for the pattern of over-registration. Similarly, the dif­
ferences in the b i r t h rate between the pre-war period and the immediate post­
war period are diminished considerably after allowing for these variations 
i n the efficiency o f b i r t h registration. 

Another impl ica t ion concerns the study of regional variations in fer t i l i ty 
in that i n the pre-war period the registration of births was less complete in 
Connacht and Ulster compared w i t h Leinster and Munster. On this basis, 
regional crude b i r t h rates, generally higher i n the eastern half of the country, 

13. Adjustments for the period 1916-41 are based on the average of the estimated levels of under-
registration for each five-year period given in Table 9. Adjustments for the period 1941-46 have been 
made for single years on the basis of Table 4 and adjustments for the period 1946-71 have been made 
for each five-year period on the basis of the assumptions suggested as most appropriate in Tables 10 
and 11. The method used in allocating late registrations to year of occurrence is summarised in Foot­
note 9. 



probably slightly exaggerate the degree of regional variation although con­
siderable spatial differences in the b i r th rate st i l l remain as a result of vari­
ations in age structure, nupt ia l i ty and mari tal fe r t i l i ty . Moreover, the degree 
o f regional variation in mari tal fe r t i l i ty i n the pre-war period, reflecting the 
generally higher rates i n the western half o f the country (Coward 1978, 
p . 358) is therefore l ikely to be underestimated. This reinforces the pre­
viously stated pattern of marked regional differences in marital fe r t i l i ty i n 
the first half o f this century. Final ly, given the lack of strong incentives to 
register births pr ior to 1942, i t can be speculated that illegitimate births were 
particularly l ike ly to remain unregistered and thus the p ropor t ion of i l legit i­
mate births i n relation to all births pr ior to 1942 (between 2 and 4 per cent) 
is l ike ly to be markedly underestimated. 

The other major impl ica t ion is the extent to which the inaccuracies i n 
b i r t h registration affect estimates of natural increase and emigration. The 
main problem here, however, is i n estimating the level o f the under-registration 
o f deaths. Given that the level of the under-registration of deaths in the late 
1960s was approximately 4 per cent, as calculated previously, this level is 
somewhat higher than that o f the under-registration o f births and, therefore, 
the existing post-war estimates o f natural increase and emigration are l ikely 
to be slightly overestimated. I t is very di f f icul t to judge the level o f the 
under-registration o f deaths in the pre-war period, although i t is l ike ly to be 
considerably in excess of 4 per cent and Verriere's (1979, p . 497) estimates 
o f infant mor ta l i ty suggest a substantial level o f under-recording of infant 
deaths for the period 1931-36. On this basis i t might be expected that the 
pre-war levels of under-registration o f deaths (or chi ld deaths) were higher 
than those o f births. On the other hand, however, Cousens (1964, p. 305), 
reviewing populat ion trends between 1861 and 1881, suggests that b i r t h 
registration was less efficient than death registration and Teitelbaum (1974, 
p . 332) suggests that the same situation applied to England and Wales in the 
second half o f the nineteenth century. I t wou ld appear, therefore, that the 
difference in the relative efficiency of b i r th and death registration was re­
versed sometime between the end o f the nineteenth century and the 1960s. 

, I t is apparent, however, that more research is needed on the levels o f the 
urtder-registration of deaths i f accurate pre-war estimates o f natural increase 
and emigration are to be ascertained. Given the levels o f b i r t h under-
registration as presented in this paper, and i f i t is speculated that the under-
registration o f deaths was approximately 15 per cent f rom 1916 to 1936 and 
10 per cent f rom 1936 to 1946, then the recorded rates o f natural increase 
and emigration f rom 1916 to 1941 are again slightly overestimated. On the 
other hand, i f the levels o f b i r t h and death under-registration were approxi­
mately equal f rom 1916 to 1941 , then the recorded rates o f natural increase 
and emigration are slight underestimates. I t can be noted, however, that i n 



bo th cases the revised rates of natural increase and emigration do not make a 
substantial difference to the existing recorded rates. 

I n overall terms, therefore, the findings presented here support Hughes's 
(1977) content ion that there have been important changes in the efficiency 
of b i r th registration in Ireland during the twentieth century. Indeed several 
distinct phases can be recognised associated w i t h under-registration in the 
order o f 3-10 per cent between 1916 and 1941, over-registration between 
1941 and 1956 and more or less complete registration in the period 1956 
to 1971. These findings are relevant in the understanding of the evolution 
o f an efficient system of b i r th registration in Ireland and in analysing national 
and regional fe r t i l i ty trends and patterns, natural increase and emigration. 
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