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Presentation

The well-being of society depends to a large extent on its capacity to 
maintain a level of fertility that will guarantee generational replacement 
and sufficient economic growth to sustain a welfare state that can 
respond to the challenges of an increasingly ageing population with 
increasing levels of dependency. In addition, having children forms part 
of the life aspirations of a large majority of citizens and is therefore also 
associated with an important aspect of individual well-being.

The last half century has seen a widespread decline in fertility in the 
advanced countries, a decline directly related to important social changes 
resulting from changes in the role of the family and in gender roles. Spain 
has been no exception to this trend, and although a late arrival to this 
process, the decline in Spain has happened at a dramatic rate. Having 
experienced an unprecedented decrease in its birthrate, unlike other 
countries, it has still not recovered. The reality in Spain is very different 
from that found in other societies, such as in the Nordic countries or in 
France, which have achieved a stable balance of around two children per 
woman.

With the present study, we wish to address growing concerns over the 
effects of persistently low fertility rates on the well-being of societies such 
as Spain. To this end, Professor Esping-Andersen has coordinated the 
efforts of a group of distinguished academics in analysing the different 
factors explaining Spain’s unique situation, comparing it not only with 
the realities of the Nordic and Anglo-Saxon countries, but also with 
other Mediterranean countries. Their analysis recognises the multi-
dimensional nature of the phenomenon, focusing on educational factors, 



12 

characteristics of the labour market and the impact of public policy, as 
well as the transformation in gender roles and new models of motherhood 
and fatherhood. 

We hope that this new edition of the Social Studies Collection will make 
a significant contribution to the analysis of the factors triggering low-low 
fertility syndrome and provide useful data for the design of policies 
aimed at reversing this trend. Furthermore, the findings presented in this 
book question the perspective that women with higher education levels 
and careers, who seek more equal relationships with their partners, have 
to give up the idea of having a family. Once more, the role of public and 
social action has been found to be decisive in dealing positively with the 
challenges of contemporary societies. 

Jaime Lanaspa Gatnau
Executive Director of ”la Caixa”  
Welfare Projects and Chief  
Executive Officer  
of the ”la Caixa” Foundation

Barcelona, December 2013
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		I ntroduction

Why should we be concerned with fertility and, specifically, with the 
kind of long-term and persistent low fertility found in a number of 
countries, including Spain? One of the most cited reasons has to do with 
a rapidly ageing population. This is indeed a pressing public issue. 
Another reason evolves from a welfare perspective. The argument is that 
contemporary fertility falls far short of citizens’ ideals and preferences 
regarding family size and formation. This latter reason is the one that 
guides the studies you will find in this book.

So, why are fertility rates so low in some societies and not in others? 
Chapter 1 reveals that fertility is governed by a large number of factors, 
Although some surely of greater importance than others. Like much 
recent research, we give particular attention to the impact of changing 
gender and family roles. Our approach is comparative although we pay 
special attention to the lowest-low fertility syndrome, focusing on Spain. 

The choice of focus is not accidental. We home in on the impact of gender 
and family change for theoretical motives. Ongoing debates about social 
transformation, be it among scholars or in the media, have mainly 
emphasized macroscopic forces such as the globalization of economies, 
the coming of the information society, and postmodern value change. 
These may very well be relevant for how we conduct our financial affairs, 
how we communicate, what kinds of jobs emerge and disappear, or for 
income distributions. But if there is any link to births and babies, it is 
bound to be very indirect and therefore also impossible to pinpoint. And 
as will be discussed in Chapter 1, the postmodern values thesis does not 
appear to capture contemporary fertility behavior particularly well. 

Gøsta Esping-Andersen
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However, there are two ongoing revolutions that unquestionably must 
influence childbearing, namely women’s exit from housewifery and the 
adoption of new ways of being partnered and forming a family. The 
former introduces a whole new set of dilemmas and trade-offs regarding 
the role of motherhood across women’s life course. The latter is also 
bound to influence men’s and women’s decisions about parenthood, in 
particular because it introduces new uncertainties and greater fragility 
in family life. If the aim is to understand contemporary fertility it is our 
belief that the revolution of women’s roles comes far closer to being the 
real smoking gun than either globalization or postmodernism. 

Our comparative exploration of the Spanish case is not motivated by the 
simple circumstance that this happens to be ‘our’ country. We believe that 
Spain merits close scrutiny for two reasons that make it theoretically 
exciting. First, on several dimensions Spain illustrates behavior that 
deviates from other lowest-low fertility cases. To briefly mention some:

•� �Childlessness is comparatively speaking limited. Indeed, the incidence 
of childlessness is lower than in almost all other countries. The vast 
majority of Spanish women give birth, but they also stop with the 
first child.

•� �Postponement of motherhood is a universal trend, very much driven 
by higher educated career women. In Spain, however, postponement 
is quite unrelated to social status. The age at first birth is similarly 
high among both more and less educated women.

•� �Spain has experienced a phenomenal rise in co-habitation. This was 
rare among older generation Spaniards but is now surprisingly 
widespread within the post-Franco era cohorts. And the evidence 
suggests that Spanish co-habitation lies close in nature to the 
Scandinavian logic, namely that it represents a functional equivalent 
to marriage. A major surprise in our study, as we shall see, is that 
Spanish cohabiters exhibit fertility behavior that is basically similar 
to married couples. 

The second theoretical reason has to do with the phenomenal speed with 
which social change occurs in Spain. It is a country which is unquestionably 
a late-comer on virtually all dimensions of modernization. But once set in 
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motion, the speed of societal transformation is staggering. Be it women’s 
employment, divorce, or novel family arrangements, it generally takes 
Spain a decade or two to accomplish what in other countries evolved over 
half  a century. One is tempted to believe that Spanish society must have 
been – to use an apt metaphor – pregnant with an urge to modernize long 
before it began to do so. This will be illustrated below.

The historical context of contemporary fertility

That Spain is a unique case of abrupt and then rapid change is, to begin 
with, very much evident in fertility data. Figure 1 below depicts comparative 
fertility rates (TFRs) over the past century. All nations, of course, exhibit 
a pattern of sharp decline in the 1970s and 1980s, but Spain’s drop is truly 
extraordinary. It starts from a higher plateau and culminates at rock-
bottom TFR rates – all within two decades. But there is actually also a 
stasis side to the story: while many other countries embarked on a recovery, 
that has not yet occurred in Spain. Spain appears to be stuck in a lowest-
low equilibrium. We might of course speculate that, once a genuine fertility 
recovery takes off, Spain’s turn-about will be once again extraordinarily 
rapid. We have at present no way of knowing. The ‘welfare gap’ discussed 
in Chapter 1, however, gives credence to such speculation: the two-child 
norm is clearly very strong among Spaniards. 

The sharp decline in fertility seems everywhere to follow the upward 
trend in women’s educa tional attainment and employment. Table 1 
depicts trends for the post-Franco era. The data for tertiary education 
refer to both sexes and therefore slightly under-represent the female 
attainment rate. 

Table 1 reveals just how rapidly Spain has caught up. Until the 1990s, 
Spain was far behind the rest of the world both in terms of university 
education and women’s employment. In fact, in 1970 Spain occupied the 
bottom position within the OECD both in terms of education and 
employment. On both counts, it has managed to catch up over the past 
two decades. This does not, of course, mean that Spain has reached 
Scandinavian or US levels; but educational attainment levels now far 
exceed those of Italy or Germany. 
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Graph 1

Trends in Total Fertility Rate (TFR), 1900-2011
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Table 1

Tertiary-level education and female employment, 1970-2008

1970 1990 2008

% tertiary-level education: Spain 5 10 29

% tertiary education: OECD mean 18 28

Female employment rate: Spain 24 32 58

Female employment rate: OECD mean 35 41 57

Source: OECD (2011), Education at a Glance. Paris: OECD; OECD (2002) Historical Statistics, 1970-2000; and 
OECD Employment Database

The rapid modernization of  women’s roles is, predictably, concentrated 
within the younger generations. To illustrate, the employment rate 
today for Spanish women over age 55 is only 35 percent. Among those 
younger than 55, the gains have been sharpest among married women 
and women with children. Over just one decade, 1998-2008, the 
maternal employment rate jumped from about 40 to 60 percent. This 
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underscores another facet of  the female revolution, Spanish style: the 
level of  employment for mothers hardly differs from that of  non-
mothers. 

But if  we hold these trends up against the evolution of fertility the 
correspondence is not as tight as one might imagine. The major decline in 
Spanish fertility occurred between 1975 and 1985. But this was not a 
period of massive female employment growth (nor of educational 
expansion). The real surge in employment (and tertiary education) 
occurred after 1990, i.e. once the lowest-low fertility scenario had become 
stable. 

When we turn to family structural change we observe, once again, the 
phenomenon of rapid change. This applies to marriages, divorce and to 
cohabitation and childbearing outside marriage.(1) The crude marriage rate 
(i.e. the number of marriages per 1000 inhabitants) has, as in most 
advanced countries, declined over the past decades. But the drop has been 
especially dramatic in Spain, with the result that Spain now lies at the 
bottom end in the OECD with a rate of 3.8 compared to the OECD 
average of 5.0. Interestingly, Italy comes closest to Spain with a marriage 
rate of 4.0. In effect since the 1970s the Spanish marriage rate has been cut 
by half. 

That Spaniards are losing faith in marriage also emerges from divorce 
data. The crude divorce rate (measured like the marriage rate) was, in 
1970, exactly zero – not surprising given that it was illegal under the 
Franco regime. It rose to 1.0 by 1990 and has, in the past two decades, shot 
up to 2.4. This places Spain in the high-divorce group of European 
countries (on par with the UK and above France and Germany). As we 
shall see in Chapter 5 cohabitation has, in the past decades, become 
widespread in Spain. This is of course one reason why marriage rates have 
fallen so precipitously. One way to illustrate this is to examine data on the 
percentage of children born outside marriage, which tripled (from 11 to 31 
percent) between 1995 and today! To be sure, the rate of non-marital 
births is still much higher in Scandinavia (roughly half  of all births). 

(1) T he following data derive from OECD’s Family Data Base. 
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However, Spain has now converged with Germany and has a rate that is 
exactly twice that of Italy. 

An interesting aspect of cohabitation – as previously mentioned – is its 
‘Scandinavian character’. Whereas in many countries, cohabitation is 
typically viewed as a temporary bridge into subsequent marriage (or end 
of the partnership), in Spain it appears as a stable functional alternative. 
This is revealed in fertility data. There is hardly any difference at all in the 
probability of a (first) birth between the two (data from the early 2000s 
show that 28 percent of married and 25 percent of cohabiting couples 
have one child). In short, Spain has been a late-comer on the modernization 
scene. But once in motion, its transformation has been truly revolutionary 
over a surprisingly short period of time. Virtually all the indicators, be 
they related to women’s status or to family life, demonstrate that Spain’s 
modernization unfolded over the past two decades. This implies, once 
again, a puzzle in terms of timing, because the big fall in fertility preceded 
these changes. 

An overview of our study

To repeat, our primary focus is on the link between changing gender roles, 
family transformation and fertility. We approach these issues from a 
number of different angles in the chapters to follow. 

Chapter 1 serves to place our study in the broader context of contemporary 
fertility research. As pointed out, there are two perspectives on why 
persistently low fertility should be a public concern. One is that low fertility 
produces very rapid population ageing. The other is that low fertility is a 
welfare issue in the sense that the number of children born falls far short of 
citizens’ actual desires. Chapter 1 explains why our study opts to focus on 
this latter perspective. 

As a prelude to the more analytical and explanatory chapters we decided, 
in Chapter 2, to provide readers with a detailed overview of trends in 
family and fertility behavior over recent decades. We hope this will aid the 
reader in gaining a general picture of what has actually occurred in recent 
times. Chapter 2 also aims at challenging a number of widespread beliefs 
with actual trends. 
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One such is the thesis that fertility rates should recover once postponement 
has become stabilized. If  this thesis were correct, we should expect to see 
a return to higher fertility. And, yet, as far as Spain is concerned this has 
so far failed to happen. A second belief  is that fertility should rise – like it 
did in France and Scandinavia – when cohabitation becomes functionally 
the equivalent of marriage. What will surprise many readers, however, is 
that Spanish cohabitation is indeed similar, and yet, this does not appear 
to have influenced overall fertility levels. 

From the data examined in Chapter 2 certain clear characteristics emerge 
that are quite unique, comparatively speaking. In contrast to other lowest-
low fertility countries, childlessness is marginal in Spain. Basically Spanish 
women have one child. Spain belongs to the lowest-low group mainly 
because few women manage to progress to higher parities. A second 
feature that is quite unique to Spain is its profile of fertility postponement. 
The typical pattern found virtually everywhere is that late motherhood is 
concentrated among highly educated women. In Spain there are very small 
differences by education: postponement is a universal feature. 

In Chapter 3 we move the focus to education-specific differences in fertility. 
Fertility levels were traditionally much higher among less educated 
women, but in a number of countries we have witnessed a reversal so that 
higher educated women now have more children. This is especially the 
case in Scandinavia, but a similar trend has been observed for North 
America as well. 

That the less educated would have more children is not surprising. The 
causality can go both ways. On one hand, you would expect that women 
who mainly prioritize motherhood will hesitate to invest much in 
education. On the other hand, the economic opportunity cost of 
motherhood should be much lower among the less educated. The 
educational gradient of  fertility has not changed in Spain – at least not 
yet. But since the rise in women’s educational attainment has been very 
sharp over the past decades and women now typically outpace men, 
especially at the higher tiers of  education, it is clearly important to 
understand the precise logic that governs the education-fertility link. One 
finding in Chapter 3 is that type of  education probably matters much 
more than level of  education. Higher educated women who also display 
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high fertility tend to be biased towards more ‘feminine’ educational 
branches – like teaching, social work or health related studies. This 
suggests, in turn, that these women self-select themselves into what can 
be called soft-economy jobs, primarily in the public sector – that is, into 
jobs that are comparatively more mother-friendly. It may therefore be 
that Scandinavia’s fertility recovery and its reversal of  the educational 
gradient are both related to the huge and highly feminized welfare state 
labor market. 

Partnerships are becoming more multifaceted and also more unstable, and 
here Spain is clearly rapidly following international trends. This is the 
starting point for Chapter 4 which aims to identify how rising divorce 
risks and the surge of cohabitation influence fertility behavior. Due to 
data limitations this study compares only a handful of European countries, 
but, on the positive side, these are countries that well-represent variations 
in fertility: Norway and the Netherlands (with comparably high fertility), 
Germany and Austria (low) and Italy and Spain (two lowest-low 
Mediterranean countries with strong familialist traditions). This study 
produces quite surprising findings, as hinted at earlier. We discover not 
only that cohabitation has emerged with force in Spain, but also that 
cohabitors basically behave similarly to married couples as far as fertility 
is concerned. 

Chapter 5 explores the role of gender egalitarianism on fertility by focusing 
on values regarding gender roles. The key hypothesis we aim to test is that 
positive fertility effects are only likely to emerge if  two conditions are met: 
One, the overall level of gender egalitarian values in any given society 
must be high and, two, such values must be diffused broadly within the 
population – among both women and men and across different levels of 
education. We compare trends in these values over the past two decades 
and across a large number of countries. Our analysis indicates that, indeed, 
fertility is positively related to both the level and the diffusion of gender 
egalitarian values. 

These chapters, like fertility research more broadly, have focused almost 
exclusively on the dilemmas, obstacles and preferences associated with 
maternity. The role of fathers in the entire process of family formation is 
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like the proverbial black box. Chapter 6 seeks to remedy this shortcoming 
by exploring the emerging new fatherhood model. Is men’s participation 
in childbearing undergoing change? Are we leaving behind the conventional 
passive and remote father role? And if  contemporary fathers exhibit a 
much more active involvement in raising their children, will that not 
provoke yet additional opportunity costs of parenthood? 

Our earlier research, comparing Denmark, Spain and the UK, has shown 
that male involvement in child care as well as domestic work more generally 
may be far more extensive than is generally assumed (Esping-Andersen 
et.al. 2010). This has also been found in other studies (Sullivan, 2011), 
although national differences are huge. The average Danish husband 
contributes almost half  (43 percent) of the time the parents devote to 
domestic tasks while, as expected, male involvement in Spain remains 
more marginal. In any case, all indications are that men are indeed 
adapting to women’s new roles. Unlike the other studies in this book, 
Chapter 6 pursues a qualitative line of research, basing itself  on narratives 
that come from in-depth interviews with couples in Spain. 

In recent years, fertility scholars have very much homed in on the influence 
of public policies (McDonald, 2000; Esping-Andersen, 2009; Gauthier 
and Hatzius, 1997; OECD, 2002). In fact, the OECD has, over the past 
decade, launched a massive research program dedicated to the influence 
of family-friendly social policies. Our final study, in Chapter 7, attempts 
to identify the relative importance of social policies and how these interact 
with prevailing gender norms within societies. The study pays special 
attention to the possibility that similar policies may have a very different 
effect depending on the type of couple. A number of clear conclusions 
emerge, and they fit quite well with the results of other studies. Firstly, the 
positive fertility effects come primarily from policies that directly address 
difficulties of reconciling parenthood and careers rather than family well-
being more generally. In other words, child care provision and shortened 
working hours appear to have a beneficial effect on fertility. But that is not 
the case for general family benefits schemes. Secondly, the effect of such 
policies on childbearing is clearly much more positive among highly 
educated couples. 
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The latter finding brings us back to the theme explored in Chapter 4, 
namely fertility differences across the educational gradient. Spain has 
experienced quite heated debates related to family policy over the past 
decade. To an extent, governments have responded. We have seen a move 
at the local level to expand the provision of child care for the under-3s. 
And we saw, under the last socialist government, an attempt to reward 
fertility via the 3000 euro baby-check – subsequently abolished. What the 
results of Chapter 7 suggest is that the Spanish government erred in its 
strategy of using monetary rewards. It would have been more effective to 
use the financial resources to build more day care centers. Our results also 
suggest that a reform of the work-day is becoming an urgent priority. 
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I.		�Why Fertility Matters:  
Theory and Empirical Research

	 1.1.	F ertility as a public concern

Why should we worry about fertility? Aren’t couples’ decisions about 
family life a private matter? The answer to this question is essentially 
no. Since the birth of modern civilization, fertility has been a major 
public concern. But the way we have defined the issue has changed quite 
significantly throughout modern history. 

In antiquity, Plato’s writings reveal that he worried about there being 
enough bodies for the Athenian armies, and that they would be of 
sufficiently high human caliber. As we shall shortly see, Plato anticipated 
Gary Becker’s famous economic theory of fertility quantity and quality by 
several thousand years. In the Middle Ages, landlords actively promoted 
procreation among the peasantry to ensure abundant and cheap labor. 

Moving the clock forward a few centuries, we then find fertility to be 
considered a menace. This view was most famously articulated by 
Malthus in his An Essay on the Principle of Population (first published in 
1798). His theory of population growth predicts that fertility will rise in 
response to rising income and wealth. Malthus feared that this would lead 
to overpopulation, which, in turn, would trigger famine and disease – a 
bad trade-off if ever there was one. 

Fortunately for humankind, Malthus’ theory was eventually contradicted 
by events. Since the mid-1800’s, there has been no connection between 
societal wealth and fertility – to the contrary, as nations have become 
richer their fertility rates have declined (Guinnane, 2010; Jones and 
Tertilt, 2008). It is also evident that fertility levels influence economic 

Gøsta Esping-Andersen
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growth. There is, however, a clear pro-cyclical response: birth rates fell 
dramatically during the 1930s depression, and this is now being repeated 
in the post-2008 crisis. 

Fertility has frequently been promoted for pro-natalist reasons, often 
connected to nationalistic ideals of grandeur. Such ideologies emerged 
very strongly in France with its century-long quest to become the leading 
European power. And, not surprisingly, pro-natalism was also prominent 
in Nazi Germany and other fascist regimes. Here we find an echo 
going back to Plato. To be sure, pro-natalist policies were not limited 
to bellicose power-seekers. They emerged as a strong political theme in 
many nations in the aftermath of World War I and then in the 1930s. 
Even social democratic Sweden promoted pro-natalism in the inter-war 
decades, in part because it had lost a large population due to emigration 
prior to World War I, and in part due to a sharp decline in births during 
the 1930s. In fact, a pioneering scientific analysis of low fertility was 
Gunnar and Alva Myrdal’s 1934 book, Kris i Befolkningsfraagan («Crisis 
in the Population Question»). Their main solution to induce more births 
was to strengthen the welfare state and, especially, family policies. We 
shall return to the Myrdals later. Pro-natalism has continued to resurface, 
most recently in Putin’s Russia. 

In any case, birth rates have continued to fall. Since the 1970s, basically 
all advanced societies have seen fertility fall below replacement level. And 
in a sizable number of countries we are now witnessing an historically 
unique phenomenon – what demographers term ‘lowest-low’ fertility 
(Billari and Kohler, 2004; Kohler et.al., 2002). 

Ignoring the effects of migration, a society can only reproduce its 
population size if the average number of children per woman exceeds 
2.1. If this does not happen over prolonged periods, there will be two 
problematic outcomes: The population will age, and this will mean, of 
course, that an ever-smaller number of young people will have to care 
for an ever larger number of aged citizens; and the total population 
size will shrink. This will not be visible in the short or medium-term; 
but in the long-run, the effects of persistent low fertility can be truly 
dramatic. 
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Consider the following forecasts: if a society can sustain a fertility rate of 
1.9 children per woman, its population at the end of this century will have 
declined by about 15 percent. If, however, a society is stuck with persistent 
‘lowest-low’ fertility, defined as less than 1.4 children per woman, its total 
population at the end of the century will be only 25 percent its present size 
(McDonald, 2002). Spain exemplifies a lowest-low fertility syndrome. and 
If this persists, Spain would by the year 2100 boast a population of only 
10-15 million people. (It should be remembered that these forecasts do 
not take into account any population change caused by immigration or 
emigration.) Moreover, the pace of decline will have direct effects on the 
old age dependency ratio. For example, in low-fertility Spain, it will jump 
138% by 2050, compared to a modest 36% increase in higher-fertility 
Sweden. 

These dire scenarios have spurred a novel set of arguments in favor 
of stimulating more births: we need higher fertility to ease the coming 
elderly care burden and also to promote more economic growth. Indeed, 
the magnitudes are substantial. The OECD has estimated that the 
combination of ageing and population decline will lower GDP growth in 
the EU by 0.7 percentage points over the coming decades (Sleebos, 2003). 
This confirms once again that we live in a world governed by a logic that 
is the exact opposite of Malthus’ scenario.

A welfare perspective on fertility

The preceding arguments are pitched at the macro-level of countries. And 
they unquestionably address (societal-level) welfare issues in one form or 
another – be it economic prosperity or a nation’s ‘greatness’. 

We can also define fertility as a well-being or welfare issue at the micro-
level of individuals and families. As a matter of fact, having children is 
one of the fundamental ingredients in the pursuit of well-being and life 
satisfaction, and this is supported by data. A number of studies have 
found that having children produces a significant happiness dividend 
(Aasve et.al., 2012; Kohler, 2005). This dimension has, quite inexplicably, 
received remarkably little emphasis in policy debates. It was, however, the 
leading theme in the Myrdals’ advocacy of active family-friendly policies. 
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Examining data on what citizens view as the ideal family size one is struck 
by a number of surprising facts. The first is that men and women have 
very similar notions about what is the ideal family size. The second is 
the continuity of preferences across many decades and cohorts. Indeed, 
it appears that the 2-child norm is as strong today as it was in our 
grandparents’ era. In countries as diverse as France, Italy, Sweden and 
the UK the stated ideal number of children (ca. 2.2-2.4 on average) for the 
most recent cohort (born after 1977) is the same as it was for the pre-1947 
cohorts. Admittedly, there are a few cases, notably Austria and Germany, 
where child preferences have declined (data from the 2006 Eurobarometer; 
see also Kohler et.al., 2002; Scott and Braun, 2006; Sleebos, 2003; Testa, 
2006).

The third surprise is that the very high fertility rates (i.e 5+ children per 
woman) obtained up to the 19th Century probably exceeded peoples’ true 
preferences. Shorter’s (1973) review of historical research concludes, in 
fact, that a 2-3 child model was probably closer to the true ideals. This 
is similarly highlighted by Guinnane (2010). Recall that child mortality 
in the 19th Century was very high. As Livi-Bacci (1986) notes, major 
improvements in contraceptive techniques (and a drop in mortality) 
towards the late 1800s was associated with a significant decline in the 
number of births. Perhaps this well-being or welfare gap in days long gone 
was one of too many children. 

Contemporary studies attempt to identify the welfare gap by examining 
the distance between preferences and realized fertility. This is usually 
done by comparing stated ideals against the total fertility rate (TFR). 
Today there is a group of countries, like Britain, France, the United 
States, Canada and the Scandinavian countries, where the TFR lies close 
to 2.0 per woman. Here the welfare-fertility gap seems rather minor; but 
for countries that are mired in persistent lowest-low fertility, i.e. below 
1.4, the gap looks huge. 

Total fertility rates may actually not be the best yardstick since they simply 
represent the average number of births in any given year divided by the 
number of women in childbearing ages. They can be very misleading if 
an increasing number of women delay childbirth (which is very much the 
case in recent times). We should perhaps instead measure the gap with 
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data on completed fertility rates (CFR) for the cohorts of women whose 
childbearing years have ended (conventionally defined at age 40-45). To 
obtain an idea of today’s welfare gap, we should therefore study women 
born around 1965-67. Here we find that Swedish rates (1.95) come quite 
close to the preferred number. Spain, however, demonstrates yet again 
a substantial welfare gap since its completed fertility rate is only 1.6 
(Bongaarts and Sobotka, 2012).

Another way to capture welfare gaps is to focus on parity distributions. It 
is again evident that the 2+ child preference is overwhelmingly dominant. 
In the EU as a whole, those who desire no children (4 percent) or a 
maximum of one (10 percent) are a minority – much smaller than the 
proportion who prefer 3-plus children, which is about 26 percent (Testa, 
2006: Table 5). From this perspective we observe, once more, some huge 
welfare gaps. For the most recent cohort, the percentage of women today 
who remain childless ranges from 20 in Italy to around 12 in Spain and 
Sweden. This is three or four times larger than would be expected were 
reality to match preferences. And this applies also to those who end up 
with only one child. In this regard Spain displays rather unique features. 
It boasts relatively modest childlessness but at the same time has an 
unusually large percentage (around a third) of women who end up with 
only one child (detailed data will be presented in Chapter 2). This tells us 
that the main welfare gap in Spain must lie in the difficulty of progressing 
beyond the first child. 

Incidentally, this very same phenomenon also characterized the fertility 
collapse during the 1930s depression. As Jones and Tertilt (2008) show, 
the sharp drop in births in the U.S. at that time was primarily due to a 
higher proportion of childless women and, especially, to limiting fertility 
to one child. 

As we shall see in the chapters to come, there are many possible 
explanations for this: women postpone maternity (although this is 
occurring everywhere), they face difficulties reconciling motherhood 
with career ambitions, welfare state support for families is inadequate, or 
couples hesitate to have children because of uncertainty – be it economic 
or social: Spain has suffered from comparatively high unemployment 
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over the past decades, in particular among younger workers,and has also 
witnessed a spectacular rise in divorce rates and co-habitation.

	 1.2.	T heories of fertility

Fertility research has been strongly influenced by two theoretical 
traditions. One comes from the field of economics and especially from the 
contributions of Gary Becker. The other can perhaps best be labeled as a 
‘postmodern’ version of the Second Demographic Transition thesis. 

Economic theories

Becker’s theory of fertility is a basic demand model applied to family 
decision making (Becker, 1960; 1981). Here the demand for children 
should rise in tandem with wealth and income because this implies that 
the relative cost of an additional child will decline. As economists put it, 
rising prosperity will ease the family’s budget constraint. But this positive 
effect may be cancelled out for two reasons. One, the family’s demand 
function depends on the price of having children relative to other goods 
(maybe Dad prefers a new car over an additional child). Two, when 
people’searnings increase so do the opportunity costs associated with 
having children (kids are time demanding). The perceived opportunity 
cost should be especially high for people with a strong earnings potential. 
The upshot, then, is a shift in demand away from children. 

A variant of this logic applies to how parents decide on the timing of 
births (what demographers call the tempo effect. As is well-known, the 
earnings curve rises most sharply in the early career years, and thereafter 
it begins to flatten out. The curve is especially steep for highly skilled 
workers. Based on Mincer’s (1963) classical ‘age-wage curve’ model, this 
would lead us to predict that: a) women will delay first births until the 
couple has reached a stable and predictable income trajectory; b) for an 
employed woman, the opportunity cost of giving birth (and interrupting 
her career) will be especially high in the phase when her earnings curve 
is steepest. This implies that women with a high earnings potential are 
more likely to postpone motherhood than are women with low earnings 
potential (see also Moffit, 1984). 
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In Becker’s theory, parents face a basic trade-off. The cost of children 
depends not only on the quantity, but also on the quality of their children 
– i.e. investing in children’s skills, health, or education. The theory 
predicts that parental child investments will increasingly favor quality as 
the returns to skills and education increase –, another reason why fertility 
is likely to decline (Becker and Lewis, 1973). 

This theoretical framework has been hugely influential, not least because 
it seemed to fit hand-in-glove with observed trends. Let us return to 
historical change. Up to the mid- late-1800s, child labor was widespread. 
To illustrate, in England during the 1830s, 25 percent of 10-14 year old 
children worked for pay. As child labor was increasingly restricted (and 
obligatory schooling spread) from the middle of the century onwards, 
children became an expense rather than a source of family revenue. This 
shift, as Becker would predict, was associated with a clear decline in 
fertility (Guinnane, 2010; Jones and Tertilt, 2008). 

Moving one century forward, there is little doubt that the surge in female 
education and employment has contributed to fertility decline. We find 
that higher educated women generally postpone births far more than the 
lower skilled women (or women outside the labor force), and they are also 
likely to have fewer children and be more prone to childlessness. There 
is also substantial evidence that women’s increased earning power leads 
to fewer children (Hotz and Miller, 1988; Heckman and Walker, 1990). 
In addition, there is ample evidence that the rising returns to education 
in the knowledge economy have spurred a shift in parental time and 
financial investments: the emphasis is increasingly toward quality rather 
than quantity. We have, for example, witnessed a remarkable increase 
in the time parentsdedicate to their children in recent decades (Esping-
Andersen, 2009). 

All in all, the Becker theory predicts a long-term steady decline in 
fertility, in particular following the transformation of women’s economic 
status. However, here is where the theory seems to fall short. Changing 
patterns of fertility over recent decades seem, in fact, to contradict the 
theory head-on. For one, it is clear that the correlation between levels 
of female employment and fertility has been reversed. It was negative in 
the 1960s-1970s, but now it has turned positive (Ahn and Mira, 2002; 
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Myrskylä, Kohler and Billari 2009; OECD, 2011). Indeed, fertility rates 
have recovered the most in those countries like France, the Scandinavian 
countries, or the US, where female employment has become the norm. 
And the lowest-low fertility syndrome tends to be concentrated in 
countries like Italy or Spain, with relatively low female labour market 
participation. Secondly, as we shall examine more closely in chapter 4, 
in a number of countries we now also see a reversal of the educational 
gradient of fertility: a drop among lower educated women and a rise 
among the higher educated. 

This certainly fits poorly with the economic opportunity cost thesis. It 
does, however, fit well with the welfare perspective, namely that citizens 
continue to adhere to the 2-child norm. The rise in births among higher 
educated women in countries like those of Scandinavia tells us therefore 
that conditions in these societies and for these women are favorable in 
terms of preference realization. A clue to why this is so emerges in a study 
by Datta Gupta and Smith (2002). They show how Danish career women 
who prioritize motherhood move from higher paid, hard-economy jobs to 
less paid welfare state jobs around first births. The facilitator is, of course, 
the ample supply of welfare state sponsored ‘soft economy’ jobs. But this 
pattern of job migration nonetheless elucidates a wholly different logic 
than Becker would predict: the value of having children outweighs the 
monetary dimension in these women’s opportunity cost calculus. 

Easterlin has proposed a rival economic theory to Becker’s (Easterlin, 
1966; Easterlin et.al., 1980). Both share a similar starting point, namely 
the key influence of income. But Easterlin’s model stresses the influence 
of relativities. The basic idea is that citizens’ aspirations are defined in 
relation to their main reference point, which is primarily the parental 
generation. The next generation will aim to do better than, or at least 
match, their parents’ living standards. Since small birth cohorts are likely 
to enjoy greater job opportunities (and earn more), they will more readily 
form families and have many children. This means, however, that the 
subsequent generation will be large – think of the post-war baby-boomers. 
Members of such large cohorts will face tougher competition for jobs and 
are less likely to achieve living standards that match their aspirations. 
They will therefore respond by marrying later, increasing wives’ labor 
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force participation, and will also be more divorce-prone. The net effect is 
lower fertility, and this should explain the subsequent baby bust cohorts 
of the 1970s-1980s. In turn, as these small cohorts become adults they, 
like their grand-parent generation, will benefit economically from their 
small size and improve, relatively speaking, their well-being compared to 
their parents’ generation. So they, too, should revert to more traditional 
family behavior and have more children. 

Easterlin’s cyclical model of fertility has, interestingly, some similarities 
with the Malthusian theory: prosperity promotes more fertility, which 
then boomerangs in the subsequent generation. At first glance it seems to 
fit empirical trends over the past half century quite well. But it remains 
controversial and most recent fertility developments seem not to square 
well with the theory. This is most evident for the ‘lowest-low’ fertility 
countries, like Spain, where small, baby bust cohorts seem to fail on all 
the key dimensions: their propensity to marry is in evident decline, their 
risk of divorce has surged, and their fertility remains very low. 

Postmodernism and the second demographic transition

The demographic transition framework distinguishes two historical 
turning points. The first transition evolved from the 18th century 
onwards (Davis, 1945; Chesnais, 1993). Its primary characteristics are 
falling birth rates driven primarily by declining mortality. This was 
thanks to major improvements in health and sanitation via cleaner water, 
more abundant food supply and, later, the introduction of vaccines 
(for example, against smallpox).(1) Since child mortality dropped so 
rapidly, the second-order consequence was rapid population growth. 
Subsequently, citizens adjusted by reducing the birth rate. The core 
theoretical argument is that fertility change in this era was primarily 
caused by changes in mortality. 

The second demographic transition, as argued by Laesthaeghe (1995; 
1998) and Van de Kaa (1987), arrives in mid-late 20th Century. The 
cornerstones of the transition include a drop in fertility to below 

(1) D ue to health improvements, deaths caused by infectious diseases fell from 11 per 1000 to 1 per 1000 
inhabitants in England. Guinnane (2010: 13) reports that 30 percent of all children died in early childhood 
around 1800. 
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population replacement levels, increased voluntary childlessness, 
postponed marriage, rising marital instability, and the spread of co-
habitation. Both Laesthaeghe (1998) and Van de Kaa (2001) promote 
a postmodern theoretical interpretation of the second transition. The 
argument is that falling marriage rates, more unstable partnerships, 
and few children all represent the diffusion of values that promote 
individualistic life-style orientations, identity-seeking, and self-
realization over long-term binding commitments, religiosity, or 
submission to conventional norms. Interestingly, the postmodern 
transition theory ends up predicting trends that echo Becker’s, namely 
a sustained trend toward ‘less family’ in general, and fewer children in 
particular. 

There are, to be sure, critics of both the demographic transition thesis 
and its postmodern version. As many claim, it is hardly a theory at all 
but little more than a descriptive identification of correlations: yes, 
fertility did respond to falling mortality, but there were other crucial 
changes occurring at the same time that with equal plausibility could 
have been the root cause of fertility decline (Guinnane, 2010). One 
was increased productivity in agriculture, which increased incomes; 
another was the march of lower-class women into paid labor (the take-
off of the textile industry), and a third was urbanization and the cost 
of housing, which imposed restrictions on family size. Additionally, 
as mentioned, the economic benefit of having children declined when 
child-labor ended and children became a net cost to parents (Caldwell, 
1982). 

And, as with Becker’s economic theory, recent demographic shifts also 
seem to contradict the postmodernism theory. On almost all key family 
markers we see a reversal of the ‘less family’ scenario. This is especially 
evident in those same societies that spearheaded the postmodern 
transition to begin with, especially in North America and Scandinavia, 
where fertility has recovered over the past decades. In contrast, the 
latecomer nations like Italy, Poland or Spain are now the prototypes of 
a ‘less family’ trend. It is quite difficult to imagine why Swedes would 
suddenly abandon postmodernism or, for that matter, why the Italians 
and Spaniards have come to position themselves in the global vanguard of 
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postmodern values.(2) The validity of the theory is also questionable when 
we recall that in some countries fertility and marital stability are now 
rising among the higher educated, professional classes, while declining 
among the least educated. It is difficult to imagine how postmodern 
ideals would be strongest within the lower social strata, while losing 
ground among the educated elites.

As Esping-Andersen and Billari (2012) argue, the ‘less-family’ prognosis 
that both theoretical perspectives present stems from a basic failure to 
see that the erosion of marriage and fertility since the 1960s marks a 
transitory phase and not a permanent new trajectory. Their alternative 
argument is that couple instability and low fertility are the byi-products 
of the revolution in women’s roles. Once societal institutions (especially 
the welfare state and labor markets) and couples (more gender symmetric 
relations) adapt themselves to women’s new life course preferences, we 
should see the emergence of a novel and more equitable family model. 
This, in turn, should stabilize marriages and induce more fertility (see 
also McDonald, 2000). 

	 1.3.	� What does empirical research tell us?

The main correlates of fertility are quite different if we focus on the 
macro-level of societies and nations or on the micro-level of individual 
behavior. 

1.3.1. Macro-level correlates(3)

Prosperity and fertility

In the ongoing debate on economic growth and fertility, the Malthusian 
hypothesis has been firmly disproven. But there exists substantial evidence 

(2) I n fact, the entire notion of postmodernism lacks empirical foundation. As Scott and Braun (op.cit) 
show, such value changes are only in real evidence for issues related to sexuality. Not only have child prefer-
ences remained unchanged, but data from the World Values Surveys show that only a small minority of 
citizens agree that «marriage is out of date». To illustrate, in ‘vanguard’ countries like Denmark, Norway and 
the US, the percentage who agree is only 10-15 percent. 
(3)  For a more exhaustive review, see Balbo et.al. (2012) and Sleebos (2003)
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of a pro-cyclical correlation: economic downturns are associated with 
falling fertility and vice versa. 

Recession-induced lower birth rates can reflect two very different logics. 
Evidence from the Great Depression shows that the drop in US fertility 
in the 1930s was not due to postponement but was, instead, a once-and-
for-all lowering of birth rates across-the-board (Jones and Tertilt, 2008). 
This, however, does not seem to be true in contemporary society: lower 
fertility in economic downturns is now primarily due to postponement of 
childbearing until conditions improve (Adsera, 2010; Kohler et.al., 2002; 
Sobotka et.al., 2011). 

An interesting variant on the economic growth-fertility link emerges 
in a study by Myrskala et.al. (2009). While they confirm the lack 
of any correlation between GDP and TFR rates, they demonstrate 
that countries’ ranking on HDI (human development index) is 
significantly related to fertility: at low or medium levels of HDI, 
fertility tends to be low; high HDI scores are, however, associated 
with higher fertility. These findings, we must note, pertain only to 
the advanced societies.

General Trust

Measures such as the HDI capture development characteristics of society 
that are not just narrowly economic. One reason why it correlates so 
positively with fertility may be that it implicitly also captures levels of 
general trust in a society. We have surprisingly little research on this, 
and yet its influence may be substantial, in particular in societies where 
most women work and where parents must place their faith in external 
institutions such as child care. Additionally, we should expect that general 
trust increases in salience the more our fertility intentions shift from the 
quantity of children to the quality of children. 

There is some evidence that levels of trust have a positive effect on 
fertility. But it depends very much on which spheres of trust are involved. 
In societies where trust is limited to family relations and the local 
community, as is very much the case in Southern Europe, the effect is 
clearly negative. Livi-Bacci (2001) makes the point very clear when he 
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argues that familialism has now become counter-productive to family 
formation... «too much family, too few babies». 

A study by Yamamura and Andres (2011) finds that a one point increase 
in generalized trust yields a 0.01 increase in the TFR. Spain and Italy 
score quite low on the trust measure while the Nordic countries score 
highest. Here we can engage in a little thought experiment: Spain’s trust 
rate of 32, compared to Sweden’s 60, implies that if Spain were to enjoy 
Sweden’s high trust environment, its TFR would exceed replacement 
fertility! 

Aassve et.al. (2012) make a similar argument, but add two very important 
points. Firstly, their analyses help explain a basic puzzle, namely, why 
we find high fertility in both the Nordic and the Anglo Saxon countries. 
Secondly, they show that levels of trust interact with the surge in 
women’s education: high levels of female education lead to more fertility 
in countries where trust is pervasive, whereas in low-trust contexts 
the effect is exactly the opposite. This is indeed an important finding 
because it helps us understand some of the key preconditions for why the 
educational gradient of fertility has been reversed in both Scandinavia 
and in North America. This is a line of research that clearly needs to 
be developed much further, and it is unfortunate that we, are unable to 
pursue it in this book.

Value Change

Very few studies have examined the link between fertility and value 
change of the postmodern variety, mainly because it is clearly difficult to 
pin down such changes. There is some evidence that such values may have 
an indirect effect via fertility postponement (Liefbroer, 2005; Bernhardt 
and Goldscheider, 2006). 

The Welfare State

The welfare state is a third macro-level factor that has received much 
attention. The evidence that links social policies to fertility is, however, 
rather mixed. Gauthier and Hatzius (2007) provide one of the most 
detailed analyses and find relatively minor effects. For some policies, 
like child allowances, the effect is basically nil. The evidence is stronger, 
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however, as regards family-work reconciliation policies such as parental 
leaves and, especially, child care provision (Castles, 2003; Sleebos, 2003). 
Del Boca (2002) finds a positive effect (a 0.2 point increase in the TFR 
from a 10% rise in child care coverage) for Italy. Rather similar effects 
have been identified for Norway (Kravdal, 1996) and, more broadly, for 
the OECD countries (Sleebos, 2003: Figure 21). In the Sleebos study, child 
care provision emerges as a surprisingly strong factor, explaining almost 
half of the entire cross-national variance in fertility. But other studies find 
no significant effects at all. Hank and Kreyenfeld (2001), for example, 
conclude that it has no impact in Germany. This may be because: a) day 
care coverage in Western Germany is so marginal to begin with; and b) 
in Germany there are unusually strong normative pressures for mothers 
of small children to remain at home. 

Here we can also try a thought experiment. If we were to apply the kinds 
of effects found by Del Boca and Kravdal, what might be the fertility 
gain in Spain? At present, Spanish day care coverage is a bit above 20 
percent for 1-3 year olds. If Spain were to overnight, so to speak, reach 
Danish levels (about 80 percent) this would push the Spanish TFR up 1.6 
points. 

Research focusing on the role of the welfare state tends to find stronger 
effects when examining the timing (tempo) of births. This was, for 
example, found for the UK (Ermisch, 1988) and for Austria (Hoem et.al., 
2001). Research on Sweden shows that parental leaves produce a ‘speed-
premium’ so that women are more likely to have higher order births in 
quick succession (Andersson et.al., 2006; Hoem (2005).

All told, the empirical case for welfare state effects does not appear 
overwhelming. But this may be deceptive for two reasons. Firstly, family-
friendly policies are hardly exogenous with regard to citizens’ (and 
voters’) preferences and demands. They are therefore likely to emerge 
when pressures for reconciliation are already strong. Two, as underlined 
in McDonald’s (2002) thesis, fertility recovery is only likely to occur when 
both institutions and couple relations align themselves with the new role 
of women. 
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1.3.2. Micro-level correlates

Given the influence of Becker’s framework, it is hardly surprising that 
empirical research has focused so much on the links between income 
and fertility. Quite naturally, this implies that we should examine the 
influence of human capital more generally. 

A second stream of research focuses on the impact of other aspects of 
working life, unemployment and job-insecurity in particular. 

A third line of research, closer to demography, examines the links between 
changing partnership behavior (co-habitation, delayed marriages, higher 
risk of divorce) and childbearing.

And in recent years we have witnessed a surge in research that attempts 
to connect fertility decisions to gender equalization.

The role of income and human capital

Traditionally, fertility research took women’s economic dependency 
for granted and, as a consequence, the analytical focus was primarily 
on how the male’s education and earnings status explained fertility 
decisions (Hotz et.al., 1997). In more recent research, however, such male 
characteristics are relatively irrelevant. As female careers have become 
the norm, it is primarily women’s earnings, education, and labor supply 
that matter (Sleebos, 2003; Stier et.al., 2001). Research on the timing 
of maternity focuses mainly on the opportunity costs of birth-induced 
career interruptions. Studies of the low-fertility phenomenon very much 
emphasize the influence of women’s job insecurity, unemployment risks, 
and difficulties of reconciling work and motherhood (Adsera, 2004; 
Kohler et.al., 2002; Kreyenfeld, 2010). 

The revolution in women’s roles came late to Spain but, once under way, it 
evolved with extraordinary speed. One telling statistic is the employment 
rate of mothers with pre-school age children, which basically doubled 
over a decade: from 28 percent in 1994 to 53 percent in 2007 (OECD’s 
Family Data Base). This places Spain pretty much on par with Germany. 
But Spanish women encounter difficulties not shared by women in most 
countries: restricted possibilities for part-time employment, very long 
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and family-unfriendly working hours and a high incidence of precarious 
temporary jobs. 

In the Becker framework, if children are a normal good, theory would 
predict that the quantity should increase in tandem with income. The 
fact that it generally does not is therefore a puzzle. Gary Becker sought 
to align theory to empirical reality with his ‘quantity-quality’ argument, 
namely that parents will shift their cost-calculus from family size to the 
quality of their offspring. This means that the parental income effect is 
mainly to be found in how much they invest in children’s skills. 

A second reformulation defines income as the shadow price of time. 
Most parents soon discover that children are very time consuming. 
This implies a wage opportunity cost that is especially steep for high-
earning parents (Mincer, 1963; Willis, 1973). Empirical studies typically 
demonstrate the strong negative effect of women’s earnings on fertility. 
However, the opposite actually seems to hold for men’s wages, although 
the male wage effect is rather small, confirming the growing irrelevance 
of men’s economic status (Heckman and Walker, 1990). 

Not surprisingly, education has very similar effects to income. Higher 
educated women have fewer children, and childlessness is most 
pronounced among women with very high levels of education (Schultz, 
1986). But contrary to the income-effect, men’s education seems to also 
influence fertility negatively (Preston and Sten, 2008). 

A large number of studies conclude that the income or education effect 
is mediated via postponement, firstly, of partnering and, secondly, of 
childbearing (Joshi, 2002; Lappegaard, 2002; Martin, 2000). Higher 
educated people delay marriage and/or opt for co-habitation, and both 
should reduce the likelihood of having a first child (Baizan et.al., 2003; 
2004). And in line with Mincer’s logic, higher educated women will seek 
to minimize opportunity costs by delaying maternity. 

Nevertheless, the educational gradient of fertility is turning upside-
down, most clearly in North America and Scandinavia (Hazan and 
Zoabi, 2011; Kravdal and Rindfuss, 2008; Esping-Andersen, 2009). 
This apparently holds also for wages, since recent evidence suggests 
that high-earning women, at least in Scandinavia, may explicitly forego 
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income in the interest of motherhood (Datta Gupta and Smith. 2002). 
A straightforward economic opportunity cost explanation is therefore 
problematic. 

Insecurity

One explanation for this may lie in the incidence of labor market 
uncertainty. To begin with, higher educated women are more likely to 
enjoy job and earnings stability, at least once they have settled into their 
careers. The findings of Datta Gupta and Smith (op.cit), in fact, highlight 
how Danish career women explicitly seek to maximize security when 
embarking on motherhood, even if this entails a wage sacrifice. 

A second explanation may be found in the profile of women’s education. 
As Martin-Garcia and Baizan (2006) have shown, women whose 
education is in ‘soft’ fields (nursing, teaching and the like) are more 
likely to have children early. In some countries, and in Scandinavia 
especially, women very much select themselves into such fields, and this 
may help explain why levels of education are now positively correlated 
with births. 

Thirdly, the reversal in the socio-economic gradient of fertility may, 
ironically, have something to do with rising male precariousness. The 
reversal reflects, in part, a drop in low educated women’s fertility and, in 
part, a recent rise in births among high status women. One explanation 
for the former focuses very much on the deteriorating marriage market 
for less educated women, since low-skilled men experience heightened 
unemployment risks and eroding wages (McLanahan, 2004). In addition, 
there is growing evidence that gender egalitarianism is becoming a 
precondition for fertility. Since such practices are much more widespread 
among the higher educated, this can help explain why high status women 
now have more children.

Finally, Aassve et.al.’s (2012) finding that trust may be a precondition for 
higher fertility among educated women may also offer an explanation 
for why the educational gradient of births has been reversed in some 
countries and not in others. 
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A different kind of insecurity stems from difficulties in the transition 
from school to work. This is an especially acute problem in Southern 
Europe where it is not atypical for school graduates to wait two or three 
years before entering into a stable employment relationship. So it is not 
surprising that much research has focused on this issue (see, for example, 
Del Boca (2002) for Italy and Noguera et.al. (2002) for Spain).(4) 

Where the transition from school to work is difficult and prolonged, 
there will be two parallel factors that can influence family formation: 
one, prolonged unemployment and lack of a stable income; two, the 
necessity of remaining in the parental home. Italy and Spain are extreme 
cases of continued dependency, with more than 50 percent of all 20-34 
year olds still living with their parents (OECD’s Family Data Base). To 
put this into perspective, the rate in Denmark is only 8%. Sleebos (2003) 
finds that both factors influence fertility significantly. 

Based on Sleebos’ estimates we can, once again, construct a thought-
experiment: what might Spanish fertility look like if young people were 
able to emulate the Danish way of gaining independence? The calculation 
suggests that the Spanish TFR would increase to somewhere near 1.7.

Family demographic correlates

Most fertility research has focused on two major changes in family 
behavior: one, the rise of non-traditional arrangements such as co-
habitation, and two, rising couple instability and the risk of divorce. 

Marriage rates have been declining steadily over the past decades, 
although more sharply in some countries than in others. In Scandinavia 
the marriage rate has remained fairly stable from 1970 to today, but the 
role of cohabitation has been significant throughout, and this means 
that these countries’ marriage rates were always comparably lower. In 
other countries we witness a dramatic fall – and here Spain excels, as 
itsmarriage rate was halved between 1970 and 2009 (from 7.3 to 3.7)!(5) 

(4)  For a comprehensive, comparative overview, see Blossfeld et.al. (2005).
(5) T he crude marriage rate (number of marriages per 1000 persons) in Sweden was 5.4 in 1970 and 5.2 in 
2009. Other countries that have experienced a sharp decline are Germany, the Netherlands, France and the 
UK. These marriage and divorce statistics are taken from the OECD Family Data Base. 
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Meanwhile, marriages are also becoming ever more unstable, as seen 
in the (crude) divorce rates over the same decades. Spain went from a 
zero divorce rate in 1970 (divorce was then illegal) to 2.4, which places 
Spain at the higher end of the international distribution – indeed above 
Germany, Sweden Norway and France. 

Demographic research typically uncovers a negative fertility effect from 
delayed partnering and cohabitation. But here we must be very careful 
with the details. Postponement of partnership occurs primarily among 
the higher educated, but it may not result in lower fertility if couples 
manage to catch up. The ‘speed-premium’ evidence for Sweden captures 
exactly this – as does the fact that higher educated women in Scandinavia 
are now the most likely to achieve 2-plus children. 

It is also evident that the logic of cohabitation differs markedly from 
one country to the next. In France and the Scandinavian countries it 
has emerged as a functional equivalent to marriage; in other countries, 
it remains more of a testing-ground that may, or may not, translate into 
marriage later. These differences can explain why empirical research 
produces rather contradictory findings. On the one hand, there is evidence 
that cohabitation (compared to marriage) decreases childbearing (Brien 
et.al., 1999; Baizan et.al., 2003; 2004; Heaton et.al., 1999). On the other 
hand, we also see that births are increasingly unrelated to marriage. This 
is especially the case in those very same countries where cohabitation 
has become institutionalized. In Scandinavia now, more than half of all 
first births occur out of wedlock, and in France the proportion is above 
40 percent. French cohabiters have basically the same birth probabilities 
that married couples have (Toulemond and Testa, 2005). Births among 
cohabiters remain, however, uncommon in the rest of Europe (only 9 
percent in Italy). 

On this dimension, however, our own analyses (presented in Chapter 4) 
produce a major surprise: as far as first births are concerned, it turns out 
that Spanish cohabiters behave much more similarly to the Scandinavians 
than to either the Dutch, the Germans, or the Italians. 

The impact of rising divorce risks on fertility is very difficult to identify. 
This is so for several reasons. Firstly, any given couple may perceive that 
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the longevity of their relationship is uncertain simply because divorce 
is rampant throughout their community. In any case, it is the couple’s 
assessment of their own relationship’s durability that must influence 
their fertility decisions. And here we encounter the second difficulty, 
because uncertainty about its durability can logically produce two 
opposite decisions: some may refrain from having children; others may 
attempt to prop up the relationship by having a child (Lillard and Waite, 
1993; Myers, 1997; Rijken and Liefbroer, 2009; for an overview, see Balbo 
et.al., 2012). Rijken and Thomson (2011) provide an especially interesting 
answer to this ambiguity. They discover that the link between couple 
instability and births is non-linear. Women who view the relationship as 
neither bad nor good are more likely to have a child as a way to stabilize 
the union. 

The role of gender egalitarianism

Considering the ‘masculinization’ of the female life course, at least as far 
as careers are concerned, it should be quite obvious that key decisions 
regarding family life will depend on altered gender relations. This 
reasoning has now become central to fertility research. McDonald’s 
(2000; 2002) gendered fertility thesis has in this respect exerted a major 
influence. 

The crux of McDonald’s argument is that low fertility occurs when gender 
relations fail to realign themselves to the new economic role of women. 
The persistence of traditional gender behavior is, in this framework, 
probably the single best explanation of low fertility. 

The decision to have children in today’s world requires an adaption 
to women’s new roles at two levels. Firstly, public policy needs to 
promote family-friendly policies that permit role conciliation. These, 
however, are unlikely to be genuinely effective unless accompanied by 
a concomitant equalization within couples. The key to the latter is the 
formation of a critical mass that promotes the diffusion of normative 
expectations in favor of gender egalitarian arrangements (Esping-
Andersen and Billari, 2012; see also Neyer, Lappegård and Vignoli 
2011; Sleebos 2003).
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A number of studies give empirical support to this claim. Fathers’ 
more equitable contribution to domestic tasks and child care has been 
found to influence fertility positively, especially for career women 
(Brodmann, Esping-Andersen and Güell, 2007; Cooke 2004; 2009; 
Craig and Siminski 2011; DeLaat and Sevilla Sanz, 2006; Duvander 
and Andersson, 2003; Myrskylä, Billari and Kohler 2011; Olah, 2003; 
Sevilla Sanz, 2010). Such studies have examined a variety of gender-
egalitarian behavioral effects. 

Since forming a union is almost always a prerequisite for parenthood, at 
least in most of Europe, the impact of gender egalitarianism may initially 
work via how individuals select themselves into partnerships. In a rare 
study where such prior selection is examined, Gimenez-Nadal et.al. (2011) 
discover that where very traditional family norms prevail, women are 
significantly less inclined to marry and this, in turn, will affect fertility 
adversely. 

But most research examines the direct link between gender egalitarianism 
and births. Some have focused on men’s relative contribution to domestic 
tasks, and here the main finding is that sharing child care is more decisive 
than for housework (Neyer et.al, 2011). A few studies have examined how 
a more egalitarian use of parental leave influences subsequent births. 
For Sweden, the effect has been found to be quite positive (Duvander 
et.al., 2010). A third approach is represented by the Neyer et.al. (2011) 
study which examines how more equitable sharing within the partnership 
influences future fertility intentions. They uncover quite substantial 
effects, although primarily among one-child couples. The effect wanes 
among parents who already have two or more children. Interestingly, 
their study also reveals that women’s satisfaction with the division of 
labor has a stronger bearing on fertility intentions than does the actual 
allocation of domestic tasks. This parallels very nicely with the argument 
in Esping-Andersen and Billari (2012) that perceived fairness is likely to 
be more decisive. 

But, as Esping-Andersen and Billari also emphasize, the link between 
gender equity and fertility should be u-shaped. This means that we would 
expect high fertility in two kinds of equilibria: in the traditional male-
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breadwinner regime and in gender egalitarian arrangements. Fertility 
will bottom out when, on the one hand, the traditional family has eroded 
and, on the other hand, no new egalitarian regime has become manifest. 
In fact, a similar u-shaped effect has been documented for the US (Miller 
Torr and Short, 2004). 
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II. �The fertility gap in Spain:  
Late parenthood, few children  
and unfulfilled reproductive desires

	 2.1.	I ntroduction

Spain had one of  the highest levels of  fertility in Europe for much of  the 
20th century and then, from the mid-1970s onwards, it experienced an 
extraordinarily steep drop in fertility. The total fertility rate (TFR), which 
was nearly 3 children per woman in the early 1970s, dropped below 
replacement threshold(1) in 1981 and continued its decline until reaching 
an historical low of 1.15 in 1998. Thereafter, a moderate recovery 
occurred, the TFR reaching 1.45 in 2008. This ended with the arrival of 
the economic crisis. In 2011, the total fertility rate stood at 1.35 children 
per woman, and no official population projection envisions the possibility 
that fertility in Spain might climb back to replacement level in the 
foreseeable future.(2)

Sub-replacement fertility and concerns about its consequences – namely, 
aging populations, a shrinking labour force and declining population size 
– are not new phenomena. Between 1920 and 1940, fertility dropped below 
replacement level in many Western countries (Van Babel, 2010). This 
awakened fears of population decline and provoked doomsday scenarios 
(Teitelbaum and Winter, 1985). However, birth rates increased considerably 
during the baby boom of the 1950s and 1960s. The current low-fertility 
syndrome appears far more persistent. 

(1)  R eplacement-level fertility is defined as an average of 2.1 children per woman. If  this level is maintained, 
population size will remain stable.
(2)  T he long-term population projections from the Spanish National Institute of Statistics and EUROSTAT 
coincide in assuming that Spain’s total fertility rate will be 1.55 in 2050. 

Teresa Castro-Martín & Teresa Martín-García
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Since persistent below-replacement fertility has such far-reaching 
consequences, it has also become a major political issue. According to 
the latest United Nations World Population Policies Report, governments 
in 47 countries view fertility in their country as «too low», and 85% say 
they have introduced policy measures to boost fertility (United Nations, 
2010). The European Union has also come to view low fertility as a 
major challenge. The EU Commission’s Green Paper, Confronting 
Demographic Change: A New Solidarity between the Generations 
(European Commission, 2005) was the first comprehensive EU-level 
document openly concerned with demographic sustainability, and it 
formally acknowledged the need to address the links between 
childbearing, employment and public policy.

Yet is below-replacement fertility inevitable for advanced societies? At 
present, most European countries have fertility rates below 2.1, but the 
differences vary considerably. Southern, Eastern and Central Europe 
currently display the lowest fertility rates. By contrast, Northern and 
Western European countries, which once led the trend in fertility decline, 
are now fertility leaders. Indeed, Sweden, France, the UK, Ireland and 
Iceland lie very close to the replacement level. Outside Europe we find 
similarly large variations. The United States, Australia, and New Zealand 
have fertility rates close to 2 children per woman, whereas the rich 
countries of  East Asia – Japan, South Korea, Singapore and Taiwan – 
have fertility levels similar to the lowest-fertility countries of  Europe 
(Jones, 2011).

This chapter will review childbearing patterns in Spain from a broader 
European perspective. We describe the dynamics behind fertility decline 
and explore the demographic, economic and social factors that drive 
low fertility, the aim being to identify possible pathways to higher 
fertility.

	 2.2.	�S ub-replacement fertility: from the exception to the norm

Sub-replacement fertility, once considered a distinctive feature of  the 
more advanced societies, is spreading rapidly across the globe (see 
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Figure 2.1). According to the United Nations Population Division, 75 
countries – accounting for nearly half  of  the world population – had 
fertility levels below 2.1 children per woman in 2005-2010. 

Graph 2.1

Past and future estimated trends in total fertility rate (TFR)  
in major world regions, 1950-2100
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Source: United Nations, World Population Prospects: The 2010 Revision.

Whereas in the developed world, fertility reached current low levels after 
a long and gradual decline, fertility reduction is taking place later but 
much faster in many developing countries (Bongaarts, 2002). In Spain, it 
took more than a century for the total fertility rate to drop from 
approximately 5 children per woman at the end of  the 19th century to 2 
children in 1980. In contrast, the total fertility rate in Turkey fell from 5 
to 2 children in only four decades, from 1970 to 2010. Within the next 
decades, the number of  countries with below-replacement fertility is 
expected to almost double, from 75 in 2005-2010 to 136 in 2045-2050. 
This means that by mid-century, approximately 78% of the world 
population will live in countries with an average fertility below 2.1 
children per woman (United Nations, 2011).
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Although below-replacement fertility is becoming the norm globally, 
during the 1990s a number of countries experienced record low levels. 
Spain and Italy, in the early 1990s, were the first countries in the world to 
have a TFR below 1.3, a level that demographers have termed «lowest-low 
fertility» (Kohler, Billari and Ortega, 2002; Billari and Kohler, 2004). 
Note, however, that there is no natural lower limit to fertility. This 
phenomenon spread thereafter to the rest of Southern Europe, Central 
and Eastern Europe, and also to the rich countries of East Asia. Concerns 
about the demographic implications of this historically unprecedented 
low level of fertility are certainly warranted: in the absence of migration, 
a persistent fertility rate of 1.3 children would reduce total population size 
by half  within 45 years.

Since the early 2000s there have been some signs of fertility recovery in 
many developed countries (Myrskylä, Kohler and Billari, 2009). The 
number of countries with lowest-low fertility diminished considerably, 
from 21 in 2003 to 4 in 2008 – all of them in East Asia (Goldstein, Sobotka 
and Jasilioniene, 2009). Concomitantly, a few advanced countries, such as 
the United States, Australia, Sweden, Norway and France, achieved 
fertility levels close to replacement. This reversal was mostly the result of 
the slowing-down of fertility postponement and the «recuperation» of 
postponed childbearing among women of older ages (Bongaarts and 
Sobotka, 2012). Increased immigration and social policies supporting 
families may also have contributed to this fertility rebound (Luci and 
Thévenon, 2012).

Spain, too, experienced a moderate fertility recovery. Its TFR rose from 
1.15 in 1998 to 1.46 in 2008. As we will discuss later in the chapter, several 
factors accounted for this upward trend: the slowdown of first birth 
postponement, the arrival of younger and relatively higher fertility 
immigrants, and the diffusion of new forms of family arrangements 
among young cohorts. 

The global economic downturn after 2008 led to stagnant or declining 
fertility in many countries (see Table 2.1). By 2011, a number of  Eastern 
European countries (such as Hungary, Poland or Romania) had returned 
to a lowest-low fertility scenario, with all the Southern European countries 
following close behind. The economic crisis has also had adverse effects 
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on migration flows and on union formation (Sobotka, Skirbekk and 
Philipov, 2011). In the past, fertility declines during economic recessions 
were usually driven by childbearing postponement, and were subsequently 
offset by higher fertility in boom years. However, the depth of  the current 
economic crisis may produce persistent effects, particularly in the hardest-
hit countries, such as the low-fertility Southern European countries. In 
Spain, unemployment reached a record high of  26% at the end of  2012 
– and 46% among those below 25 years – and there is no sign that it will 
recede soon. In this context, a significant recovery of  fertility is difficult 
to imagine.

Table 2.1

Total fertility rate (TFR) in year of lowest fertility, 2008 and 2011.  
Selected low fertility countries

Lowest TFR TFR in 2008 TFR in 2011

Year TFR TFR
change from 
lowest point

TFR
Change  

2008-2011

Western Europe

Austria 2001 1.33 1.41 0.08 1.42 0.01

France 1993 1.66 1.99 0.33 2.00 0.01

Germany 1994 1.24 1.38 0.14 1.36 –0.02

Ireland 1995 1.84 2.07 0.23 2.05 –0.02

Netherlands 1983 1.47 1.77 0.30 1.76 –0.01

Switzerland 2001 1.38 1.48 0.10 1.52 0.04

UK 2001 1.63 1.96 0.33 1.98 0.02

Northern Europe

Denmark 1983 1.38 1.89 0.51 1.75 –0.14

Finland 1987 1.59 1.85 0.26 1.83 –0.02

Norway 1983 1.66 1.96 0.30 1.88 –0.08

Sweden 1999 1.50 1.91 0.41 1.90 0.00

Southern Europe

Greece 1999 1.24 1.51 0.27 1.43 –0.08

Italy 1995 1.19 1.42 0.23 1.41 –0.01

Portugal 2007 1.34 1.37 0.04 1.35 –0.02

Spain 1998 1.16 1.46 0.30 1.36 –0.10

Central Europe

Czech Republic 1999 1.13 1.50 0.36 1.43 –0.07
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Lowest TFR TFR in 2008 TFR in 2011

Year TFR TFR
change from 
lowest point

TFR
Change  

2008-2011

Hungary 1999 1.28 1.35 0.07 1.23 –0.12

Poland 2003 1.22 1.39 0.17 1.30 –0.09

Slovakia 2002 1.19 1.32 0.14 1.45 0.13

Slovenia 2003 1.20 1.53 0.33 1.56 0.03

Eastern Europe

Bulgaria 1997 1.09 1.57 0.48 1.51 –0.06

Romania 2002 1.25 1.35 0.10 1.25 –0.10

Estonia 1998 1.28 1.65 0.37 1.52 –0.13

Latvia 1998 1.11 1.44 0.33 1.34 –0.10

Lithuania 2002 1.24 1.47 0.23 1.53 0.06

Russia 1999 1.16 1.49 0.34 1.56 0.07

Ukraine 2001 1.09 1.46 0.37 1.47 0.01

Eastern Asia

Hong Kong 2003 0.90 1.06 0.16 1.19 0.13

Japan 2005 1.29 1.37 0.08 1.39 0.02

S. Korea 2005 1.08 1.19 0.12 1.24 0.05

Singapore 2005 1.26 1.28 0.02 1.20 –0.08

Taiwan 2010 0.90 1.05  1.06 0.01

Other low fertility Countries

Australia 2001 1.73 1.90 0.17 1.89 –0.02

Canada 2000 1.49 1.68 0.19 1.66 –0.02

Cuba 2006 1.39 1.59 0.20 1.69 0.10

United States 1976 1.74 2.09 0.35 1.89 –0.19

Sources: EUROSTAT; Population Reference Bureau, 2012; European Demographic Datasheet 2012; Goldstein, 
Sobotka and Jasilioniene, 2009.

	 2.3.	A  closer look at recent fertility dynamics in Spain

In 1975, Spain emerged from nearly four decades of  dictatorship, an 
epoch in which the Catholic church dominated family and education 
policies, promoting family values based on asymmetric gender relations 
and a strict sexual code for women (Nash, 1991). In this period Spain’s 
TFR, at 2.8, was well above the European average (2.1). Two decades 
later Spain’s TFR dropped to the lowest fertility level in the world. In 
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some northern regions, such as Asturias, Cantabria, Galicia or the 
Basque country, fertility actually dropped below 1 child per woman 
during the 1990s.(3) 

How can we explain that Spain, a historical laggard in fertility decline and 
family change, came to pioneer lowest-low fertility in the early 1990s? To 
arrive at an answer, we first examine the demographic components of the 
observed fertility decline. In particular, we focus on childbearing 
postponement, completed cohort fertility, parity transitions and 
contraception use, as well as on changes in fertility preferences. When the 
data allow, we explore differentials by education level in order to provide 
a more nuanced picture of fertility change across social strata.

Does postponed childbearing mean fewer births? 

The decline in fertility is closely linked to a progressive postponement of 
childbearing. Contraception has provided adults with more control over 
the occurrence and timing of births. The impressive increases in women’s 
education and labour force participation are considered to be major forces 
driving the postponement of childbearing. Increasingly, both women and 
men want to first establish themselves in the labour market before assuming 
the role of parents. This trend towards delayed family formation can be 
observed in all advanced societies (Billari, Liefbroer and Philipov, 2006; 
Mills et al., 2011) and has contributed greatly to fertility decline (Billari et 
al., 2007; Sobotka, 2010). 

Postponed parenthood is just one of the features of the delayed transition 
to adulthood that is so characteristic of Southern European societies 
(Buchmann and Kriesi, 2011). Everywhere, young adults tend to study 
longer, enter the labor market later, search for a partner longer, leave the 
parental home later, and become parents older than in the past. However, 
in Southern Europe, the delay of all these major events has been particularly 
intense (Billari et al., 2002). High rates of unemployment and difficulties 
in attaining a stable job (Adsera, 2004), a shortage of affordable housing 
(Holdsworth and Irazoqui, 2002), the lack of supportive policies, and 
strong inter-generational family ties (Reher, 1998; Dalla Zuanna, 2000) 

(3)  T he lowest recorded TFR was 0.8 in Asturias during 1994-1999.
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are some of the factors hypothesized to drive the so-called «syndrome of 
delay» (Livi Bacci, 2001). This is especially the case for transitions like 
parenthood that require long-term binding commitments.

The delay in the transition to parenthood has been remarkable in Spain: 
the mean age at first birth increased from 25 in 1980 to 30.1 among women 
and 33.3 among men in 2011. Spain, together with Italy, Germany and the 
UK, are now the countries with the latest age of entry into motherhood in 
the world (OECD, 2011). 

Graph 2.2 illustrates how during the past three decades the calendar of fertility 
has moved to gradually older ages. Over this period, teenage childbearing has 
become marginal and fertility below age 25 has fallen dramatically. The peak 
of childbearing has shifted to ages 32-34, and births among women over age 
35 now account for 18% of all births.(4) Although fertility among women older 
than 40 remains low, the proportion of first births to «late» mothers (40+) has 
more than tripled: from 0.9% in 1996 to 3.9% in 2011. 

GRAPH 2.2

Age-specific fertility rates, Spain 1980-2010
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(4)  T he delay of parenthood is also evident in the case of men. Births among men over age 35 accounted 
for 49% of all births in 2011.
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Parallel to the trend towards postponement, most countries have witnessed a 
gradual relaxation of the age norms that govern the timing of family 
transitions (Liefbroer and Billari, 2010). In the past, social norms about the 
appropriate age of motherhood constituted a barrier to childbearing for 
women past the «normative age». Nowadays, attitudes regarding the timing 
of family formation are much more flexible. An analysis of the Timing of life 
module of the 2006 European Social Survey shows that late childbearing in 
Spain is supported by relatively late ideal ages for becoming a parent (Martín-
García and Castro-Martín, 2008). In fact, women in Spain report the highest 
mean ideal age of transition to motherhood (27.3) in Europe (graph 2.3). 
There is clearly a substantial gap between ideal and actual ages of first birth. 
But as optimal conditions for childbearing (completing education, attaining 
stable employment, couple stability, and home ownership) become harder to 
attain, the normative timeframe for family formation also expands. 

The trend towards postponement means that a growing proportion of 
women enter motherhood at ages when from a strictly biological 
viewpoint fecundity is in sharp decline (Leridon, 2008). Research 
highlights the adverse consequences of later childbearing for maternal 
and neonatal health. Pregnancy complications, miscarriage, premature 
birth and low birthweight are some of the potential problems which 
increase exponentially with the mother’s age (Luke and Brown, 2007). In 
contrast, the sociological literature tends to emphasize the positive 
aspects of late childbearing, such as greater family stability, parents’ 
superior economic resources, and a less disruptive impact for mothers’ 
(Miller, 2010) and fathers’ careers (Henwood, Shirani and Kellett, 2011).

Assisted reproductive technologies (ART) have contributed significantly 
to the extension of women’s reproductive window, although with 
limitations, since the success rate of these techniques decreases sharply 
with age. Since 1978, when the first in-vitro fertilization baby was born, 
ART utilization has increased rapidly. Several studies suggest that 
assisted reproduction has a small but non-negligible effect on fertility 
(Habbema et al., 2009; Sobotka et al., 2008). Spain, along with France 
and Germany, are among the European countries with more ART cycles 
reported. Recent reports estimate that about 3% of all children born 
have been conceived through ART methods (de Mouzon et al., 2010). 
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Assisted reproduction policy is fairly liberal in Spain and has been 
available to all women – whether married or not – through the national 
healthcare system since 1988 (Melo-Martín, 2009). Increasing ART use 
has contributed to the rapid increase of multiple births in Spain: from 
2.5% of all births in 1996 to 4.1% in 2011.

GRAPH 2.3

Mean ideal age for women’s early family transitions.  
European Social Survey 2006/2007
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Adoption has also expanded. Its rise is linked to the postponement of 
childbearing (and reduced fecundity) and to the expansion of ‘families 
by choice’. Adoption is increasingly international. The United States, 
France and Spain are, in order of importance, the major countries of 
destination (United Nations, 2009). Although adoption remains 
relatively rare – less than 1% of births in any given year – it has 
contributed significantly to the growing diversity of family forms. A 
recent downward trend in international adoption has been observed 
in many countries (Selman, 2012), including Spain (graph 2.4), where 
the number of international adoptions more than halved from its 
peak in 2004 (5,541 adoptions) to 2011 (2,573 adoptions), not because 
of weakening demand but mainly due to increasing barriers to 
intercountry adoption established by sending countries. 

GrAPH 2.4

Trends in the number of international and national adoptions,  
Spain 1998-2010
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We now return to the question whether later births necessarily mean fewer 
births? On an individual level, later entry into motherhood is associated 
with lower completed fertility because fecundity declines with age; couples 
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have fewer years left to attain their desired family size. Also, the longer 
they remain childless, the more likely they are to revise their fertility 
intentions downward due to competing life interests. However, at the 
aggregate level, older age at first birth is not always associated with lower 
overall fertility. In many European countries with comparatively high 
fertility, such as France, the Netherlands or Sweden, the mean age at first 
birth is close to 30, i.e. pretty much as in Spain. In most Eastern European 
countries, age at motherhood is significantly lower and so isfertility.

The question is to what extent delayed fertility can be recovered at older 
ages. The degree of recuperation differs across countries, and this is what 
makes a big difference between lower and higher fertility societies. Many 
studies have shown that postponement does not imply low fertility in 
Western and Northern Europe; but in Central and Southern Europe, it 
does (Sánchez Barricarte and Fernández Carro, 2007). There are also 
major country differences in terms of birth order. Most countries show a 
strong recuperation in terms of first-birth rates. The real difference lies in 
the probability of second and especially third births (Sobotka et al., 2011).

A cohort perspective on fertility 

Demographers have long been aware of the distortions in period fertility 
indicators, such as the total fertility rate (TFR), caused by shifts in the 
timing of childbearing (Ryder, 1964). Postponement, for instance, 
spreads the births that would have occurred in a single year across a 
larger time span, lowering the fertility rate in any given year, even if final 
completed fertility remains unchanged. A decline in fertility rates may 
therefore reflect fertility postponement (tempo) as well as a reduction in 
the number of births women will have in their lifetime (quantum). In 
fact, part of the explanation for the lowest-low fertility rates observed in 
Spain during the 1990s was the intense upward shift in the ages at 
childbearing.

Several adjustment methods have been proposed to correct these 
shortcomings of the TFR so as to provide a measure of the fertility 
quantum that is undistorted by birth timing changes (Bongaarts and 
Feeney, 1998; Kohler and Ortega, 2002). Yet the division of Europe into 
countries with very low fertility and countries with close-to-replacement 
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fertility remains roughly unchanged whether we use unadjusted or 
adjusted fertility rates. In the case of Spain, tempo-adjusted fertility rates 
were well above observed rates in the 1990s and early 2000s, but the 
tempo-adjusted TFR for 2008 was 1.54, very close to the observed TFR 
(1.46) (European Demographic Data Sheet, 2012). Hence, the current low 
levels of fertility can no longer be attributed to the distorting effect of 
postponement. 

It is always advisable to also look at fertility from a longitudinal 
perspective. Cohort fertility analysis – based on the final number of 
offspring born to successive cohorts – is not affected by timing shifts 
and provides an accurate measure of  trends in family size. An important 
shortcoming, though, is that lifetime fertility can only be observed for 
cohorts that have ended their reproductive span. Hence, cohort 
measures provide information about childbearing behaviour with a 
certain time lag. graph 2.5 displays long-term trends in lifetime fertility 
for successive female cohorts that have already completed their 
childbearing. In some countries, like Sweden, completed family size 
has been amazingly stable for all cohorts born in the 20th century. This 
is not the case for Spain. While women born in 1900 had on average 3.4 
children, women born in 1965 – the last cohort that would have 
completed its reproductive phase by 2011 – had on average 1.6 children 
over their lifetimes. Although period and cohort fertility measures are 
not strictly comparable, both of  them lead to a similar conclusion: 
Spain is positioned at the tail of  the European fertility ranking. 
Furthermore, a recent forecast analysis suggests that completed cohort 
fertility for women born in 1975 will remain very low in Spain (1.40) 
(Myrskylä, Goldstein and Cheng, 2013).

The fall in average family size might be due to rising levels of childlessness 
and/or a decrease in family size among women who have children. In 
recent decades, parenthood has increasingly become a matter of choice 
and personal preferences (Morgan and Berkowitz King, 2001), and the 
prevalence of childlessness has risen considerably (González and Jurado-
Guerrero, 2006). For some, childlessness is a deliberate choice; for others, 
decisions to postpone childbearing may result in having no children if  the 
appropriate moment never arrives (Tanturri and Mencarini, 2008).
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GrAPH 2.5

Completed cohort fertility, female birth cohorts 1900-1965
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GrAPH 2.6

Definitive childlessness by female birth cohort
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The European countries vary considerably with regard to childlessness, and 
there is no clear-cut correlation between its prevalence and overall fertility 
levels. In some countries, like Germany or Austria, high childlessness goes 
hand in hand with low cohort fertility. In others, however, the link is weak. In 
the very low fertility countries of Southern and Eastern Europe, childlessness 
is not widespread, whereas in some moderately high fertility countries, like 
the UK, about 20% of women end up childless (Frejka, 2008). Graph 2.6 
illustrates the divergence in lifetime childlessness across selected countries. 

In Spain, definitive childlessness has risen for recent cohorts, but only 
moderately so. About 13% of women born in 1965 remained childless by 
the end of their reproductive span compared to 9% of women born in 
1940. But even so, Spain’s rate remains considerably lower than the 20% 
level observed in Austria or the UK – where childlessness is very 
concentrated among highly educated women.(5) The very low fertility in 
Spain, therefore, cannot be attributed to an increasing rejection of 
parenthood. Instead, it is low rates of progression to second and higher 
order births which explain low cohort fertility levels. 

Graph 2.7a depicts the family size distribution of various female cohorts 
that have completed their childbearing in Spain. The proportion of large 
families has fallen dramatically: only 12.5% of women born in 1965 had 
three or more children compared to 60.7% of women born in 1940. In 
addition, the share of women born in 1965 who ended up with one child 
(27.6%) was well above that of women born in 1940 (7.4%). One-child 
families – and hence the number of children growing up without siblings 
– have become more widespread in Spain than in other countries. The 
pattern observed in England is quite different: a relatively high proportion 
of women remain childless but few have just one child (Graph 2.7b). And 
progression to second and third births remains commonplace.

The trends in parity progression ratios – the proportion of women who 
move from one parity to the next – are displayed in Graph 2.8. They 
confirm the patterns noted above. In Spain, the progression from 
childlessness to one child remains relatively high (87% of women in the 
1965 cohort), and has not changed much over the past decades. However, 

(5)   Current levels of definitive childlessness in Spain are not particularly high in historical perspective 
either. Nearly 20% of female cohorts born in 1910-1920 remained childless.
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progression to second and higher order births has become less and less 
common. Among women who had one child, only 68% proceeded to 
have a second child, and among those who had a second child, only 21% 
proceeded to have a third child. In higher fertility countries, the transition 
from first to second birth tends to be more frequent. In the Netherlands, 
for instance, 79% of women born in 1965 who had one child went on to 
have a second one (Graph 2.8b). 
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GrAPH 2.8
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 Figure 2.8a.  Parity progression ratios for cohorts 1940 to 1965, SPAIN 

First birth

Second birth

Third birth

19
65

19
64

19
63

19
62

19
61

19
60

19
59

19
58

19
57

19
56

19
55

19
54

19
53

19
52

19
51

19
50

19
49

19
48

19
47

19
46

19
45

19
44

19
43

19
42

19
41

19
40

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

19
65

19
64

19
63

19
62

19
61

19
60

19
59

19
58

19
57

19
56

19
55

19
54

19
53

19
52

19
51

19
50

19
49

19
48

19
47

19
46

19
45

19
44

19
43

19
42

19
41

19
40

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

19
40

19
41

19
42

19
43

19
44

19
45

19
46

19
47

19
48

19
49

19
50

19
51

19
52

19
53

19
54

19
55

19
56

19
57

19
58

19
59

19
60

19
61

19
62

19
63

19
64

19
65

Birth cohort

 Figure 2.8b. Parity progression ratios for cohorts 1940 to 1965, 
NETHERLANDS
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	 2.4.	T he rising importance of immigration on childbearing trends

In recent years, we have seen increased attention to the possibility 
that, with their youthful age pyramid and higher fertility, immigrants 
could help lessen the anticipated consequences of  Europe’s sub-
fertile, labor-short, ageing and declining populations (Lutz and 
Scherbov, 2002).
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With a net annual inflow of more than 600,000 foreigners in the period 
2000-2008, Spain became one of the main receiving countries of Europe 
– until the onset of the current economic crisis. The proportion of 
foreigners in the total population increased rapidly: from 1.6% in 1998 to 
12.2% in 2010. It has now leveled off. Net migration accounts for more 
than 90% of Spain’s population growth. In parallel, after decades of 
uninterrupted decline, the annual number of births rose dramatically: 
from 365,193 in 1998 to 519,779 in 2008. This was largely due to the 
relatively high proportion of immigrant women in childbearing age. There 
was also a significant rise in total fertility – from 1.15 children per woman 
in 1998 to 1.46 in 2008. This allowed Spain to surmount the lowest-low 
fertility threshold. But what was the actual role of immigrants’ childbearing 
in the recent fertility turn-around? 

The birth statistics for 2011 indicate that nearly one out of four newborns 
in Spain (23.1%) had at least one foreign-born parent. Several studies have 
shown, however, that the aggregate impact of migrants on overall fertility 
levels, although not trivial, is rather modest (Roig and Castro-Martín, 
2007). Castro-Martín and Rosero-Bixby (2011) estimated that immigrants’ 
contribution to Spain’s TFR in 2004-2006 was of 6.6% – or 0.082 children. 
This surprisingly small contribution resulted from their relatively low 
share of the childbearing population and also from the sustained decline 
in foreign women’s fertility rates. 

Graph 2.9a shows that the fertility rate for foreign women residing in 
Spain fell from 2.05 children in 2002 to 1.55 in 2011, not much above 
the fertility level of  native women (1.32). The decline in immigrants’ 
fertility can be partly attributed to ongoing change in the composition 
of  the foreign population – a high proportion of  recent immigrants 
come from low-fertility countries in Eastern Europe. Additionally, as 
also observed in other countries (Andersson, 2004), the longer they 
stay, the more immigrants’ fertility will converge with that of  the native 
population. 

Although the contribution of  immigrants’ fertility to overall fertility in 
Spain has been relatively modest, it is important to note that immigrant 
women’s younger childbearing schedule – their mean age at first birth 
in 2011 was 27.2 compared to 30.8 among Spanish women (Graph 2.9b) 
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– has contributed significantly to slowing down the rise in the mean age 
at motherhood and hence also the aggregate process of  fertility 
postponement.

GrAPH 2.9

4915 17 19 21 23 25 3727 29 31 33 35 4139 45 4743

0

0,5

1

1,5

2

2,5

AGE

TF
R

 (C
H

IL
D

R
E

N
 P

E
R

 W
O

M
A

N
)

B
IR

TH
S

 P
E

R
 1

00
0 

W
O

M
E

N

a) TOTAL FERTILITY RATES OF NATIVE AND FOREIGN WOMEN IN SPAIN, 2002-2011

b) AGE-SPECIFIC FERTILITY RATES BY NATIONALITY, SPAIN 2002 AND 2011

2011

1.55

1.32

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

0

60

40

20

80

100

120

140

0,0

0,5

1,0

1,5

2,0

2,5 Foreign
Spanish

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140 Foreign
Spanish
Foreign
Spanish

0,0

0,5

1,0

1,5

2,0

2,5 Foreign
Spanish

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140 Foreign
Spanish
Foreign
Spanish

Foreign Spanish

Spanish
2011

Spanish
2002

Foreign
2011

Foreign
2002

Source: INEbase <www.ine.es>.

There is another effect of  immigration on Spanish fertility that is worth 
mentioning. In Spain, as in other developed countries, immigrant 
women have been filling the domestic ‘caring gap’, taking care of  the 
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old, the disabled, and children. Even if  their direct contribution to 
overall fertility is relatively modest, their indirect contribution is 
probably important. Given the shortage of  child care services in Spain 
and men’s limited involvement in caring responsibilities, women’s 
labour force participation and childrearing is usually reconciled via the 
unpaid care of  grandparents and the low-paid care work of  immigrants 
(Tobío, 2001). Hence, if  fertility levels are currently very low, they 
would certainly be even lower without the contribution of  immigrants 
to child care.

	 2.5.	T he gap between desired and achieved fertility

While in most developed societies fertility has declined below replacement 
level, the average number of desired children has remained relatively 
stable: at or above two children per woman (Bongaarts, 2001). The two-
child norm – preferably one child of each sex (Mills and Begall, 2010) – 
prevails in most Western societies, even in very low fertility societies, 
meaning that actual fertility often deviates substantially from stated 
preferences. 

Why don’t citizens fulfill their childbearing desires? What are the obstacles? 
The persistent gap between desired and achieved fertility has stirred 
concerns about unhappy citizens underachieving their fertility goals, and 
it has provided a strong argument in favor of social policies aimed at 
removing obstacles such as unstable working conditions or difficulties in 
combining family and work (OECD, 2007).

The use of fertility intentions data has been criticised on a number of 
fronts: respondents tend to give socially desirable answers, many 
individuals revise their fertility goals over their life course, and there is a 
high level of uncertainty attached to reproductive plans (Ní Bhrolcháin 
and Beaujouan, 2012). Despite these shortcomings, childbearing 
preferences play a central role in fertility decision-making and are typically 
considered as an influential predictor of future childbearing behaviour 
(Philipov, 2009).
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Recent data on fertility intentions collected in the Eurobarometer 75.4 in 
2011 confirm that the two-child norm is strongly entrenched in all European 
countries (Testa, 2012a). Graph 2.10 shows the mean ideal, the ultimately 
intended, and the actual number of children among women and men aged 
20 to 49 in five European countries. Ideal family size refers to the number 
of children a person would like to have, irrespective of whether it is possible. 
It is therefore likely to be influenced by prevailing social norms. In all 
countries examined, women’s and men’s ideal number of children is above 
2 and reaches nearly 2.5 among women in France and Sweden. Intended 
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fertility, in contrast, is likely to take into account the various constraints in 
a person’s life. Except in France and the UK, intended fertility is below 
ideal fertility, but still close to the replacement level. The lowest level of 
intended fertility is observed among Spanish women and men (1.9 children) 
and among German men (1.75 children). In all countries, the average 
number of intended children exceeds the observed rate of childbearing as 
measured by the total fertility rate. This is particularly the case in Spain, 
where the gap between intended fertility (1.9) and the total fertility rate 
(1.36) in 2011 was, in the aggregate, about 0.5 children.

GrAPH 2.11
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The gap between intended and realized fertility tends to be particularly large 
among highly educated women, who typically intend to have the same 
number of children as their less educated counterparts, but ultimately end up 
with fewer children (Testa, 2012b; Iacovou and Tavares, 2011) – although 
this is not so in all countries. Graph 2.11 shows, for instance, that in Sweden, 
university-educated women intend to have more children than their less 
educated counterparts, and data on realized fertility, although incomplete 
because many women have not yet ended their reproductive period, show 
that differentials in actual fertility by educational attainment are relatively 
small. In Spain, in contrast, fertility intentions are very similar among women 
in different educational strata, but actual fertility of college-educated women 
is well below that of women with lower secondary education. A recent study 
by Testa (2012b) shows that the effect of education on the fertility gap is also 
gendered: compared to the less educated, highly educated women face more 
challenges in realizing their reproductive ideals than highly educated men.

	 2.6.	�S ocial, economic and relational factors driving or inhibiting 
childbearing 

We turn now to some of the key socio-economic factors that underlie the 
observed trends. We focus primarily on three factors: the massive expansion 
of women’s education, the rapid increase in female labour force participation 
and the changing nature of intimate relationships. Despite competing views 
of what ultimately drives fertility change – structural vs. ideational forces – , 
there is broad consensus on the crucial role of women’s educational 
aspirations and achievements, women’s stronger attachment to the labour 
force, and changes in partnership behaviour in shaping childbearing trends 
(Balbo, Billari and Mills, 2013). However, as we will see next, their effect 
does not work in a linear fashion, nor is it uniform across time and space.

Women’s education and childbearing: is the negative educational 
gradient weakening?

Women’s educational advancement is one of the most impressive social 
changes that has taken place in Spain in the last decades. Data from the 
2001 census show that while less than 5% of Spanish women born in the late 
1930s had access to university education, nearly one-third of women born 
in the early 1970s had attended college, surpassing their male counterparts 
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by 10 percentage points. According to Eurostat data, in 2011 the proportion 
of Spanish women aged 25-34 with a university degree not only exceeded 
that of men (44.1% vs. 34.4%), but it was above the EU-25 female average 
for this age group (39.5%) (see Graph 2.12). The rapid spread of tertiary 
education among women has altered the traditional patterns of assortative 
mating, since more highly-educated women are searching for partners with 
a similar educational attainment (Esteve et al., 2012). Some claim that the 
reversal of the gender imbalance in education is creating an education-
specific mating squeeze that might affect the timing, probability and stability 
of union formation, with implications for fertility (van Bavel, 2012).

Graph 2.12

Distribution of the population aged 15-64 and 25-34 by educational 
attainment, Spain and EU-25, 2011
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Postponed motherhood was initially spearheaded by highly educated 
women. In his New Economics of the Family, Becker (1981) argues that 
the opportunity costs of  motherhood for women with more education 
and stronger career prospects are greater. This is because career 
interruptions impose much steeper earnings penalties and human 
capital devaluation. Not surprisingly, women with a strong earnings 
potential were the forerunners in fertility postponement (Mills et al., 
2011). 

Postponement has subsequently spread to all social groups, but sizable 
differentials in the timing of  entry into motherhood across educational 
strata still prevail (Rendall et al., 2010). In Spain, postponement is 
pretty much across-the-board. In 2010, the mean age at first birth was 
32.9 among college-educated women, 30.8 among those with upper 
secondary education, and 28.2 for those with lower secondary education 
(see Graph 2.13). 

GrAPH 2.13
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Social disparities in the timing of  first births are more pronounced in 
countries with ‘liberal’ welfare regimes, like the UK and the United States. 
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Here, women with university education usually have their first child after 
age 30 and women with low qualifications tend to have their first child 
earlier, quite often as teenagers (Sigle-Rushton, 2008). This signals a 
potential social polarization in family formation. McLanahan (2004) 
argues that the syndrome of early childbearing and single motherhood 
among the less educated is linked to an increasingly disadvantaged 
economic position. In contrast, in France and the Nordic countries, 
social disparities in age at motherhood are less marked (Rendall et al., 
2010).

Educational gradients are observed not only for the timing of motherhood 
but also for overall fertility. Currently, the association between educational 
attainment and completed childbearing is negative in most European 
countries. However, evidence from the Nordic countries suggests that the 
negative educational gradient of fertility may be weakening or even 
disappearing. A recent Norwegian study by Kravdal and Rindfuss (2008) 
found that although higher educated women had their first child later, 
they were more likely to recuperate at a later age, so late motherhood did 
not have any visible impact on second or third birth rates. Andersson et al. 
(2009) also documents a strong recuperation of births at higher ages for 
highly educated women in Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden, 
resulting in small differences in completed fertility across educational 
groups. In Spain, data from the 2006 Fertility, Family and Values Survey 
indicate that the educational gradient of completed fertility remains 
negative. Among women aged 40 to 49, those with university credentials 
had on average 1.5 children, whereas women with lower secondary or less 
had on average 1.9 children.

Neutral or positive effects of education on ultimate fertility are mostly 
observed in societies committed to reducing social and gender inequalities 
and supporting maternal employment (Andersson et al., 2009). In fact, 
the reversal of the educational gradient of fertility in Scandinavia has 
been attributed to family-friendly policies, such as universal and high-
quality early childcare (Kravdal and Rindfuss, 2008). In countries where 
women find it hard to achieve a good work-family balance, like in Southern 
Europe, fertility differentials by education level are larger (Solera and 
Bettio, 2013).
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The field of education has also been shown to influence the timing and 
number of children (Lappegård and Rønsen, 2005; Hoem, Neyer and 
Andersson, 2006; van Bavel, 2010). In Spain, Martín-García and Baizán 
(2006) found that female-dominated disciplines concerned with the care 
of individuals or emphasizing interpersonal skills have a positive influence 
on the timing of first birth, irrespective of the level of education. Selection 
issues might be contributing to these findings. Women with a strong 
orientation towards childbearing might self-select into educational paths 
that lead to jobs where they are more able to combine motherhood and 
employment. But the difficulty of combining career and children may also 
vary by chosen career type (Mills et al., 2011). Furthermore, socialization 
effects of education might also play a role in reinforcing or altering initial 
orientations.

Women’s labor force participation: obstacle or prerequisite  
for childbearing?

The increase in women’s labour force participation has been accompanied 
by a steady decline in fertility. Yet again, we find important reversals both 
at the macro and micro levels. Ahn and Mira’s study (2002) shows that at 
the macro level, the traditionally negative relationship between female 
labour force participation and fertility rates has turned positive since the 
mid-1980s (see Graph 2.14). The trend is just the opposite regarding 
women’s unemployment: the cross-country correlation shifts from positive 
to negative. At the individual level, however, the association between 
female labour force participation and fertility tends to be negative, 
although there are important variations across cohorts and across 
countries (Matysiak and Vignoli, 2008). The impact of women’s 
employment on childbearing is positive in Northern Europe (Andersson, 
2000), but negative in Southern European countries (Baizán, 2005). 

Women’s career aspirations and labour force attachment have changed 
dramatically in Spain. Since the 1980s, women’s labour force participation 
has increased rapidly, although it still lags behind many European 
countries. Today, 52% of Spanish women aged 15-64 are employed, 
compared to 60% in France, 65% in the UK, 68% in Germany or 72% in 
Sweden (Eurostat, 2013). Aggregate indicators, however, are often 
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misleading, because they do not take into account large cohort differences. 
Younger cohorts display a similar rate of labour force participation to 
their European counterparts. In 2007, women’s employment rates in 
Spain for the 25-39 age group (70%) were close to those in Germany (71%), 
the UK (72%) or France (74%), and well above those in Italy (60%) 
(Naldini and Jurado, 2013). In other words, Spain is experiencing a very 
rapid shift from a male breadwinner family model to a dual-earner family 
model. The post-2008 economic crisis has, however, produced a sharp 
fall in female employment rates, especially among younger women. And 
this may delay the shift towards a dual earner/dual career model (León 
and Migliavacca, 2013).

Graph 2.14

Correlation trends between TFR and some labour indicators,  
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High unemployment has been an endemic problem in Spain. The 
unemployment rate averaged 17% in the 1980s and 19% in the 1990s; it 
went down to 10% during 2000-2007 and has risen sharply in recent years 
(18% in 2008-2011, reaching 26% in 2013). Unemployment has been 
systematically much higher among women and youth, and this clearly 
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affects family formation. For instance, 42% of Spanish women and 41% 
of men under age 30 were unemployed in 2011. The risk of unemployment 
declines with education, but nonetheless 16% of women and 14% of men 
aged 25-39 with a university degree were unable to find a job. A number 
of studies have shown that unemployment of one or both members of a 
couple has a particularly strong effect in reducing birth rates in Spain 
(Baizán, 2005; Gutiérrez-Domènech, 2008; Adsera, 2011).

Spain also suffers from a pronounced insider-outsider divide in the labour 
market. On one side, older workers enjoy indefinite contracts with solid 
guarantees in case of unemployment, while on the other side, young 
workers are either unemployed or tend to have short-term contracts with 
low wages, poor career prospects and limited safety nets (Häusermann 
and Schwander, 2011). Since the mid-1980s, a series of flexibility-driven 
labour market reforms have deepened the process of dualization of the 
Spanish working population, affecting mostly women and young people 
(Polavieja, 2006). In 2011, 27% of women and 24% of men had a fixed-
term job in Spain (15% and 14% in the EU-25). Among young adults, 
Spain also occupies one of the top positions in the European ranking: 
34% of Spanish employees below age 40 have a temporary job (vs. 22% in 
the EU-25). Several studies have shown that income and job insecurity 
largely discourage family formation in Spain (De la Rica and Iza 2005; 
Vignoli, Drefahl and De Santis, 2012). A minimum level of stability is a 
prerequisite for setting up an independent household and having children 
(González and Jurado-Guerrero, 2006).

Part-time jobs are generally expected to have a positive effect on fertility 
by permitting an easier re-entry into the labour market after childbirth. 
However, countries differ considerably regarding the regulation of part-
time employment. In Spain, the prevalence of part-time employment is 
low (14%(6) vs. 19% in the EU-25). In contrast to other European countries, 
like the Netherlands or in Scandinavia, part-time employment does not 
represent a satisfactory strategy to combine work and childrearing in 
Spain. On the one hand, part-time work involves mostly low-skilled 
women in the service sector with low incomes, poor working conditions, 

(6)   23.4% among women and 5.9% among men.
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high temporality, and limited chances of upward mobility (Lapuerta, 
2012). On the other hand, part-time employment is mainly driven by the 
demand of service industries rather than the desire of women for shorter 
working hours to accommodate their family roles. In fact, part-timers 
are often forced to accept non-standard hours of work that make it even 
more difficult to reconcile work with family and social life (Ibañez, 2011). 
Research shows that part-time jobs have a positive effect on fertility only 
in those countries where they are widespread and voluntarily chosen 
(Ariza, De la Rica and Ugidos, 2005). 

Public sector jobs constitute a unique source of secure and stable 
employment before and after childbirth. Research shows that in those 
countries where the level of female employment is high, public sector 
employment tends to be a substantial contributor (Mandel and 
Semyonov, 2006). Moreover, fertility is usually higher in countries with 
larger public sectors (Bernhardt, 1993), and women employed in the 
public sector tend to have higher fertility rates than their counterparts 
in the private sector (Adsera, 2011; Esping-Andersen, 2007; Esping-
Andersen et al, 2002; Martín-García and Castro-Martín 2013; Solera 
and Bettio, 2013). They are also more likely to remain in the labour 
force after childbirth (Gutiérrez-Domènech, 2008). Better job conditions 
in the public sector also encourage men’s take-up of parental leave 
(Geisler and Kreyenfeld, 2011), as well as a greater involvement in 
childrearing, which in turn has a positive effect on fertility (Esping 
Andersen et al., 2007).

In Spain, job opportunities in the public sector are in shorter supply than 
in Northern Europe. Public sector employment accounts for about 12% 
of total employment, below the 15% average for the OECD (OECD, 2011). 
Norway, Denmark or Sweden are all well above 25%. Spanish women are 
more represented in the public sector than in the economy as a whole, but 
still represent only 54% of total public employment, compared to 70% in 
Norway (Røsen and Skrede, 2010). 

A number of studies suggest that it is not merely employment versus 
non-employment, contract duration, or the number of hours worked 
that matter for childbearing (Begall and Mills, 2011). Work schedules 
and time flexibility, job characteristics such as autonomy, and 
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workplace organizational culture are increasingly considered 
important in terms of reconciling family and work (Drobnič and 
Guillén Rodríguez, 2011). A recent study documents that there are 
significant differences in women’s fertility according to their 
occupational choice. It shows that health and teaching professionals 
have an advantage in harmonizing work and motherhood in Spain 
(Martín-García, 2010). Working conditions and schedules might be 
particularly important when, as in Spain, there is a lack of policy 
support for working mothers. 

In brief, empirical research shows that women’s labour force participation 
does not necessarily lead to very low fertility. The relationship between 
employment and fertility is largely conditioned by institutional 
arrangements, welfare policies, gender relations, the functioning of the 
labour market, and the social organization of work. As we have seen, 
none of these dimensions are conducive to fertility in Spain. 

Do family and partnership changes affect fertility negatively?

Family life and partnership dynamics have undergone profound changes 
in all Western societies in recent decades (Bumpass, 1990; Billari, 2005). 
Some of the key transformations have been later entry into conjugal 
unions, the declining significance of marriage, the spread of cohabitation 
and living-apart together relationships, the rise of separations and 
divorce, and the increase in re-partnering and step-families (Seltzer, 
2000; Kiernan, 2001).

The retreat from marriage and the rising instability of partnerships have 
often been linked to low fertility. Indeed, it is reasonable to think that 
long periods spent during young adulthood outside a conjugal union 
may contribute to later and fewer births or that more unstable 
partnerships might prevent couples from having the number of children 
they aspire to. However, the relationship between partnership dynamics 
and fertility is not straightforward. When analyzed cross-nationally, the 
evidence points in the opposite direction than expected: fertility is 
currently higher in countries with a larger share of cohabitation, non-
marital births, and union disruption (Billari and Kohler, 2004). Although 
some of these associations at the highly aggregated country level might 
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be temporary and spurious, they reveal that the eroding importance of 
marriage, the spread of alternative living arrangements, and rising 
union instability do not inevitably lead to long-term sub-replacement 
fertility.

Graph 2.15 illustrates the strong correlation that currently exists at the 
country level between overall fertility and the proportion of births taking 
place outside of marriage. In most countries where fertility is close to 
replacement, the proportion of non-marital births is in the range of 40-
50%. The weakening relationship between marriage and fertility is closely 
linked to the rapid spread of cohabitation. In most European countries, 
a large majority of births outside marriage are planned and occur within 
stable cohabiting unions. 

Graph 2.15

Cross-country correlation between the percentage of nonmarital births 
and the total fertility rate, OECD countries, 2009
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Spain is a latecomer to the global process of family change. At the end 
of the 20th century, it ranked highest in terms of age at marriage within 
Europe. The decline in marriage was not compensated for by a parallel 
increase in cohabitation, as has been the norm in most European 
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countries. Consequently, the percentage of Spanish women aged 20-
34 (i.e. in the prime childbearing ages) who had not yet formed their 
first conjugal union was among the highest in Europe in the 2000s: 
62% (Castro-Martín, Domínguez-Folgueras and Martín-García, 
2008). 

But as we shall also see in Chapter 4, here we see very rapid change. 
Cohabitation has become a common partnership choice: by the age of 35, 
39% of women born in the 1970s had entered their first conjugal union 
through cohabitation, compared with 17% of women born in the 1960s 
and 6% of women born in the 1950s (Domínguez-Folgueras and Castro-
Martín, 2013). This study also reveals that, while college-educated women 
were the clear forerunners of cohabitation in the mid 1990s, educational 
differentials are no longer significant. The waning effect of education 
may be interpreted as an indicator of the diffusion of cohabitation across 
all social strata. As we shall also see in Chapter 4, cohabiting couples in 
Spain appear quite stable.

Recent studies have also shown that the probability of marital dissolution, 
traditionally low in Spain, has increased substantially among recent 
marriage cohorts (Bernardi and Martínez-Pastor, 2011). Rising marital 
disruption might also influence the choice of cohabitation, because many 
divorced persons who re-partner choose to cohabit rather than re-marry 
(Wu and Schimmele, 2005).

However, the most striking family transformation in Spain has to do 
with the partnership context of childbearing (Castro-Martín, 2010). 
The percentage of births to unwed mothers rose from 4% in 1980 to 11% 
in 1995. Since then, the increase has been dramatic, reaching 37% in 
2011. This has primarily been driven by births to cohabiting adults, a 
pattern that has also been observed in many other countries (Raley, 
2001) (see Graph 2.16). In 2011, childbearing in cohabiting families 
accounted for 23% of all births. This level is similar to that documented 
by Manlove et al. (2010) for the United States and it suggests that 
cohabitation in Spain has become an accepted context for childbearing 
and possibly childrearing.
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GraPH 2.16

Percentage of births to married, cohabiting and lone mothers  
by mother’s level of education, Spain 2010
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	 2.7.	 Pathways to higher fertility

We have noted that there is a relatively wide variation in fertility levels 
across advanced societies. In 2010, the total fertility rate ranged from 1.17 
(Latvia) to 2.2 (Iceland) in Europe and from 1.23 (Korea) to 3.03 (Israel) 
among OECD countries. As demographic research has underscored, the 
medium and long-term consequences of a fertility rate below 1.3 are vastly 
different from those of a fertility rate above 1.7. The latter, with moderate 
levels of immigration, could ensure population stabilization. In the former 
case, only massive and sustained immigration flows could offset a reduction 
in population size and rapid ageing.

The North-South fertility divide that prevailed in Europe during most of 
the 19th and 20th centuries has turned upside down since the 1990s (Castles, 
2003), and the current fertility map displays an entirely new regional 
configuration. Northern and Western European countries, which were the 
forerunners of the first and second demographic transition, now have 
fertility levels close to replacement. Southern and Eastern Europe –
laggards in both the first and second demographic transitions – and the 
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German-speaking countries display very low fertility levels. Several 
institutional, economic and social factors are good explanatory candidates. 
It appears that fertility tends to be higher in societies where children are 
viewed as both a private and a public good, where the costs and care of 
children are shared between the family and the state, and where more 
gender equity helps reconcile employment and childrearing. However, 
from a policy and welfare perspective, we can distinguish two broad 
clusters of countries (Sobotka, 2004). 

In the first cluster fertility is comparatively high. Here we find the 
Scandinavian countries, France and other countries, like the Netherlands, 
which provide ample job protection for working mothers, relatively 
generous child benefits, subsidized child-care, and universal social policies 
that promote gender equality and support dual-earner families to achieve 
a work-family-life balance (Oláh and Bernhardt, 2008). In these countries 
differentials in fertility and family life across educational strata tend to be 
relatively small (Toulemon, Pailhé and Rossier, 2008; Andersson et al., 
2009). 

In a second cluster we also find comparatively high fertility. This group is 
comprised of Ireland, the United Kingdom and the United States. Here 
we find weak labour market regulations and family policies that tend to be 
targeted to the needy (McDonald and Moyle, 2010). Despite little public 
support for families and children, fertility remains relatively high, partly 
because disadvantaged social groups tend to have early – and often 
unintended – births, and partly because immigrant and ethnic groups 
exhibit high fertility rates (Sigle-Rushton, 2008). As a by-product, there 
has been an increasing social polarization in the timing, the quantum, and 
the family context of childbearing by education level and occupational 
class, with highly educated women having no children or small families, 
and low educated women having early births – often outside marriage – 
and relatively large families (Kiernan et al., 2011). In this context, greater 
fertility is linked to high levels of inequality. In turn, partnership and 
reproductive behaviour contribute to inequalities. 

In brief, the experience of many advanced countries indicates that 
economic modernization, women’s education and stronger attachment to 
the labour force do not inevitably lead to long-term sub-replacement 
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fertility. However, there seem to be two pathways to moderately high 
fertility: the Nordic model, based on public support for the dual-earner 
family and family-friendly policies aimed at facilitating the reconciliation 
of employment and care responsibilities of mothers and fathers, and the 
Anglo model, based on the persistence of high fertility niches.

	 2.8.	C onclusions

Summarizing recent demographic research and presenting stylized 
evidence, we have tried to dispel various common misconceptions about 
low fertility – in particular the idea that very low fertility is the inevitable 
outcome of economic development, women’s massive entry into higher 
education and the labour market, and the increasing retreat from marriage. 
The empirical data reveal that this is not necessarily so. Several advanced 
societies have managed to maintain fertility levels close to replacement 
while having a highly educated and economically active female population 
and also exhibiting a weak link between marriage and reproduction. In 
contrast, fertility in Spain has remained below 1.5 children per woman for 
more than two decades, even though the mean desired number of children 
is about two. The moderate upward trend at the beginning of the new 
century was not only modest but also short-lived. 

We have identified three key obstacles to fulfilling fertility preferences. 
Firstly, macro-level conditions related to labour market structures and 
opportunities matter. Since stable employment has become a prerequisite 
for childbearing, the high unemployment rate of young adults and the 
unstable position of many of those employed are clearly major obstacles 
to childbearing. 

Secondly, the institutional and policy setting also matters. Public support 
for women and men to combine paid work and family responsibilities has 
never been a priority in Spain. Most policies have not gone beyond abstract 
commitments, strong rhetoric and piecemeal interventions. The current 
economic crisis, with rising unemployment and job insecurity, and the 
implementation of austerity programs make it even more difficult to 
envision  more comprehensive support for families in the near future. 



The fertility gap in Spain  81

Finally, an increasing number of studies have found solid evidence that 
links gender (in)equality and fertility (Esping-Andersen, 2009; McDonald, 
2000; Goldscheider, 2000; Neyer, Lappegård and Vignoli, 2011). Change 
in gender relations has been asymmetric since women’s lives have changed 
much more than men’s. Additionally, change has been more rapid in some 
spheres, such as education and employment, than in others, such as family 
practices or welfare state adaptation (England, 2010). In addition, gender 
(in)equalities have an important bearing on childbearing decisions.

What will the future course of fertility in Spain be? If  failure to address 
job precariousness, gender equality, and work-family balance persists, the 
forecast is simple: very low fertility is here to stay. Only if  the costs and 
care of children are shared between the family and the state and equitably 
between both parents, the gap between desired and actual childbearing is 
likely to narrow (Folbre, 2008). Yet the critical question posed by England 
and Folbre (1999): who should pay for the kids? – be it in terms of time and 
money – remains unanswered.
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III.	Education, Employment, and Fertility 

	 3.1.	I ntroduction

More education can exert a double influence on fertility. It is likely to 
promote a postponement of first births (the tempo effect) and lead to 
overall fewer children (the quantum effect). Research that focuses on the 
former typically finds a clear postponement effect (Rindfuss et.al., 1996; 
Martin, 2000; Lappegaard and Rønsen, 2005). This is true also for Spain 
(Noguera et.al., 2003) – although recent data suggest that less educated 
Spanish women are also increasingly delaying entry into motherhood (see 
Chapter 1).

Postponing the first birth will of course narrow the fertile part of women’s 
life span. And, yet, there is no clear effect of postponement on ‘quantum’. 
This is so for two reasons. One, late starters can catch up by accelerating 
subsequent births. This is, in fact, a widespread practice in Scandinavia. 
Two, the causal influence of education may be spurious or contingent on 
women’s employment situation. Some studies that focus on fields of 
education, for example, find that women with strong fertility preferences 
select themselves into educational specializations and job trajectories that 
are more ‘mother-friendly’ (Lappegaard and Rønsen, 2005; Martin-Garcia 
and Baizan, 2006).

The quantum effect of education is linked to the greater economic 
opportunity costs that higher educated women face when interrupting 
careers. But historical studies cast some doubt on this straightforward 
explanation. Jones and Tertilt (2008) examine U.S. fertility trends from the 
early 1800s and find that the (negative) educational gradient of fertility 
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has remained basically stable over a century even if  women’s employment 
was marginal throughout much of that period. 

Over all, the evidence is quite ambiguous. There is, on the one hand, clear 
evidence that higher educated women have fewer children (Skirbekk, 
2008). But studies that focus on more recent female cohorts do not find 
any clear correlation and some, in fact, suggest that the educational 
gradient may have reversed itself  (Kravdal and Rindfuss, 2008; Mencarini 
and Tanturri, 2006; Mills et.al., 2008; Sobotka, 2004). In any case, as we 
saw in Chapter 1, there are no noticeable differences with regard to 
education as far as women’s fertility preferences are concerned. 

Graph 3.1 

Female students enrolled in tertiary education (ISCED 5-6) as a 
percentage of all students in tertiary education, in 1971, 1992 and 2010
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Source: UNESCO. Data for France in 1971 are not available.

Throughout most of modern history, women’s educational attainment 
lagged far behind men’s. Today the situation has reversed itself  in most 
advanced countries. Since the 1980s, women’s enrolment rates in higher 
education have surpassed men’s (UNESCO, 2010).(1) Figure 1 plots the 
percentage of female students among all students in tertiary education for 

(1)   Global Education Digest, Unesco 2010.
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European countries in 1971, 1992 and 2010. As shown, all countries in 
2010 boast a female majority in tertiary education. The vanguards were 
the Nordic countries. 

Women have also surpassed men in terms of completion rates. Still, there 
are huge gender-gaps in terms of choice of disciplines.(2) 

In the following we explore the changing relationship between education 
and fertility. 

We begin with a meta-analysis in order to systematize a large number of 
existing studies that investigate this relationship. They focus on European 
Countries in different time periods of the last century. 

We then examine micro-macro interactions, in order to study how the 
(micro-level) effect of education affects the intention of having another 
child within different macro-level settings. In this sense, this chapter 
provides an additional contribution to the analysis of the link between 
education and fertility by introducing empirical measures of institutional 
factors that might influence fertility.

Hence, in the first part of the chapter we shall test the validity of a 
U-shaped relationship between level of education and fertility at the 
aggregate level across countries. To test this association we begin with a 
structured literature review of the existing empirical evidence. In parallel, 
we analyze data from the European Social Survey 2004-5 (ESS Round 2) 
pooled with data from the World Value Survey (1981-2008) to explore 
how levels of education influence fertility.(3) Subsequently we will present 
and discuss the results of the analysis (called meta-analysis). A comparative 
perspective here is fundamental because existing research suggests that 
European countries are very heterogeneous in term of fertility trends.

To anticipate our findings, we do observe a reversal in the educational 
gradient of fertility precisely in those countries that pioneered not only 
the demographic transition but also the transformation of women’s 
economic roles.

(2)   Women and men continue to study different disciplines, leading to gender segregation by fields of study 
(Mills et al 2012).
(3)  T hese data sets have some restrictions: the sample sizes are relatively small, the educational information 
is not very precise, and we are not able to follow respondents across time. 
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The puzzle, then, is why fertility is rising among highly educated women and 
falling among less educated women in some countries (Scandinavia) but not 
in others (Southern Europe). There is substantial evidence that labour 
market and welfare policies play a central role in this respect – in particular 
policies that support working mothers. Recent advances in fertility research 
demonstrate that women’s childbearing depends less on the male partner’s 
earning power and more on their own opportunity cost perceptions. Hence, 
child care support and maternity leaves can be decisive for fertility intentions. 
Similarly, labour market characteristics that help reconcile work-family 
conflicts may help lower the opportunity costs of motherhood.

To examine how such characteristics affect fertility, in particular for higher 
educated women, we will analyse the intention to have another child 
considering characteristics such as the opportunity to work part-time, the 
availability of public sector jobs, and the incidence of temporary contracts. 
Analysing the data from the 2004/5 Round of the European Social Survey 
we test the links between level of education and fertility intentions in a 
variety of labour market settings. We shall see that the intention to have 
another child appears to be mediated by family friendly labour market 
policies. In countries with a large proportion of public sector jobs we find 
significantly stronger fertility intentions among the highly educated.

The chapter proceeds as follows: in Section 2 we describe the main results 
of the meta-analysis. In Section 3 we present our analyses on fertility 
intentions and we conclude in Section 4.

	 3.2.	 Meta-analysis: a quantitative research review

A large number of studies have investigated the relationship between 
education and fertility, but the majority have focused only on a single 
country in a specific time period. As a consequence, research has not yet 
produced any clear conclusions regarding trends in the educational 
gradient. The use of meta-analysis represents a solution to this conundrum 
because it offers a clear and systematic way of comparing, synthesizing 
and harmonizing the empirical evidence obtained by different studies. 

In order to implement the meta-analysis, we sampled a large number of 
scientific contributions aimed at testing the association between education 
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and fertility. We then constructed a dataset containing comparable results 
across time and countries. As we will show in the next section, from this 
analysis it emerges very clearly that the sign of the relationship between 
education and the probability of having a second child has changed in the 
last decades.

3.2.1. Research design

The first step was to identify studies (from journals, books, working papers 
and international reports) which explicitly study the relationship between 
education and fertility in Western Europe over the past century. We focused 
on contributions where the key variables were operationalized as follows:  

• �The woman’s level of education was measured either as a dummy variable 
(with ISCED 1-2 versus ISCED 5-6) or as a categorical variable (with 
ISCED1-2, ISCED 3-4, and ISCED 5-6). 

• �Fertility outcomes were measured as two dummy variables, having or not 
having a second child, and being or not being childless (that is symmetric 
to the variable having or not at least one child).

Our identification of relevant studies was accomplished using three web 
instruments (the Web of Knowledge, Google Scholar and Google). The 
keywords inserted in the databases were «education» «tertiary education» 
«educational attainment» (and similar), also combined with «childlessness», 
«transition to first (second/third) birth», «having a first (second/third) child», 
«childbearing», «fertility», «maternity», «quantum», «siblings», «parity», 
«parity transition», «parity progression» and «birth order», and similar in 
three different languages, English, Italian and Spanish. Additionally, we 
checked all the studies of interest that were cited by articles that matched our 
search criteria. We ended up with more than 90 contributions. A large 
number of these studies, however, could not be included because they did not 
conform to our selection criteria – estimations were not available separately 
by gender, the age cohorts considered were too extended (more than ten 
years), available results were not comparable because of different measures 
for our key variables (for example, in some studies the level of education was 
treated as a continuous variable), or women less than 38 years of age were 
included. In addition, descriptive results from Western countries included in 
the World Value Survey and the European Social Survey were included. 



Education, Employment, and Fertility   87

At the end we constructed a dataset including 113 estimates (referring 
only to women), distributed as follows: 47 coefficients refer to the risk of 
having a second child and 66 refer to the risk of being childless.(4)

As to the studies focusing on a second child, two coefficients are for the 
birth cohorts 1935-39, twelve for 1940-44, five for 1945-49, six for 1955-
59, nineteen for 1960-64, fourteen for 1965-69 and eleven for 1970 up to 
the 1980s. As regards the studies of childlessness, 3 estimates are for the 
birth cohorts 1935-39, two for 1940-44, nine for 1945-49, ten for 1950-54, 
eleven for 1955-59, six for 1960-64, two for 1956-69 and two for the 
1970s-1980s. The distribution across countries is presented in Table 1. A 
list of all references used in the meta-analysis is found in the bibliography. 

Table 3.1 

Meta-sample composition – number of coefficients reported

Childlessness Second birth

Nordic Countries

Denmark 3 1

Norway 15 15

Sweden 9 3

Finland 6 5

Continental Countries

Netherlands 4 3

Western Germany 2 3

France 8 3

Mediterranean Countries

Italy 5 6

Greece 1 –

Spain 4 4

Liberal Countries

UK 4 4

Total 66 47

Source: our elaboration.

(4) N ot all the selected studies aimed to test the role of women’s education on fertility outcomes but some 
of them treated it as a control variable.
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We standardized all the reported coefficients:(5) we transformed them 
into odds ratios, i.e. the relative risk of having a second child or being 
childless comparing high educated women with low educated women 
(the reference category).(6) As a result, our dataset contains information 
for each contribution following this order: author(s), title, country, 
women’s birth-cohorts, dataset, sample, methodology, control variables 
and coefficients of interest.

To identify the association between education and fertility over time, 
we test for both a linear and a quadratic function. The quadratic 
function fits better with the u-shaped hypothesis regarding the 
probability of having a second birth (and with the inverse u-shape in 
the case of childlessness).(7) 

3.2.2. �Changes in the educational gradient of fertility across European 
Countries: an overview

In this section we present the effect sizes. We start with the probability of 
being childless. In Graph 2 the vertical axis shows the probability (odds 
ratio) of being childless for high educated relative to low educated (e.g. a 
value of two implies that higher educated women have twice the risk of 
being childless relative to low educated women). The fitted linear line in 
Graph 3 reveals no change in the association between education and 
childlessness over the past century. 

But when we consider the Nordic countries separately a different pattern 
emerges. The absence of any effect in Figure 2 seems to have been the 
result of two different scenarios. For the Nordic countries there is a 
negative correlation between level of education and childlessness across 
time. But for the other European countries the evidence supports a positive 
association (Graph 3). 

Put differently, the educational gradient of childlessness is evaporating in 
Scandinavia while it is strengthening in the rest of Europe. 

(5) T hey result from regression analysis in the majority of the cases.
(6)  Many studies reported more than two educational categories; we considered only two categories – less 
than secondary education and tertiary education.
(7) I n our analysis we do not consider explanatory covariates used by original studies. 
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Graph 3.2 

Probability of being childless, all countries, birth cohorts 1935-1974
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Graph 3.3 

Probability of being childless, Nordic (a) and other European Countries 
(b), birth cohorts, 1935-1974
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Graph 3.4 

Probability of having a second child, all countries, birth cohorts  
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Graph 3.5 

Probability of having a second child, Nordic (a) and other European 
Countries (b), birth cohorts 1935-1974
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Graph 4 shows the association between education and the probability of 
having a second child. Here, too, the relationship is not clear. But again, 
when we separate the Nordic countries from the others, we note that the 
overall slightly positive association is due to two opposite relationships. 

In particular, the fitted quadratic shape of Graph 5a (Nordic countries) 
reveals a shift from a negative education-fertility relation for the birth 
cohorts from the 1930s towards a positive correlation for those born in the 
1950s and thereafter. In other European countries (Graph 5b) the fertility 
effect of education seems generally to be (slightly) negative. 

	 3.3.	 National context and childbearing: a hierarchical model

The association between women’s education and fertility is shaped by the 
institutional framework. Labour market policies play an important role in 
this regard. Some labour market policies can exacerbate the so-called 
double burden of women; others can help reconcile family and work. We 
expect to find that the effects of such policies will vary across education 
levels. 

In other words, the cross-country heterogeneity that we observed in the 
previous section concerning the relationship between education and 
fertility may be related to macro-level factors such as the availability of 
part-time contracts, the incidence of public sector employment, and the 
proliferation of temporary jobs. As we will explain below, public sector 
jobs typically provide greater security and flexibility for women as do 
part-time jobs. In contrast, the growth of temporary contracts could be 
perceived as an impediment to motherhood. 

In the following section we will try to answer the following questions: does 
the availability of part time contracts or public sector employment 
influence fertility intentions positively? And how do such effects vary 
across levels of education? 

Based on the second round of the European Social Survey, we conduct a 
multilevel analysis that takes into consideration both individual – and 
nation-level variables. We find that macro-level conditions do exert a 
positive influence on fertility. Specifically, in nations with abundant public 
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sector employment opportunities, easy access to part time work, and low 
levels of job insecurity, we find a stronger probability of higher-order 
births. And the effect of the availability of public employment seems 
especially clear for higher educated women. 

Temporary contracts

Previous studies have found that employment insecurity depresses fertility. 
Temporary contracts have hidden costs that can affect fertility adversely 
(for Spain see Bonet et.al, 2013 and Adsera, 2006; for Italy see Modena 
et.al, 2011). First, having a child under a temporary contract can signal a 
weak commitment to the employer, and this, in turn, may reduce a worker’s 
chance of obtaining a permanent contract. Secondly, temporary contracts 
may not provide the degree of economic stability required when planning 
for motherhood (Baizan, 2005). 

The diffusion of temporary contracts varies widely across countries. As 
shown in Table 2, in 2005, 37,4% of Spanish female employees aged 15-45 
were on temporary contracts (with no significant differences across levels 
of education). In contrast, the corresponding level was only 3% in Ireland. 
These huge differences may have an impact on fertility behaviour, perhaps 
especially among higher educated women. The latter, having invested a 
great deal in their education, are more likely to face an acute work-family 
conflict if  their labour market status is insecure.

Part-time employment

Part-time employment can be a viable strategy for reconciling parenthood 
with career aspirations (Schmitt, 2012). The level of part-time employment 
varies across countries. Part-time jobs are very scarce in Mediterranean 
Countries, as well as in the Slovak Republics and Hungary (below 5%). In 
contrast, they are widespread in Scandinavia and Western Europe (see 
Table 2). In the Netherlands part-time employment represents close to 
42% of female employment (considering women aged 15-45). In the latter 
group of countries, part time contracts are governed by generous re-
instatement rights and extensive legal protection. Where part-time jobs 
are scarce, women often have to choose between non-employment or full 
time employment – an option that may not be compatible with childbearing. 
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In fact, where access to part-time employment is widespread we find that 
new mothers are more likely to remain in the labour market (Del Boca 
et.al, 2005). 

Public sector employment

Public sector employment generally offers superior conditions for 
reconciling motherhood and careers (Martin Garcia and Castro-Martin. 
2013). Public employees are far better protected against unemployment, 
and they generally enjoy more flexible time schedules and fewer pressures 
when taking long parental leaves (Rønsen and Skrede, 2010). Additionally, 
there is generally less wage discrimination in the public sector (Cavalli, 
2012). 

Cross-national variations in public employment are large (see Table 2). 
The Nordic countries stand out, not only in terms of the size of the public 
sector but also in terms of its strong female employment bias (across all 
skill levels). 

TablE 3.2

Public employment, part-time employment and temporary employment 
(in percentages), 2005

Incidence of public 
employment (%)

Incidence of part time 
employment (%)

Incidence of temporary 
employment (%)

AT Austria 13.7 12.1 6.5

BE Belgium 30.6 17.2 10.4

CH Switzerland 18.6 29.0 7.0

CZ Czech Rep 25.0 26.0 8.1

DE Germany 15.6 12.0 15.6

DK Denmark 49.1 17.3 12.0

EE Estonia 32.5 5.7 3.1

ES Spain 19.3 11.1 37.4

FI Finland 39.7 10.0 19.5

FR France 30.0 16.2 15.9

GB Great Brit 24.6 16.4 5.3

GR Greece 23.9 4.6 14.0

HU Hungary 36.3 2.5 8.8



94  The Fertility Gap in Europe

Incidence of public 
employment (%)

Incidence of part time 
employment (%)

Incidence of temporary 
employment (%)

IE Ireland 21.9 14.5 3.0

IS Iceland – 19.7 8.7

LU Luxembourg 13.6 10.2 5.9

NL Netherlands 24.4 41.6 14.2

NO Norway 37.7 26.2 11.7

PL Poland 37.7 7.7 30.7

PT Portugal – 10.6 27.5

SE Sweden 48.0 17.1 18.2

SI Slovenia 39.0 7.5 22.8

SK Slovakia 27.9 1.7 5.0

TR Turkey 11.9 6.5 8.8

UA Ukraine 26.4 – –

Sources: EU-LFS micro-data, ILO Laborstat, OECD.org, Eurostat.eu, Unece.org.

3.3.1. Hypotheses

Since part-time jobs and public sector employment help reduce work-
family conflicts, their overall availability should have a positive influence 
on fertility. In contrast, since temporary contracts intensify work-family 
conflicts, their prevalence should have a negative effect on fertility. 

Since higher educated women are generally more attached to the labour 
market, family-friendly policies may have a stronger positive impact within 
this educational group. For this reason we expect that if  public sector jobs 
are abundant, the opportunity cost of parity progression will be lower 
especially for higher educated women. 

Consequently, our main hypothesis is that 

– family-friendly labour market policies will positively influence the intention 
of higher order births. 

Moreover, we expect that 

– the impact of family-friendly labour market policies will be especially 
pronounced for higher educated women. 
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3.3.2. Data, variables and methodology

Our empirical analyses are based on the European Social Survey Round 
2, 2004-2005. The ESS is a biannual social survey that measures the 
values and behaviour of  European citizens and how they change over 
time. The questionnaire for each round contains a core module, which is 
identical for each round, plus rotating modules. The core module monitors 
change and continuity on socio-economic, political and demographic 
variables. The Round 2 ESS is useful for our purposes since it contains 
information on family, work and wellbeing, including a specific question 
about family-work balance as well as general questions on family and 
fertility choices. 

We select all the countries included in the ESS. We restrict our analyses to 
the sub-sample of women aged 18-41 with at least one child but with less 
than three children, and of men whose partner fits these characteristics 
(n=6,448).

To test our hypotheses we estimate a multilevel model. The ESS database 
has a hierarchical, multi-level structure with two levels, where level 1 units 
are individuals nested within level-2 units, which are the countries. We 
use multilevel analysis techniques that are well suited for a hierarchical 
data structure; moreover, they have many advantages compared to 
standard regression analysis. In particular, they allow for cross-country 
heterogeneity in the likelihood of  the intention of  having another child 
and for the investigation of  how this variation can be explained by 
contextual factors.

The dependent variable is the respondent’s intention to have another child 
within the next three years (versus not intending to have another child). 
The exact question in the questionnaire is the following: «Do you plan to 
have a child within the next three years?» Respondents could choose 
between four answers, «definitely yes», «probably yes», «probably not», 
«definitely not», or they can refuse to answer, or answer that they do not 
know. We create two categories collapsing the first two answers and the 
second two.(8) To clarify, our dependent variable assumes the value of one 

(8) N o respondent refused to answer or answered that he/she did not know in the sample that we selected. 
Missing values represent 8.4% of our sample.
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if  couples that have already had one child have the intention to have a 
second child or if  couples with two children have the intention to have  
a third child. Our dependent variable assumes the value of zero if  couples 
with one child or couples with two children do not have the intention to 
have another child.(9) 

In the first set of models (1 and 2) we include women’s socio-demographic 
characteristics: age, age squared, having one or two children, being 
religious, age of the youngest child, gender of the respondent, educational 
enrolment and the years of education as explanatory variables. In Models 
3 and 4 we include level 2 measures: labour market regulation, the female 
share of fixed term contracts, the female share of public sector employment, 
and the female share of part time employment. These variables are key to 
identifying the extent to which labour market regulation may help reduce 
(or increase) the potential opportunity cost of a new birth. We measured 
these variables using other sources (EU-LFS micro-data, as well as labour 
statistics from the ILO, the OECD, Eurostat, and Unece) and included 
only women aged 15-45. Data on female public employment are not 
available for all countries. We assign values on total share of public 
employment for these cases. Iceland, Portugal and Ukraine are excluded 
from our analysis because of lack of data on one or more labour market 
indicators.

We estimate a two-level regression model, because the individuals are 
nested within countries: this permits us to control (partly) for the 
correlation of the responses of individuals that belong to the same country. 
As the outcome is binary, we use multi-level logistic regression.

3.3.3. Results

The results of the multilevel model estimating fertility intentions are 
presented in Figure 6. In this caterpillar plot we show the educational 
effect across countries together with a 95% confidence interval. We can see 
that the cases in the top right of the figure are the Nordic countries (with 
the exception of Denmark) along with France and Ireland. For these 

(9) A s in Vitali et al (2009) and Mills et al (2008) we run a single analysis for couples that have one child or 
two children. 
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cases, the confidence interval does not overlap the line at zero. This implies 
a higher probability of planning a new birth over the next three years. As 
expected, birth intentions are lower in Germany and Austria (and also in 
Ukraine and the Czech Republic). There is no clear pattern for the 
Mediterranean countries. 

Graph 3.6 

The effect of education varies by country
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Source: our elaboration on ESS data.

These results reflect ‘nation effects’ and do not take into consideration the 
individual-level explanatory variables. To examine how the national 
context influences different groups of women, we first add the following 
individual level variables to our model: age of the woman, age squared, 
number of children (one or two), religiosity, age of the youngest child, 
gender of the respondent to the question about fertility intention and 
educational level. The results, in the form of odds ratios, are presented in 
Model 1 of Table 2. 

As is so often found, we see that being religious is positively associated 
with fertility intentions. This is also the case for the linear form of women’s 
age. But age squared, already having two children, and the age of the 
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youngest child all lower the relative probability of planning a higher order 
birth.

Model 2 in Table 2 adds the mother’s years of education. This continuous 
variable is centered around its mean. We note that the effect is positive and 
significant, meaning that higher educated women are more likely to want 
another child.

Model 3 adds the three employment measures defined at the country-level 
– the share of female temporary employment aged 15-45, the share of 
female public employment aged 15-45, and the share of female part-timers 
aged 15-45. All these variables are centred to ease the interpretation of 
their coefficients. 

As we can see, the share of  part-time employment is positively and 
significantly related to fertility intentions; the other two labour market 
indicators follow the hypothesized causal direction, but their 
coefficients are not significant; the temporary worker variable assumes 
a negative relationship while the public employment one shows a 
positive impact. 

Model 4 includes the interaction term of  years of  education and the 
labour market variables. Here we find that a (relatively) high incidence 
of  public employment increases fertility intentions significantly among 
higher educated women. Turning to the interaction between the share 
of  part-time employment and years of  education, we find that the 
diffusion of  part-time contracts influences the fertility intentions of 
higher educated women positively. Surprisingly, the interaction of  the 
incidence of  temporary employment with women’s education is not 
significant at all. 

In conclusion, the conditions governing labour markets do influence 
women’s childbearing intentions, both in general and among higher 
educated women specifically. Countries with more family-friendly labour 
market institutions also seem to be likely to manifest higher fertility 
rates. 
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TablE 3.3 

Results of the Multilevel analysis

Mod 1 Mod 2 Mod 3 Mod 4

Age 2.175***
(0.159)

2.064***
(0.152)

1.999***
(0.154)

1.996***
(0.154)

Age squared 0.986***
(0.001)

0.987***
(0.001)

0.987***
(0.001)

0.987***
(0.001)

Two children (vs one) 0.149***
(0.011)

0.155***
(0.012)

0.152***
(0.012)

0.152***
(0.011)

Being religious 1.264***
(0.102)

1.281***
(0.103)

1.280***
(0.108)

1.265***
(0.107)

Age last child 0.883***
(0.008)

0.896***
(0.009)

0.891***
(0.008)

0.893***
(0.008)

Gender of the respondent  
on fertility intentions

0.842
(0.059)**

0.828
(0.059)**

0.846
(0.063)**

0.844
(0.063)**

In education 1.028
(0.183)

0.959
(0.172)

0.857
(0.161)

0.850
(0.160)

Years of education (centred) 1.080***
(0.013)

1.080***
(0.014)

1.005
(0.038)

Share of public employment 
(centred)

1.788
(1.367)

0.058
(4.102)

Share of temporary workers 
(centred)

0.672
(0.613)

5.791
(10.88)

Share of part-time  
(centred)

5.297**
(4.283)

0.207
(0.412)

Interaction 
Share public empl *  
Years of edu

1.292
(0.156)**

Interaction 
Share of temp workers *  
Years of edu

0.853
(0.107)

Interaction 
Share of part-time *  
Years of edu

1.281*
(0.180)

Intercept 0.000
(0.000)

0.001
(0.001)

0.002
(0.002)

0.001
(0.001)

Variance component Country 0.470
(0.082)

0.437
(0.072)

0.308
(0.061)

0.308
(0.061)

N 6448 6339 5785 5785

Country 25 25 22 22

Source: our elaboration, ESS data, EU-LFS micro-data, ILO Laborstat, OECD.org, Eurostat.eu, Unece.org.
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	 3.4.	C onclusions

The negative association between women’s educational attainment and 
fertility has essentially always been an uncontested assumption in 
demography. Recent evidence of a turn-around in Scandinavia and 
elsewhere has therefore come as a major surprise. It is, in fact, somewhat 
of a puzzle. The reasons why we should expect a negative correlation are 
evident: higher educated women will generally enter into motherhood 
later and this means a squeeze in terms of their fertile years. Granted, a 
fertility catch-up is possible. But highly educated women also face much 
steeper opportunity costs of motherhood, and this should especially be 
the case for higher parities. 

In this chapter we have taken a second look at this phenomenon. As a 
first step, we conducted a meta-analysis based on the existing econometric 
evidence. Here we discovered that the Mediterranean and Continental 
European countries continue to exhibit the classic pattern: higher 
educated women still have a lower likelihood of  second-birth parity 
progression and higher probabilities of  being childless comparing with 
less educated women. But our analyses also seem to confirm that a turn-
around in the educational gradient has (partly) occurred in the Nordic 
countries. There, higher educated women appear more likely to have a 
second child and less likely to remain childless compared to less educated 
women. Interestingly, these are the very same countries (together with 
France) where highly educated women not only have higher parity 
progression rates but also where total fertility tends to be relatively high 
overall. 

This coincidence suggests that the reproductive choices of highly educated 
women may be crucial for a country’s overall fertility level. In fact, the 
phenomenal expansion in female education in recent decades implies that 
women with university degrees represent approximately a third of the 
entire female population within younger cohorts. 

To probe more deeply into this phenomenon, we explored key socio-
economic mechanisms related to the link between education and fertility, 
especially focusing on three aspects of labor markets that should exert a 
major influence on women’s ability to reconcile motherhood with careers: 
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access to part-time employment, the incidence of temporary contracts, 
and the availability of public sector jobs.

We found that a high incidence of part time employment is positively and 
significantly associated with the intention of having higher order births. 

The availability of public sector jobs seems to be a key factor that pushes 
higher educated women towards motherhood. In countries where there is 
a large public sector, for example, in Scandinavian countries par excellence, 
higher educated women are more likely to want another child. The public 
sector tends to have shorter workdays, more flexible time schedules, and is 
more tolerant of long parental leaves than is the private sector in general, 
and sectors with strong male competition in particular (Rønsen and 
Skrede, 2010). 

We are conscious that this study has important limitations. First of all, we 
have not considered the role of the male partner’s education. It is well-
established that higher educated men are far more likely to participate 
actively in child care and housework and this should also promote 
reconciliation. This is similarly the case for social policies and day care in 
particular – a theme that will be explored in Chapter 7. 

Another limitation is that we have not explored fertility behaviour among 
low educated women. There are, in fact, indications that less educated 
women are reducing their fertility. Evidence from the U.S. points to a 
dramatic decline of «marriageable» less-educated men, especially within 
the Black community (Wilson, 1987). Perhaps European countries are 
facing a similar trend considering the worsening economic status of less 
skilled males. 

Regardless, our study does underscore the relevance of labour market 
reform for any significant improvement in fertility. 
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 IV. �Is fertility influenced by couple 
instability?

	 4.1.	I ntroduction

As we saw in Chapter 1, research on family behavioral change has been 
dominated by two theoretical frameworks, namely Gary Becker’s neo-
classical economic approach and the 2nd Demographic Transition thesis. 
For very different reasons, both envisage that gender convergence in 
terms of employment and life-long careers will promote greater couple 
instability, weaker commitments to partnerships, and a drop in fertility. 

The evidence has appeared to support these arguments quite well, but 
only up to a certain point. A number of countries have, over the past 
decades, experienced a radical u-turn in terms of marital stability and 
fertility. And most interestingly, these are the very same countries that 
boast the greatest degree of gender convergence in terms of earnings and 
employment. This turn-about suggests that we need to re-theorize longer-
run trends.

In any case, one thing is abundantly clear, namely that union formation 
and fertility behavior are intimately connected. What is less clear is exactly 
how they are connected. Does the rise in divorce propensities produce 
fewer births? And is lower fertility also a consequence of new partnership 
practices, such as cohabitation? 

These are questions that have inspired a huge amount of empirical 
research and, yet, we do not have any clear and unequivocal conclusions. 
The principal problem lies in how to establish clear causal connections. 
As we shall explain below, we would logically expect that stable couples 
would be more likely to have children. But the inverse is equally possible: 

Mathew Creighton, Gøsta Esping-Andersen, Roberta Rutigliano 
and Maike van Damme
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troubled partnerships may see parenthood as a way to shore up their 
relationship. 

In a very similar vein, new partnership arrangements, such as cohabitation, 
may or may not influence fertility, depending on what they actually 
represent. Is cohabitation a genuine equivalent to marriage – or an 
arrangement that reflects the partners’ hesitation to commit? If it conforms 
to marriage, we should not expect any significant differences in fertility 
among married and cohabiting couples. If it does not, we would not 
expect cohabiting couples to have children – at least not until they decide 
to transit into formal marriage. 

As in most chapters in this book, we give special attention to Spain, but 
within a broader comparison of countries. Spain has exhibited over the 
past decades a rather unique blend of family dynamics. In a broader 
European context, it has experienced one of the most dramatic declines in 
fertility since the 1970s. And since divorce was legalized in 1981, it has 
moved from the bottom to the top in terms of divorce rates. Moreover, 
Spain no longer represents the conventional marriage-centric triad in 
which one is either married, remarried or single. Instead, cohabitation has 
come to offer a distinct and relatively widespread partnership option. 
Although far from the dominant union-type, as in some Northern 
European countries, the increasing prevalence of cohabitation does 
suggest an increasing diversity in the acceptable relationship options upon 
which one could build a family.

	 4.2.	T heories of Fertility and Relationship Stability

Theories of the link between fertility and relationship stability can be 
broadly divided into two perspectives. One perspective considers 
relationship (in)stability to be a determining factor in fertility behavior. In 
other words, stable relationships influence the decision to have a child. 
Note, however, that the effect may be positive or negative, all depending 
on whether the intention is to stabilize or end the relationship. The second 
perspective argues a reverse kind of causality: deciding to have children 
affects subsequent relationship stability. This implies that greater stability 
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emerges from the birth of a child, whether or not the decision to reproduce 
is independent of the partners’ views of their relationship. 

There is empirical support for both views. Euro-barometer data seem to 
support the first perspective (i.e., stability induces fertility), since they 
consistently show that relationship stability is an important factor in the 
decision to reproduce (European Commission 1997; Malpas and Lambert 
1993; Testa 2006). Similar findings derive from a study of partnership 
quality and intentions to have a 1st child in Germany (Berninger et al. 
2011). Earlier studies of the US find that marital discord suppresses 
reproduction among couples (Thornton 1978). And stable unions predict 
higher overall fertility in France (Thomson et al. 2012) and greater 
childbearing rates in the Netherlands (Rijken and Thomson 2011). 
Conversely, a greater risk of relationship disruption decreases the 
likelihood of birth in the US (Lillard and Waite 1993; Myers 1997), Italy 
and Spain (Coppola and Cesare 2008).  

A rational-choice theoretical counter-thesis emerged in the early 1990s. 
Here the argument was that less couple stability could lead to greater 
fertility. The key argument is that childbearing is a strategy to reduce 
uncertainty in the relationship (Friedman et al. 1994). Although the logic 
is compelling in that it explains higher fertility among couples in more 
trying social and economic circumstances, its original articulation was 
purely theoretical. The few empirical tests that exist do not offer much 
empirical support for the thesis (Myers 1997).

The second perspective (i.e., fertility affects stability) is in many ways 
similar to the thesis that couples have children in order to reduce 
uncertainty. The argument is that childbearing itself, given that it is 
irreversible and shared, strengthens relationship bonds. As Lillard and 
Waite (1993) argue, having a child signals a long-term commitment (i.e., 
greater implied stability) and increases marital satisfaction, which also 
bodes well for stability. Economic calculations by members of any given 
union are key to outcomes: parents will face higher costs in ending their 
relationship relative to childless couples, whether they are married or 
cohabiting. There is some empirical support for the argument. Relationship 
stability is positively linked to the birth of a first child or early higher-
parity births in the US (Waite and Lillard 1991). Research based on Italy 
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and Spain also finds that childbearing reduces the overall risk of union 
dissolution (Coppola and Cesare 2008). 

All told, we lack any clear consensus as to which of the rival causal 
arguments best represents reality. Empirical studies offer support for both 
perspectives (i.e., stability- > fertility and fertility -> stability). For instance, 
Coppola and Cesare’s (2008) study of Italy and Spain finds that a greater 
risk of relationship disruption decreases fertility and that fertility leads to 
greater relationship stability. 

The implications of such ambiguity are profound. If  the first perspective 
is right, namely that a change in the stability of unions precedes a change 
in fertility, the upshot is that efforts to influence fertility trends should 
focus on the quality of relationships. This line of reasoning is echoed in 
Kneip and Bauer’s (2007) conclusion that «changing divorce regimes have 
contributed to a decline of fertility in Europe». However, if  the second 
perspective is right (fertility affects stability), the opposite is true. Observed 
trends in union formation (i.e., the emergence of cohabitation) and 
relationship stability are, in part, the result of changes in fertility behavior. 
From this perspective, trying to understand fertility through the lens of 
trends in relationship stability would be misguided. Instead, policy would 
be better served to look at other factors, such as reproductive norms, 
rather than attribute a causal role to emergent union-types (such as 
cohabitation) or to rising divorce rates.

	 4.3.	 General Trends in Divorce and Fertility: Putting Spain in Context

In recent decades Spain has experienced distinct trends in terms of 
divorce and fertility. The Crude Divorce Rate (CDR) shows a steady 
upward trend.(1) In 1990, Spain and Italy were largely indistinguishable 
with internationally low CDRs – reflecting a distinct Mediterranean 
pattern. By 2010, Spain’s CDR was markedly higher than Italy’s,(2) due 
primarily to a rapid rise after 2000, and Spain now finds itself nestled 
between Austria and Germany. As far as divorce is concerned, Spain has 

(1) T he CDR measures the number of divorces per 1000 married couples.
(2) T he huge gap between the two countries may be due to differences in divorce laws. The 2005 Spanish 
reform abolished compulsory separation prior to formal divorce.
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clearly departed from the Southern European pattern and appears to 
converge with Northern Europe. See Graph 4.1.

Graph 4.1 

General Trends in Crude Divorce Rate (CDR) – 1990 to 2010
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As shown in previous chapters, Spain experienced one of the most 
dramatic and rapid declines in fertility, which culminated in the late 
1990s. We do, however, register a significant recovery during the 
2000s. In contrast to divorce, here we find quite similar profiles for 
Spain and Italy: both reaching internationally very low TFRs (~1.2) 
and «recovering» to a somewhat higher TFR of approximately 1.4 by 
2010. See Graph 4.2. 

Viewed together, these patterns raise more questions than they answer, 
particularly in the case of Spain. If Spain so clearly diverges from the 
pattern of her Mediterranean neighbor in terms of divorce, why has a 
similar divergence not occurred in fertility? Another way to pose the 
question is, why does Spain’s divorce rate look so similar to her northern 
neighbors and her fertility rate so different? These broad questions are 
behind the three specific goals of this chapter.
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Graph 4.2 

General Trends in Total Fertility Rate (TFR) – 1990 to 2010
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	 4.4.	R esearch Goals

In order to trace the connection between union stability and fertility, our 
first step is to explore recent trends in relationship stability in Spain, 
Germany, Norway, Austria and Italy. Here we distinguish between married 
and cohabiting couples. We ask the following specific questions: Are 
cohabiting couples at a greater risk of separation than married couples? 
How do the Spanish patterns differ from, respectively Scandinavia 
(Norway), Continental Europe (Germany and Austria), and Southern 
Europe (Italy)?

The second step is to assess fertility variations among married and 
cohabiting partners, based on the same nation comparison. The analysis 
separately considers the birth of a first and second child to address the 
following questions: are cohabiting couples less likely to experience a first 
or second birth than are married couples? And how does the Spanish 
pattern compare to the rest of Europe? 
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The third and final step is to analyze the links between divorce propensities 
and fertility. Instead of considering the two as mutually independent, our 
aim is to consider them jointly. The question is straightforward: Simply 
put, are couples at a greater risk of separation more or less likely to 
reproduce?

Data

For these analyses we use two different datasets: for Germany, Italy, 
Austria, and Norway we use the Generations and Gender Survey (GGS) 
2007/8; for Spain, we analyze the Fertility and Family Survey (FFS) from 
2006. The GGS survey focuses on fertility, partnership, the transition to 
adulthood, and economic activity. It contains retrospective information 
that allows intergenerational and longitudinal analysis. Although nineteen 
countries are included in the GGS, we have decided to limit our 
comparisons to Western European countries only. Some additional 
countries had to be excluded due to insufficient information on fertility 
and partnership histories. The FFS is a survey with retrospective 
information concentrating on fertility and family data. It is the best source 
of data on recent trends in fertility for Spain. 

For reasons of  comparability and parsimony, we selected only women 
who formed a union after age 21 and before age 46 (the end of  women’s 
reproductive years). We do not select unions formed at young ages 
because these may be very unstable, thereby biasing our results. We limit 
the analyses to the first relationship and exclude re-partnered couples 
(which also have shown to be less stable). All couples who transit from 
cohabitation to marriage (with the same partner) are considered as 
married.(3) We restrict the period of  analysis to1980 through 2007/08 
(2006 for Spain). The reasons behind this relatively short time-span are 
that it captures the recent fertility-cum-recovery and the period during 
which cohabitation has become prevalent. 

(3) A dditional analyses, considering the premarital cohabiters a different group, have been done. Neverthe-
less, their survival curves as well as the log-rank test did not show any significant differences compared to 
married couples, so we joined them with married couples.
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Method

We conduct two types of analyses to investigate the link between 
relationship stability and fertility, Firstly, using Kaplan-Meier survival 
curves we explore cross-national differences in partnership stability, 
comparing cohabiting and marital unions, and subsequently we examine 
differences in their fertility behavior (transitions to first and second 
parity). Secondly, we analyze the relationship between partnership 
instability and fertility with multivariate, discrete-time event history 
models. In these models we estimate the relationship between separations 
(our measure of partnership instability) and having a first and a second 
child. We focus on the time of conception rather than on the actual birth 
of a child. One important reason for this is that some couples may decide 
to have a child before they actually live together. Likewise, some may end 
up separating in the 9-month period between conception and birth. Put 
differently, our focus is on the decision to bear a child rather than the 
actual birth. 

	 4.5.	� Differences in stability among cohabiting and married couples

Appendix Table A1 presents basic descriptive statistics for our study. 
Among Spanish women over the 1980-2006 period, 17 percent were 
cohabiting at some point, notably less than the 43 percent in Austria and 
Norway. Cohabitation, despite its recent emergence, has become 
surprisingly widespread in Spain –accounting now for more than 15 
percent of all unions. For an overview, see Graph 4.3. 

When interpreting childbearing among cohabitating couples we must keep 
in mind national differences in the meaning of, and selection into, 
cohabitation. In Norway it has become de facto institutionalized and is 
practically indistinguishable from marriage. This also implies that there is 
no evident social selection that determines who cohabits. Kiernan (2002) 
argues that cohabitation in the Mediterranean countries remains at an 
early stage and, as such, participation is likely to be limited to a narrow 
avant-garde. In this early stage, according to Kiernan, cohabiting couples 
are unlikely to have children. As we shall see below, Kiernan’s argument 
appears to not be valid for Spain where, first, cohabitation seems quite 
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stable and, secondly, is associated with quite high fertility, at least in terms 
of first births. Indeed, it would appear that Spanish co-habitation is 
converging with marriage.

With regard to parenthood, we observe somewhat more conceptions in 
Spain than in other countries: 60 percent of  couples had at least one 
child, and 44 percent at least two. The average age of  the Spanish sample 
size is 33 and the average duration of  a union is 7.8 years. Separation 
occurred in 7 percent of  the cases, which is lower than in Germany, 
Austria, or Norway (where the separation rate was 18, 26, and 30 percent 
respectively).

We turn first to differences in union instability for married and cohabiting 
couples, based on Kaplan-Meier (KM) survival curve estimations.(4) We 
follow couples for a maximum of 15 years (measured in months). We stop 
observing women at age 45 since first or second births are almost non-
existent after this age. 

The graphs in Graph 4.4 show that marriage is clearly more stable than 
cohabitation in all countries, although in Italy and Spain the differences 
between marriage and cohabitation are less accentuated. For cohabiting 
couples there is some convergence in Germany, Austria and Norway: 
after 15 years (180 months), almost 65% of unions have ended. In Norway, 
cohabitation is very widespread but also quite unstable. 

(4) S ince for some countries, the analyzed period is characterized by economic and social changes, we 
preliminarily split it into two: from 1980 to 1990 and after 1990. We ran a model for each period and a 
log rank test to assess whether there are significant differences in the hazard within each country and for 
each relationship status (cohabiting versus married). For married couples, we found that for all countries 
there are no significant differences between the two periods. The only exception is Italy, which shows a 
faster decline of  the survival curve after 1990. However, Italy is a peculiar case in Europe as far as divorce 
is concerned. One possible explanation for the value of  the log rank of  Italy, is the reform of  the divorce 
law in 1987, which reduced the procedures for divorce from five to three years. This may have caused a 
sudden increase in divorces, illustrated by a faster decline of  the KM curve immediately after 1990. For 
cohabitating couples, the trend in divorce does not differ between the two periods in Austria, Norway 
and Spain, whereas it does in Germany and Italy (the log rank test values are significant). If  we ignore 
Italy, where the rate of  cohabitation is very low to begin with, we find a big difference between 1980 and 
1990 for German cohabitating couples (log rank value 24.16***). It is reasonable to think that this is a 
consequence of  German reunification. In 1990 the Western and Eastern cultures started to mix and this 
might have resulted in a spillover effect in terms of  the diffusion of  cohabitation habits among couples. 
Despite this discontinuity in Germany, we decided to restrict the analysis and examine the two periods 
together for all the countries.
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Graph 4.3 

Comparative trends in Cohabitation (as percent of all unions)
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For this first group of countries there is a constant and continuous decline 
that starts immediately before the third year of the relationship. In Italy 
and Spain the path is more stable; after fifteen years «only» about 24% 
(Spain) and 50% (Italy) of cohabiting couples separated. Further, taking 
into account the attrition in the last part of the curve, we observe even 
lower separation rates (after 100 months, 40% of Italian and 18% of 
Spanish were separated). For Italian couples the risk is higher between the 
2nd and 3rd year and, once again, around the 5th year. The survival curve for 
Spain is gradual up to the 10th year. Surprisingly, Spain stands out in terms 
of much greater stability among cohabiting couples. A Log rank test 
confirms this: Italy and Spain are significantly different (21.6***).

In comparison, marriages are clearly far more stable. Here we find two 
distinct nation-clusters. The first includes Germany, Norway, and 
Austria, where the divorce rate hovers around 15-18%. In contrast, we 
observe much lower rates in Spain and Italy (8-9%). See Graph 4.4.(5)

(5) L og rank tests show that for cohabitation Spain and Italy differ systematically from the other countries. Aus-
tria is different from Italy and Spain, but converges with Germany and Norway. Finally, Austria and Norway do 
not show a significant difference in their divorce risks. For married couples, we do not find any substantial country 
differences. To conclude, marriage is clearly more stable than cohabitation, except in Spain where both types of 
partnership appear quite stable. Results from the Log rank tests are found in Appendix Table A2.
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Graph 4.4 

Kaplan Mayer Survival Curves for couples
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	 4.6.	F irst births

We follow couples from one month up until 5 years of partnership. We 
also include people who started living together after they learned about 
the pregnancy. In Graph 4.4 we focus on the probability of a first birth. 
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Graph 4.5 

Transitions to the first child. Kaplan Mayer Survival Curves
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For cohabiting couples, Spain and Norway follow a very similar path in 
terms of first birth. At the end of the fifth year almost 40% of women 
have made the transition to motherhood in both countries. Germany and 
Austria also appear rather similar: by the end of the 60-month period 
about 30% of women have become mothers in both countries. In Italy, 
cohabiting women have exceptionally low birth rates: 87% of women 
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remain childless after five years of partnering. A common characteristic 
in all countries is the evident drop after 20 months of partnering. Because 
our ‘clock’ starts 8 months before any birth, this means that a large number 
of couples conceive about one year after cohabitation began. Here again 
we observe that Spain deviates sharply from its Mediterranean neighbor, 
converging instead with Norway. 

Turning to married couples, we immediately note substantially higher 
birth probabilities across all countries. Italy and Spain display 
comparatively higher birth rates among married couples: at the end of the 
fifth year almost 77% of women have become mothers. The big spurt in 
fertility occurs around the second year of partnership. Germany, Norway, 
and Austria exhibit similar dynamics. In these countries about 65% of 
married women have given birth within the 5-year period, with the highest 
level of fertility occurring around the first year.(6)

	 4.7.	S econd births

Our analysis of second births implies a change in our calendar. We now 
examine couples from 24 months after the first conception and follow 
them over 5 years. As is standard practice in research, we impose an 
unfertile period of 24 months. The event of interest is whether a second 
child is born. See Graph 4.6.

A very different pattern emerges when we examine second births. Let us 
once again begin with cohabiting couples. The first thing we notice is that 
Norwegians are far more likely (16%) to have a second child than couples 
in any of the other countries. The graphs suggest that the transition to a 
second child occurs at a fairly constant rate. For the remaining countries 
(except Italy) the pattern is pretty much the same. In this group, very few 
(about 4%) cohabiting women have a second child. 

(6) O nce again, to ascertain whether the differences we find are significant we conduct log rank tests. For 
cohabiting couples we observe significant country differences. Germany is similar to Austria, and Spain to 
Norway; Log Rank = 10.22; p=0.22. For married couples, Italy and Spain emerge as significantly different 
from the other countries. Spain looked very «Norwegian» in terms of cohabiting couples, but clusters with 
Italy for married unions.
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Graph 4.6

Transitions to a Second Child. Kaplan Mayer Survival Curves
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The probability of a second birth is evidently much greater among married 
couples. Here, again, Norway stands out with far higher fertility rates: 
about 55% of women have a second child within five years of marriage. 
Austria and Germany occupy a middle position: 46% and 49%, respectively, 
of women in these countries have a second child within five years of 
marriage. Spain and Italy are now very similar, both representing very low 
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fertility, with only about one-third of married women progressing to a 
second child.(7)

	 4.8.	T he risk of divorce and the probability of having children

In order to identify the degree of partnership stability we use a statistical 
technique that predicts the divorce risk of couples. We estimate a discrete-
time event history model in which we predict the risk of separation or 
divorce on the basis of a series of covariates that have proven to predict 
this risk in earlier studies. We selected the covariates based on overview 
studies, one focusing on the 1980s (White, 1999) and another on the 1990s 
and 2000s (Lyngstad and Jalovaara, 2010). We standardized the predicted 
divorce risk measure (for each country) and used this to construct a 
predictor in the models estimating the birth probabilities. For reasons of 
identification, it is important to include some covariates in the separation 
model that do not predict childbirth. These are: the experience of a 
parental divorce before the age of 18, and the (time-varying) divorce rate 
in the country (see Appendix, Table A3). Other important variables, such 
as education, employment, social class, religiosity, and age homogamy 
could not be included because we do not have such information for the 
spouses.

Conception of the first child

We begin by estimating the likelihood of having a first child. See Table 4.1. 
In Table 4.1 we see that union instability has an overall negative influence 
on births; however, the effect is only significant in Spain. An increase of 
one standard deviation on the measure of separation risk reduces the odds 
of having a first child by roughly 20 percent. For Spain we illustrate the 
age-specific relationship between the risk of separation and the birth of a 
first child. See Graph 4.7 (left panel). We follow women from age 22 up to 
45 in terms of the probability that they will conceive a child. The yearly 
likelihood varies between 0.008 and 0.016. Women who face lower divorce 

(7)  For cohabiting couples there are significant country differences. Spain, which was similar to Norway 
for first births, is now strongly deviant (the log rank = 19.66***). And, yet, this does not mean that Spain 
conforms to a ‘Mediterranean logic’. Surprisingly, Spain is now quite similar to Germany and Austria. For 
married couples we also find that the countries differ significantly from each other. 



Is fertility influenced by couple instability?  117

risks are systematically more likely to give birth to a child at any given age 
than are women in more at-risk partnerships. We note also that the 
probability decreases proportionally as women age. 

TablE 4.1 

The probability of a first birth: Discrete-time event history analysis 

Spain Italy Germany Austria Norway

Predicted divorce  
risk –0.211*** –0.061 –0.017 –0.050 –0.024 

Cohabiting –0.470***    –0.813*** –0.805*** –0.817***

Union duration –0.008*** –0.011*** –0.007*** –0.006*** –0.005***

Age (time-varying) –0.017* –0.009 –0.010 –0.003 –0.024** 

Chi2 (df) 310.710***  
(13)

 192.184*** 
(12) 

 225.195*** 
(14) 

316.281*** 
(14) 

276.917*** 
(14) 

Pseudo-R2 0.023 0.021 0.030 0.047 0.023

N of women-monthsa 81,542 53,714 55,039 55,906 82,209

N of womenb 2,082 1,695 1,095 1,150 1,776

N of eventsb 1,347 988 697 616 1,133

The models control for women’s employment status at the time of the interview, their education, whether they are 
native born, the degree of urbanization, and their number of siblings. 
b Differences in sample sizes with Appendix Table A.1 are due to missing values.

Here again we see that cohabiting women are less likely to give birth in all 
five countries. In Spain, for instance, the odds of having a first child are 37 
percent lower for cohabiting women relative to married women. The 
association is even more pronounced in the four other countries. 

Our analyses also take into account the duration of the union and the age 
of women. In line with other studies we also find that the likelihood of a 
birth declines with the duration of the partnership. To illustrate, a one 
year increase in the relationship is associated with a 9 percent decrease in 
the odds of having a first child. And not surprisingly, we also find that 
older women are less likely to give birth to a first child than are younger 
women; a one-year increase in age is associated with a 2 percent decline in 
conceptions. Thus, a 45 year old woman is 32 percent less likely to give 
birth than a 22 year old woman.
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Graph 4.7 

Age-specific probabilities of first and second conceptions in Spain 
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Hazard of first and second conception for women (aged 22-45) by separation risk (low= -0.50 standard deviation; 
mean; high=0.50 standard deviation), based on the models in Table 4.1 and 4.2, FFS2006, Spain, 1980-2009. 
Estimation for fulltime working women, middle-level education, native, living in the capital city, whose parents were 
not divorced at age 18.

Conception of the second child

Turning to second births in Table 4.2, we observe that the effects of divorce 
risk on having a second child are now weaker. In Spain, women are 18 
percent less likely to have a second child if  they score one standard 
deviation higher on the separation risk scale. The effect is not as large as it 
was for first conceptions. This also emerges from Graph 4.7 (right panel): 
the lines that represent women with different divorce risks lie much closer 
together than was the case for first births. 
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TablE 4.2 

Discrete-time event history models predicting second birth

Spain Italy Germany Austria Norway

Predicted divorce risk –0.198* 0.111*  0.214* –0.346*  – 0.061 

Cohabiting  – 0.001     – 0.692*** –0.279  – 0.317* 

Union duration  – 0.005***  – 0.003**  – 0.007*** –0.004**  – 0.001 

Age (time-varying)  – 0.032***  – 0.029**  – 0.052*** –0.067***  – 0.061***

Constant  – 3.493***  – 4.189***  – 3.693***  – 2.892***  – 2.363***

Chi2 (df) 139.034*** 
(13)

 99.261*** 
(11)

281.142*** 
(14)

209.817*** 
(13)

 158.088*** 
(14)

Pseudo-R2  0.012 0.011 0.043 0.035 0.014

N of women-monthsa 102,222 84,276 59,798 43,754 64,538

N of womenb 1,667 1,377 976 914 1,505

N of eventsb 993 814 581 565 1,100

The models control for women’s employment status at the time of the interview, their education, whether they 
arenative born, the degree of urbanization, and family size. 
a Note that only women who are at risk of having a second child at a certain point in time are considered. 
b Differences in sample sizes compared to Appendix Table 1are due to missing values on independent variables.

Table 4.2 reveals noticeable differences across the countries. In Spain 
and Austria, we find the anticipated negative effect of  divorce risks on 
second births. In Italy and Germany, however, it is the other way around: 
couple instability seems to promote fertility. This could, of  course, lend 
credence to the thesis that couples have children as a way to solidify a 
shaky relationship. Why this is the case for second, but not first births, is 
not immediately obvious. One possible explanation may simply have to 
do with the duration of  relationships – as time elapses, divorce risks 
increase (at least up to a point). A second explanation may be that 
couples perceive the need for a sibling for the first-born. However, why 
this logic obtains in Italy and Germany, but not elsewhere, remains very 
puzzling. 

We also find that cohabiting couples in Germany and Norway are 
significantly less likely to conceive a second child than are married couples, 
but in Spain and Austria there is no difference. And as previously, union 
duration and a woman’s age remain negatively related to the conception 
of a second child. 
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	 4.9.	C onclusions

Our study has, on the one hand, produced findings that are pretty much in 
line with previous research. On the other hand, however, we have uncovered 
some truly surprising manifestations of family life in Spain.

Let us begin by summarizing our confirmatory results. First and foremost 
we found – as expected – that couples facing higher risks of divorce will be 
less likely to enter into parenthood. This effect was clear for first births. But 
for second parities we discovered that different logics seem to operate across 
the countries we compare. In Austria and Spain we found the predicted 
relationship: greater risks of divorce lower the probability of having a 
second child. But in Germany and Italy, for reasons we are unable to explain, 
heightened divorce risks actually raise the odds of having a second child. 
The latter can, of course, represent a strategy of stabilizing shaky 
partnerships via childbirths – as some theoretical arguments hypothesize. 
But why this holds true for some countries and not others remains puzzling. 

We should bear in mind that our measure of divorce risks is an indirect 
one, based on prediction rather than on verifiable observation. And this 
implies that we should interpret our findings with caution. 

In the literature on family behavior and demography, Spain is routinely 
regarded as a full-fledged representative of the Mediterranean group, 
exhibiting strong familialism, rather traditional gender-relations and, of 
course, very low fertility. Indeed, as Livi-Bacci ( 2001) has put it, these 
countries have sunk into a syndrome where paradoxically, too much family 
is antithetical to childbearing. 

And yet, our study reveals that Spain deviates significantly from the 
purported Mediterranean model. In Spain, cohabitation is still a relatively 
novel institution. Nonetheless, as we discovered, Spanish cohabitating 
couples appear surprisingly stable. Moreover, their childbearing behavior 
in terms of first births lies much closer to Scandinavian practice, here 
represented by Norway. But when we turn to second births, this convergence 
ends and Spain, once again, looks rather Mediterranean.   
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V. �The diffusion of gender egalitarian 
values and fertility 

	 5.1.	I ntroduction

As discussed in Chapter 1, the last half  century saw a trend towards ‘less 
family’ across all dimensions of family behaviour. All developed countries 
experienced a decline in marriage accompanied by a rise in divorce and 
cohabitation, with fertility rates also dropping to historically low-levels. 
While the Nordic and Anglo-Saxon countries have experienced a rather 
clear recovery over the past decades, that is not the case in the Eastern 
European and Mediterranean countries, where the «lowest-low» scenario 
of less than 1.3 children per woman persists (Kohler et al., 2002; Billari 
and Kohler, 2004). 

If  we wish to explain cross-national differences in fertility trends, we 
clearly need to focus on macro-level factors. Here, research has focused its 
attention on three in particular: structural factors, institutions and value 
changes (for a review see Balbo et al., 2013). 

A number of studies focus primarily on macro-economic conditions. As 
Balbo et al. 2013) suggest, there is no clear association between GDP and 
fertility rates (TFR). But a different picture emerges when we use a broader 
measure of socio-economic development, such as the Human Development 
Index (HDI). Interestingly, Myrskylä et al. (2009) show that for the great 
majority of countries, the relationship between the Human Development 
Index (HDI) and TFR reverses – from negative to positive – as countries 
achieve very high HDI levels. Other studies have focused on particular 
dimensions of the economy, especially on the impact of unemployment 
and the rate of female employment. Unemployment has a clear and 
consistently negative effect (see for example Örsal and Goldstein, 2010). 

Bruno Arpino, Gøsta Esping-Andersen, Léa Pessin 
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But, just like the HDI, the level of female labour force participation 
exhibits a u-shaped relation with fertility: we see high fertility in countries 
with either very low or very high rates of female employment (Ahn and 
Mira, 2002; Luci and Thevenon, 2010). 

Institutional differences and perhaps welfare state characteristics in 
particular also appear to have an influence on fertility rates. A key issue 
here is the extent to which family and labour market policies facilitate 
reconciliation of motherhood and careers and, more generally, the degree 
to which policies help ‘de-familialize’ welfare responsibilities (Esping-
Andersen, 2009; Sleebos, 2003). Generally speaking, Southern and Eastern 
European countries show the lowest levels of de-familialization and 
Denmark, the highest (Saraceno, 2010). 

This chapter looks at the third set of explanations of fertility trends, 
namely value changes. As reviewed in Chapter 1, most value-based 
explanations have favoured a postmodernist interpretation, arguing that 
heightened individualism and the prioritization of self-realization ideals 
produce weaker family commitments (Lesthaeghe, 1995). However, there 
seems to be little empirical support for this thesis, and indeed, it contradicts 
the recent move towards ‘more family’ observed in a number of countries.

Our focus is, instead, on the impact of gender equity values. In a previous 
study, Arpino and Tavares (2013) found that the greatest increases in TFR 
across Europe occurred in regions where both individualism with respect 
to relationships and individual autonomy rose in tandem with diminished 
individualism regarding children. Their findings support McDonald’s 
theory (2004) that gender equity both in societal institutions (i.e. formal 
education and the labour market) and in partnerships is necessary for 
fertility to rise. Where only the former prevails, fertility is likely to remain 
low. Along these lines, Myrskylä et al. (2011) show that gender equality(1) 
is a necessary condition for the reversal in the relationship between fertility 
and high degrees of socio-economic development. This is also consistent 
with the idea that societies may arrive at a higher fertility equilibrium once 

(1) I n Myrskylä et al. (2009), gender equality is measured using the Global Gender Gap Index, which is a 
measure of structural gender equality.
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they manage to effectively reconcile motherhood with female labour force 
participation. 

While previous research concentrates on the relationship between gender 
equality and fertility at either the country or the individual level, we are 
interested in understanding whether fertility is related to the spread of 
gender egalitarian values within countries. As illustrated by Figure 1, we 
expect fertility to be lowest when the traditional family is eroding but a 
new egalitarian model has not yet emerged with force. But once this 
transition is completed, higher fertility levels are expected (Aassve et al., 
2012; Esping-Andersen and Billari, 2012). 

As a first step, we test this hypothesis. But we add a second thesis, arguing 
that it is not just the overall level of gender egalitarian values that matter, 
but also how they are distributed across groups (in terms of educational 
attainment) and how they differ between men and women. The idea is that 
similar levels of gender equality values might have a different significance 
(and impact on fertility), depending on their dispersion across groups. If, 
for example, an increase in gender equality is mainly driven by women, 
this may reflect strong tensions between the sexes, which, in turn, is likely 
to produce less fertility.

Graph 5.1
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Moreover, it is also relevant to look at gender values across education 
levels, as educational attainment has become a major determinant within 
marriage markets (Blossfeld and Timm 2003, Schwartz and Mare 2005). 
The data suggest that in developed countries women are now attaining 
higher levels of education than men (Esteve et al. 2012). As a consequence, 
higher educated women may have difficulties finding partners with a 
similar education level. If  education is positively related to gender 
egalitarian values, high educated women may prefer not to marry, or if  
they marry lower educated men, this may increase the share of couples 
with contrasting gender values. 

We argue that fertility is likely to be related to gender egalitarian values 
in a non-linear way, depending on the stage in the transition from a 
traditional to an egalitarian model that any given country finds itself  in. 
Moreover, the positive fertility effect is likely to be enhanced where there 
is little disagreement between men and women and similar education 
levels. The reverse, large value-gaps between the groups, will depress 
fertility. 

In the following section, we first explore whether gender equality values 
are converging across nations over time and to what extent there are 
differences by gender and education. Secondly, we assess how different 
dynamics of gender egalitarian values in terms of levels and dispersion 
across groups are associated with fertility levels.

	 5.2.	 Data and methods

Our analysis is based on data from the World Values Survey and the 
European Values Study. The datasets consist of repeated cross-sectional 
individual level surveys, which are conducted approximately every ten 
years (five years for some countries). The first wave was sampled in 1981 
and the last in 2008/2009. The countries and parts of the questionnaire 
have changed over the years. We focus on developed countries and exclude 
the first wave because of missing information on our gender equality 
indicator. In order to obtain a balanced dataset, we use information on 
twenty-seven countries for the following three waves: 1990-1993, 1999-
2000 and 2006-2009 (See Table 1 for a list of countries). 
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TablE 5.1 

Values of the gender equality index, adjusted gender and education 
gaps and TFR

country ABb.

Wave 1990-1993 Wave 1999-2000 Wave 2006-2009

gender 
index

gender 
gap

education 
gap

tfr
gender 
index

gender 
gap

education 
gap

tfr
gender 
index

gender 
gap

education 
gap

tfr

Austria AT 50.76 0.14 0.37 1.47 64.39 0.07 0.27 1.36 73.30 0.14 0.15 1.39

Belgium BE 59.13 0.05 0.27 1.59 78.50 0.03 0.19 1.63 86.79 –0.01 0.12 1.85

Bulgaria BG 50.39 0.26 0.01 1.79 52.56 0.24 0.15 1.20 63.17 0.10 0.29 1.49

Canada CA 79.40 0.04 0.14 1.77 84.66 0.03 0.19 1.50 85.19 0.04 0.09 1.60

Czech 
Republic CZ 48.81 –0.02 0.15 1.82 72.59 0.07 0.20 1.14 60.62 0.21 0.18 1.48

Denmark DK 94.16 –0.03 0.07 1.66 93.51 0.06 0.03 1.74 97.57 0.00 0.03 1.86

East 
Germany DE 65.61 0.19 0.15 1.36 59.70 0.20 0.12 1.17 72.17 0.27 0.03 1.40

Estonia EE 50.71 0.01 0.09 2.01 76.47 0.16 0.26 1.33 74.51 0.16 0.20 1.63

Finland FI 71.62 0.06 0.03 1.76 88.47 0.13 0.13 1.73 89.26 0.13 0.06 1.86

France FR 65.07 0.03 0.27 1.77 72.99 0.04 0.24 1.83 92.23 –0.04 0.08 2.00

Great 
Britain GB 71.87 0.02 0.08 1.82 74.06 0.09 0.24 1.68 86.93 0.03 0.06 1.95

Hungary HU 60.39 –0.02 0.32 1.82 73.76 0.11 0.22 1.31 86.02 0.08 0.20 1.33

Iceland IS 93.06 0.04 0.05 2.23 95.14 0.05 0.07 2.04 98.02 –0.00 0.01 2.19

Ireland IE 69.43 0.07 0.25 2.10 84.46 0.06 0.13 1.91 75.86 0.20 0.13 2.06

Italy IT 55.92 0.17 0.27 1.27 67.42 0.07 0.33 1.23 75.79 0.09 0.20 1.41

Latvia LV 51.86 0.11 0.09 1.98 74.51 0.06 0.25 1.16 72.75 0.20 0.16 1.39

Lithuania LT 25.96 0.09 0.00 1.99 68.28 0.28 0.18 1.44 63.93 0.36 0.31 1.46

Netherlands NL 78.00 0.02 0.16 1.59 89.53 0.01 0.20 1.67 94.38 0.02 0.13 1.76

Poland PL 39.02 0.12 0.27 2.06 52.53 0.18 0.23 1.39 66.36 0.12 0.17 1.37

Portugal PT 62.52 0.09 0.22 1.44 68.96 0.07 0.24 1.51 69.48 0.16 0.17 1.34

Romania RO 46.53 0.17 0.24 1.46 52.83 0.17 0.35 1.31 56.45 0.01 0.20 1.34

Slovakia SK 43.47 0.03 0.27 2.02 58.25 0.24 0.27 1.33 58.51 0.11 0.14 1.33

Slovenia SI 67.68 0.15 0.19 1.36 72.31 0.13 0.43 1.23 88.68 0.07 0.13 1.48

Spain ES 70.04 0.13 0.15 1.33 71.32 0.13 0.17 1.19 81.78 0.19 0.06 1.42

Sweden SE 91.10 0.03 0.14 2.09 94.88 0.08 –0.02 1.51 97.19 0.03 0.32 1.94

United 
States US 77.91 0.05 0.11 2.05 84.25 0.06 0.17 2.02 71.24 0.20 0.11 2.09

West 
Germany

DW 68.14 0.25 0.27 1.43 63.18 0.06 0.28 1.42 63.41 0.16 0.16 1.37

Source: Own calculations from World Values Survey, European Values Study, World Bank Indicators and Human 
Fertility Database.
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We focus on one dimension of gender equality, namely values towards 
appropriate gender roles with respect to the labour market. The aim is to 
capture the normative context regarding what are the expected roles of 
men and women in paid work activities. Traditional values towards gender 
roles are represented by the male breadwinner model; egalitarian views 
imply that men and women are equally entitled to participate in the labour 
market. 

Following previous work by Azmat et al. (2004) and Fortin (2005), our 
measure of gender equality is based on the following question:(2) «Do you 
agree or disagree with the following statement? When jobs are scarce, 
men should have more right to a job than women.» The question offers 
three possible answers: 1 ‘agree’, 2 ‘disagree’ and 3 ‘neither’. We recode 
the variable into a binary response: 0 is ‘agree’ or ‘neither’ and 1 is 
‘disagree’. This way, we consider that individuals who respond ‘1’ hold 
non-discriminatory values towards working women. 

We limit our sample to respondents between the ages of 14 and 50. The 
reason for doing so is that we wish to focus on respondents when they are 
more likely to be making fertility decisions. From now on, we will refer 
to this measure as the Gender Equality indicator.(3)

The Gender Equality indicator measures the percentage of gender 
egalitarian respondents by country and by wave. Since our variable is 
binary, the percentage is also a measure of dispersion/concentration: the 
closer the percentage is to 0 or 1, the more similar the values are within a 
country at any point in time. However, for values different from 0 and 1, 
the same level of gender equality in two countries can mask different 
patterns of distribution among groups. So, to better analyse the diffusion 
of values we also calculate the percentage of gender-egalitarian 
respondents by gender and compute the difference to obtain the Gender 
Gap indicator. 

The Gender Gap indicator captures whether gender-values have spread in 
a similar manner between men and women. Similarly, we compute the 

(2)  T he question corresponds to variable c001 in the dataset.
(3)  We decided to use only one question instead of an index of questions as this is the only available question 
(three waves and a large sample of countries) that clearly measures views toward gender roles in the labour 
market. 
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percentage of gender egalitarian respondents by education level.(4) We take 
the difference between the highest and lowest level of education groups. 
As for the Gender Gap indicator, we read the Education Gap indicator as a 
measure of diffusion of gender values across groups by education level.

In order to adjust for compositional effects, we replace the actual 
percentage of gender egalitarian respondents by gender/wave and 
education/wave by the predicted probabilities of being gender egalitarian, 
employing a simple probit model. For the Gender Gap we control for age 
and education, and for the Education Gap we include age and gender. 
Estimates from these models are used to obtain country/wave specific 
gender equality measures net of differences in age and educational or 
gender distributions. The resulting levels and gaps will be referred to as 
«adjusted».

To measure fertility levels in each country and for each wave, we use the 
total fertility rate.(5) Because TFR is subject to large annual fluctuations, 
we take a three-year average of TFR around the corresponding survey 
year instead of the single annual value.(6) We obtained TFR from the World 
Bank World Indicators1 for all countries with the exception of East and 
West Germany, for which we used the Human Fertility Database. 

	 5.3.	T rends in gender equality 

We start by comparing the levels and dynamics of gender equality across 
the considered countries during the period 1990-2009. Figure 2 shows the 
average (over waves) Gender Equality indicator by country. As expected, 
the Nordic countries are the most gender egalitarian with average values 
higher than 80%, followed by the Anglo-Saxon and some Continental 
European countries. Just below these countries, we find Spain in a 
relatively high position (74%). Other Southern European countries show 

(4) T he education variable is measured as age at which the respondent completes his or her full education 
(x023). This is the only available variable in the dataset that measures education in a consistent manner 
across the three waves and the twenty-seven countries. We recode the education variable into a three category 
variable: 0 – low «16 years and below»; 1 – medium «17-20 years»; 2 – high «21 years and above».
(5) T he TFR reflects the number of children that would be born to a woman during her lifetime if  she 
experienced the age-specific fertility rates observed in a calendar year.
(6)  For example, in the first wave Austria is surveyed in 1990, so we used the average of the TFRs for 
theyears 1989, 1990 and 1991. 
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much lower values, and at the bottom of the distribution we find the 
majority of Eastern European countries, with average values below 60%.

Graph 5.2

Average level of gender equality by country and across waves 
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The selected countries represent different dynamics over the considered 
period. In Sweden, gender egalitarian values were already widely diffused 
in 1990 (90%), and moreover, they were almost equally spread among 
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women and men. Together with Iceland and Denmark, its transition to an 
egalitarian society appears to be more or less completed. In Canada as 
well, there is no significant gender gap, and the average gender equality 
level has changed little over time, stagnating however around 80%. As the 
Canadian case suggests, some countries may never fully complete the 
«gender roles revolution» – perhaps because of the presence of minorities 
who persistently cling to traditionalism. 

A second scenario is found in The Netherlands. Starting at a much lower 
level, it attains (in the third wave) a similar degree of egalitarianism. 
Interestingly, gender values in the Netherlands have spread similarly 
among women and men (the gap is always very close to 0). A very similar 
dynamic is found in France and Belgium. However, the latter show a lower 
average value for the equality index in the third wave. 

In 1990, Finland shows an average level appreciably lower than that of the 
other Nordic countries. Over the last 20 years, the gender egalitarian index 
increased but much more for women (they reach 94%, which is similar to 
the Swedish average), and as a consequence, the gender gap increased 
from almost 0 to 13%. A similar pattern is experienced by Estonia, 
although there the average level remains lower. 

Bulgaria, Romania and Slovenia are characterised by an inverted pattern: 
in these countries, women initially scored higher on the gender equality 
index, but men caught up in 2008. These countries are still characterised 
by very low average levels of gender equality when compared to the Nordic 
and Central European countries. The Mediterranean countries displayed 
intermediate levels of gender equality in 2008, with Spain leading the 
group. Spain has exhibited, especially in the last decade, a steady diffusion 
of gender equality values, with women leading the process. 

Education and gender-equality dynamics 

Figure 4 shows the gender equality index by education level. Here, too, 
the dynamics differ by country. The findings reveal that differences by 
education are usually statistically significant when high and low 
education groups are compared, while this is generally not the case for 
contrasts among other groups. 
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Table 1 shows that for many countries the education gaps are larger than 
the gender gap. This is especially true in the first wave. Several countries in 
that first wave show an education gap above 25 percentage points (Austria, 
Belgium, Hungary, France, Italy, Poland, Slovakia, West Germany). Even 
though this gap has fallen considerably in many countries, in the last wave 
we can still observe important differences between the high and low 
educated. In fact, the education gap in all these countries remains above 10 
percentage points and as high as 22 percentage points in Italy. Interestingly, 
there is a small group of countries (Bulgaria, Estonia and Lithuania) that 
experiences an increase in the education gap. Table 1 shows that in the first 
wave these countries’ gender values were homogeneously distributed 
across education groups. Thereafter, gender egalitarian values spread 
mainly among the higher educated, and by the third wave these countries 
show education gap values between 20 and 32 percentage points (differences 
are significant). 

Bulgaria is a particularly interesting case because it has experienced 
opposite trends in the gap by gender and by education: a converging 
pattern by gender and divergence by educational level. In Spain it is 
exactly the other way around: the gender gap increased while the 
education gap diminished. Thus, in Bulgaria educational heterogamy is 
expected to be associated with divergent gender egalitarian values in the 
couple, while this is not the case for Spain. Other countries show a 
relatively stable gap by education level. This is the case, for example, of 
the Netherlands, where gender egalitarian values spread almost uniformly 
across education groups.

	 5.4.	�A ssessing the association between gender values dynamics  
and TFR

We now estimate the association between TFR and the levels and gaps in 
gender values. In Figure 5 we plot TFRs and the gender equality index by 
wave. Doing so, we can identify different fertility trends: as found by 
Myrskylä et al. (2009), the Anglo-Saxon and Nordic countries experienced 
an increase in fertility between 2000 and 2010; the Mediterranean and 
Continental countries (except France) remained at fairly low-levels of 
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TFR; and starting in the nineties, the ex-Soviet countries experienced a 
sudden fertility drop. Moreover, since all countries move to the right on 
the x-axis we can conclude that there is a general egalitarian shift in values. 

Graph 5.3 

TFR vs. level of gender equality by wave

1.2

1.4

1.6

2.0

1.8

2.2

20 40 60 80 100 20 40 60 80 100 20 40 60 80 100

CA

DK

IS

NL

SEUS

ρ = –0.41 ρ = 0.33

AT

B E

B G

C Z

E E

F I

F R
HU

IE

IT

L V

L T
P L

P TR O

S K

S I

E S

G B

DW

DE

C A

DK

IS

NL

S EUS

1.2

1.4

1.6

1.8

2

2.2

T
ot

al
 fe

rt
ili

ty
 r

at
e

T
O

TA
L 

FE
R

TI
LI

TY
 R

A
TE

20 40 60 80 100
G ender equality

�=-0.41 �= 0.33

AT

B G IT

LT
P L

P T

R OS K

E S

DW

DE

B E

C A

C Z

DK

E E

F I
F R

HU

ISIE

LV

NL

S I

S E

G B

US

�= 0.19 �= 0.57

AT

ρ = 0.19 ρ = 0.57

BGCZ

PT

US

AT

EE

FR

HU

ISIE

IT

LV

SI
ES

SEGB

PTDE

T
ot

al
 fe

rt
ili

ty
 r

at
e

ρ = 0.57 ρ = 0.62

� Median � Median

AT

CZ

EE

HU

IE

IT

LV

LT
PL

PTRO

SK

ES

GB

SI
DW

DE

FR

BE

BG

PLROSK
DW

BE DKFI

NL

CA

LT

B GC Z
LTP LP TR OS K

US

DW AT

B E

C A

DK

E E

F I

F R

HU

ISIE

IT

LV

NL

S I
E S

S EG B

DE

1.2

1.4

1.6

1.8

2

2.2

20 40 60 80 100
G ender equality

�= 0.57 �= 0.62

≤ Median > Median

CZ

BE

CA

DK

EE

FI

FR

HU

ISIE

LV
SI

SE

GB

US

NL

BG IT

PL

PT

ROSK

ES

DW

DE

LT
AT

GENDER EQUALITY

1999-20001990-1993 2006-2009

Note: The median value of the Gender Equality indicator across the 3 waves is 71.87.
Source: Own calculations from World Values Survey, European Values Study, World Bank Indicators and Human 
Fertility Database.

We estimate a parabolic regression of TFR on gender values to assess if 
the hypothesis of a U-shaped relationship is valid. In the first wave this 
seems to be the case. As we move from countries with the lowest levels of 
gender equality to countries that lie closer to the median level (calculated 
on the pooled data and represented by the dashed vertical line) we 
observe, on average, a reduction of the TFR. This is reflected by the 
negative correlation coefficient (-0.41) that we obtain on the sub-sample 
of countries with values on the gender egalitarian index below the median 
level. For countries that are closer to the new gender egalitarian 
equilibrium, increasing levels of gender equality are associated with 
increasing levels of TFR (correlation = + 0.33). 
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In the first wave Spain occupies an intermediate position with respect to 
gender equality (Spain’s level is very close to the median), while its TFR 
is one of the lowest. In the second and third waves the parabolic 
relationship between TFR and gender values is confirmed, but we cannot 
observe the descending slope of the parabola because all the countries 
have increased their levels of gender equality. We can see that for countries 
above the median level, increasing gender equality is strongly associated 
with TFR – correlations are about 0.6. Spain is following this trend: 
increase in both gender equality and TFR levels.

Graph 5.4 

TFR vs. gender and education gaps in wave 1990-1993
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Source: Own calculations from World Values Survey, European Values Study, World Bank Indicators and Human 
Fertility Database.

In graphs 5.4, 5.5 and 5.6 we examine if gender equality gaps by gender 
and education are likewise correlated with TFR. In all waves these gaps 
are negatively associated with TFR. And, vice versa, where women and 
men or education groups converge in terms of gender egalitarian values, 
we find higher fertility rates. Interestingly, in the first wave the 
correlation between the gender gap and TFR was higher than that 
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between the education gap and TFR. But more recently, the two gaps 
are similarly associated with TFR. It should be noted that the values of 
the gaps are independent of the general gender equality level in any 
country. For example, we can see in graph 5.4 that in the first wave, 
Spain, Finland and Great Britain display very similar levels of gender 
equality (about 70%, i.e. close to the overall median), but Spain shows 
much larger gaps by gender and education. This might help explain the 
differential TFR levels of countries with similar levels of gender equality. 
We conclude that not only is the overall level of gender egalitarianism 
important for fertility to rise, but also that these values are adopted by 
men and women alike. 

Graph 5.5 

TFR vs. gender and education gaps in wave 1999-2000
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Graph 5.6 

TFR vs. gender and education gaps in wave 2006-2009
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Fertility Database.

	 5.5.	C onclusions

In this chapter we have adopted a simple and straightforward approach to 
the question of whether gender egalitarianism plays a role in fertility. 
Rather than focus on behaviour or institutions, we have opted for an 
analysis of how gender egalitarian value diffusion influences the TFR by 
comparing them across time and nations. We do not, of course, presume 
that values alone can fully explain fertility change or cross-national 
variations. Our analysis does not include other explanatory factors, such 
as the level of development, female labour force participation, or family 
support policy. And yet, our study does produce empirical support for our 
hypotheses.

First and foremost, the evidence gives credence to our idea of a U-shaped 
relationship between gender equality values and TFR: as countries start 
the transition away from the traditional male breadwinner family model, 
the diffusion of gender egalitarian values is negatively associated with 
fertility. When, however, this process is more advanced and new gender 
egalitarian values gain dominance in society we register a shift towards a 
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positive impact. Spain seems to have followed this dynamic in the last 
decade; here we observe a steady diffusion of gender equality values, with 
women leading the trend. And, in fact, this diffusion has been accompanied 
by an, albeit modest, rise in fertility. 

Secondly, our findings seem to suggest that large differentials in gender 
egalitarian values, either by education or gender, depress fertility. In other 
words, a strong fertility recovery seems more likely to occur when and 
where value diffusion is homogenously strong. In Spain, we have seen that 
the gender gap increased because men’s adoption of gender egalitarianism 
has lagged behind women’s. At the same time, however, the gap across 
education levels diminished. We should therefore not expect any major 
value divergence among partners with different educational attainment.
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VI.	�Men Anticipating Fatherhood  
in Spain

	 6.1.	I ntroduction

Most fertility research focuses primarily on women. As discussed in 
Chapter 1, there are a number of rival explanations for why women’s 
fertility has declined so markedly. One explanation is that the emergence 
of post-materialist values means greater prioritization is given to individual 
self-fulfilment and autonomy (Lesthaeghe, 1995; Van de Kaa, 1987, 1988). 
A second is that greater salience is given to the quality of partnerships 
(Oppenheimer, 1988). A third explanation argues that women face steeper 
opportunity costs for childbearing due to their increased investment in 
human capital and labour market attachment (Becker, 1993), this, in turn, 
is likely to lead to the postponement of fertility or the foregoing of 
motherhood altogether (Blossfeld et al., 2005). Another explanation 
associates low fertility with increased economic uncertainty among 
educated women (Kreyenfeld, 2010); while a Ffifth suggests that low 
fertility may occur where there is a mismatch between women’s aspirations 
for equality and the perpetuation of gender inequalities within the family 
and public institutions (McDonald, 2000). Finally, an additional 
explanation is that women face difficulties in finding good marriage 
candidates due to worsening labour market conditions for men 
(Oppenheimer, 1988). 

Men tend to be ignored in fertility research, as if  their opinions, 
expectations, uncertainties or desires do not influence couples’ fertility 
(Kravdal and Rindfuss, 2008). It is often assumed that men’s preferences 
hardly change over time, that the rising cost of children does not matter 
for men’s fertility intentions, and that new gender roles do not alter men’s 

M. José González, Marta Domínguez, Francesca Luppi
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desire for children. These assumptions, however, are no longer valid. There 
is growing evidence that a «new fatherhood», consisting of more involved 
and caring fathers, is emerging in Western societies, while the image of the 
detached or «emotionally distant» father commonly associated with the 
traditional male-breadwinner model is gradually disappearing (Clarke 
and Roberts, 2002; Hobson & Morgan 2002). The emergence of a «new 
fatherhood» has particular policy relevance, as it is considered to be highly 
beneficial for both fathers and children, both in building closer relationships 
and in promoting positive child outcomes in terms of cognitive competences 
and gender stereotyping (Marsiglio et al, 2000). 

This chapter seeks to fill a gap in the literature by exploring the role of 
men in fertility decisions and the way in which they construct the notion 
of a «good father». The study is based on a sample of 68 first-time 
expectant fathers in dual-earner couples in Spain in 2011.(1) We use men’s 
narratives to identify the importance of children in their lives, their ideals 
about «good fatherhood», and their expectations about childcare 
involvement and employment adjustments in the transition to the first 
child. Female partners’ values and characteristics are also taken into 
consideration in some of the analysis. This study also provides us with a 
better understanding of men’s preferred timing and preconditions for 
fatherhood. The latter serves as a complement to existing research on 
postponed parenthood and low fertility.

	 6.2.	T heoretical Perspectives: Fathers, Fatherhood and Fathering

Being a father has culturally relative meanings. As Hobson and Morgan 
(2002) argue, the term «fatherhood» can be seen as a «cultural coding of 
men as fathers», which includes the rights, duties, responsibilities and 
status that are attached to fatherhood, as well as notions of what 
constitutes «good» and «bad» fathers (Hobson and Morgan, 2002; 
Lupton and Barclay, 1997). Connected with fatherhood, «fathering» is 
the set of practices carried out by fathers, equivalent to «mothering» 
and «parenting» (Quesnel-Vallee and Morgan, 2003). However, in much 

(1) T his research has been supported by the Spanish Ministry of Science and Innovation (Grant CSO2010-
17811), the Spanish Women’s Institute (Ref. 43/09) and the ‘Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas’ (CIS).
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of the contemporary research literature, the terms «fatherhood» and 
«fathering» are used interchangeably to include all the childrearing 
roles, activities, duties and responsibilities that fathers are expected to 
fulfil (Tanfer and Mott, 1997). In their discussion about the definition of 
the dimensions related to the concept of «father», Gregory and Milner 
(2004) have conceptualised the idea of a «fatherhood regime», which 
encompasses the specific rights and obligations placed on fathers by the 
state, the family, employment policies and the national working time 
regime (Gregory and Milner, 2005). According to these authors, family 
and employment policies are the most developed dimensions and, at 
least in countries like the UK, there has been a body of work relating the 
tensions around fathers’ rights (especially post-separation) to the 
normative discourse of «involved» fatherhood, also termed the «new» 
fatherhood (Collier and Sheldon, 2008; Featherstone 2009; Smart and 
Neale, 1999). 

Meanings of New Fatherhood

Most of the literature focusing on masculinity in recent decades has 
stressed and developed the concept of «a new father» or «active 
fatherhood» to refer to the social and psychological re-construction of 
men’s identity in Western societies since the 1970s (Lupton and Barclay, 
1997; Henwood and Procter, 2003; Connel, 1995; Nentwich, 2008; Deave 
and Johnson, 2008; Gillis, 2000). The emergence of the concept is linked 
with the perceived decline of the male breadwinner model. A growing 
convergence has occurred between the lives of women and men in relation 
to the workplace and the family (Collier, 1999; McDowell, 1997). Social 
changes, such as rising divorce rates and family restructuring, have 
contributed to a convergence in the life course of men and women. The 
«new participating fatherhood» is defined in contrast to the «traditional 
absent father» (Finn and Henwood, 2009). In particular, research has 
stressed the emotional involvement of men in parenting and in sharing 
responsibility for childcare, domestic tasks and family life in general 
(Craig 2006; Lupton and Barclay, 1997; O’Brien, 2005). At the same time, 
the «marginalized fatherhood» role is being identified as a source of 
suffering among men who desire a more active paternal role (Gillis, 2000).
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Despite increased scholarly attention, the concept of «new fatherhood» 
has not yet found a consensual definition. There are some studies, mostly 
qualitative, that focus on this point. Using semi-structured pre-/post-natal 
interviews, they present a complex web of concepts and behaviours to 
identify the ideal and real portrait of new fathers (Deave and Johnson, 
2008; Anderson, 1996; Lupton and Barclay, 1999; Hall, 1994). These 
studies focus on the gap between the fatherhood ideal and its subsequent 
concrete realization. As Cowan and Cowan argue (1992), fatherhood 
tends to be more a process than a status. What men define as ideal fathering 
may be far removed from actual behaviour. The relationships they are in 
(with their partner, colleagues, relatives, friends) and the context in which 
they act (in the labour market, social and family policies systems, cultural 
rules, etc.) shape the possibilities of its realization.

Policies specifically related to fatherhood have begun to appear in the 
broader context of gender egalitarian measures. In particular, the need to 
encourage paternal involvement has been motivated by men’s «role 
inadequacy» in light of falling birth rates as well as heightened divorce 
and separation risks. This perspective recognises the centrality of men’s 
role in couples’ fertility decisions. For instance, it has been well 
demonstrated that the decision to have a/another child or not is made 
jointly by both partners (Morgan, 1985; Thomson et al., 1990; Thomson 
and Hoem, 1998), and disagreement between partners in fertility decisions 
is likely to lead to postponement (Miller, Severy and Pasta, 2004). At the 
same time, women’s historical role as the «natural caregiver» means that 
men’s intentions have traditionally been more accomodating to the 
preferences of their partner than vice versa (Rindfuss et al. 1988). More 
recently, Miller, Severy and Pasta (2004) discovered that women consider 
their own desires to be more important, while men treat their own child-
timing intentions as equal to those of their partners. This incongruence in 
perceptions may be the result of a restructuring process in family roles 
that has not yet concluded. 

Trade-offs & Opportunity Costs of Childbearing for Men

The trade-off  between job and family still requires a difficult balancing 
process for women’s identity and well-being. This is illustrated by the fact 
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that in more egalitarian dual income couples, women are more inclined to 
postpone motherhood than men are to postpone fatherhood (Rosina and 
Testa, 2009). Nevertheless, the idea that childbearing now represents an 
opportunity-cost trade-off  for men as well emerges clearly in the literature 
on the new-fatherhood, in particular among dual-career couples. The 
«new fatherhood» seems more related to the way in which men try to face 
the dual identities of being a worker (breadwinner) and father, in terms of 
dedicating time to both roles (Henwood and Procter, 2003). Indeed, we see 
that time dedicated to childcare has increased both for mothers and fathers 
in recent decades (Sayer, Bianchi and Robinson, 2004). The increasing 
importance of the overall time spent with children by both parents is very 
much emphasized by Gregg and Washbrook (2003). They show how 
fathers in dual-career couples compensate for reduced maternal presence 
by increasing their input.

However, as O’Brien (2005) argues, «parental involvement is a trade off  
between money, time and care». Partners’ family role preferences are 
deeply connected to the economic and policy context. Desiring to work 
longer hours is typical in countries with a weak economy, while in countries 
with a stronger economy, desires for part-time work or flexibility are more 
common (Stier and Lewin-Epstein, 2003). At the same time, the problem 
of «time availability» affects both the desire to be a father and the ideals 
of fatherhood (Daly 1996). Especially where family policies are lacking, 
or are unable to support parenting, men are more likely to cut down on 
leisure than on working time (Sayer, Bianchi and Robinson, 2004). For 
women, working part-time or exiting the labour market remain common 
strategies to match family needs.The quality and nature of paternal time 
with children have also changed. Traditionally, fathers were more involved 
in playing activities (Pleck, 1997), but Sayer, Bianchi and Robinson (2004) 
find that the increase in fathers’ participation in childcare includes all 
aspects of childcare (physical care, education, games, etc.). By and large 
we see a normative shift; men should not be just «good workers» and 
«good fathers», but also «good husbands». This emerges clearly when we 
examine the conflict over time and resources that a man can or should 
dedicate to each role. While for men, «being a good father» involves taking 
time and resources from leisure, for women a «good husband» does his 
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fair share of childcare; not doing a fair share is, in fact, related to a decrease 
in women’s marital satisfaction (Kalmuss, Davidson & Cushman, 1992). 
But gender convergence remains stronger regarding childcare than 
housework (Kodz, 2003). As often noted, looking after children is more 
emotionally rewarding than housework (Oakley, 1974). In this sense the 
trade-off  between «being a good father and husband» and giving up 
leisure time seems to go hand-in-hand with less male involvement in the 
less agreeable household tasks. The concept of an unfair division of labour 
is not limited to the female side of the gender story. Milkie et al. (2002) 
found that if  inadequate paternal childcare is a source of stress for mothers, 
an undesired increase in paid work can be a source of stress for fathers; 
and women can be obstacles to husbands’ childcare when they maintain 
their traditional role as the sole caregiver. Such maternal gate-keeping 
(Allen and Hawkins, 1999) reveals how gender balance can involve a 
complex power game. 

It goes without saying that participatory fathering is linked to the cultural 
and social environment. In fact, active fathering should be positively 
related to favourable family policies as well as gender norm change. 
Research on fathering must clearly take such factors into account. This 
chapter presents the main results of a study that aims to fill at least some 
of our knowledge gap about Spanish fathers.

	 6.3.	 Data and analytical approach

The data for this research derives from a qualitative international research 
project (‘TransParent’) on the transition to parenthood. It includes 136 
individual in-depth interviews (both partners were interviewed separately) 
and 68 joint interviews (both interviewed together) conducted in four 
major cities (Barcelona, Madrid, Pamplona and Seville) in 2011. In this 
chapter we mainly draw on the male sample. The TransParent project 
chose couples on the basis of two main criteria: being dual-earner couples 
(or in search of a job) and being first time expectant parents. The definition 
of dual-earners was eventually relaxed to include unemployed individuals 
in order to adapt the sample design to the current economic crisis (a jump 
in unemployment from 9% in 2005 to 20% in 2011). Couples were mainly 
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recruited during childbirth preparation classes. Ethical approval to 
conduct anonymous couple interviews was obtained from the Pompeu 
Fabra University ethics committee.

A major effort was also made to include individuals from different socio-
economic backgrounds (see Table 1). Yet, the sample is not representative 
of the Spanish population, for instance, it is worth noting that our sample 
is biased towards older ages. According to national statistics, the mean age 
of women at first birth was 31 in 2010 (INE),(2) whereas the mean age at 
first birth for women in our sample is 34. The education structure is also 
slightly biased, with the low educated population underrepresented. 

For this kind of qualitative research, the aim is not to ensure statistical 
representativeness. Still, it was important to have couples with different 
educational and economic backgrounds since these factors influence 
gender values, expectations and behaviour (Coltrane, 2000). The sample 
allows us to explore how men with different education and work experiences 
articulate their views about fatherhood. The individual interviews were 
semi-structured and inquired about each partner’s work plans immediately 
after the arrival of the child, whether they had always wanted to have a 
child and in what circumstances the idea to have a child arose, how they 
prepared for the arrival of the child, their references for reflecting on 
motherhood/fatherhood (friends and relatives), the ideal plans for 
childcare and balancing paid work and family responsibilities, and finally, 
their plans regarding the use of parental leaves.(3) The sample also has 
some drawbacks. We lack, for instance, information on partnered men 
who prefer to be childless or who have not yet taken the step to become 
fathers. Such cases may provide insight into the reasons for delaying or 
rejecting fertility. Yet, the sample contains a large representation of men 
by age groups. The youngest is 27 and the oldest 46; 12 out of the 68 men 

(2)   Main Demographic Indicators from the National Statistics Institute (INE) are available on-line (see: 
http://www.ine.es/).
(3)   According to the Spanish parental leave system, mothers are entitled to maternity leave for a period of 
16 weeks, of which 10 can be taken before birth or transferred to the father. Fathers are entitled to 15 days 
of paternity leave if  they are employees or 13 days if  they are self-employed. Both leaves, maternity and pa-
ternity, guarantee full wage replacement, can be taken simultaneously or the father’s leave can be taken at the 
end of the mother’s leave. Both parents are also entitled to unpaid parental leaves to look after their children 
(the self-employed are excluded) for a maximum duration of three years from childbirth. Finally, parents are 
entitled to a part-time parental leave (also known as ‘reduced working hours’) to care for children with the 
corresponding pay reduction.
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expecting a first child are 40 or older. This represents well those who have 
postponed their fertility decisions. 

TablE 6.1 

Main Sample Characteristics: Individuals (Men and Women)  
in Dual-Earner Couples Expecting their First Child

Individuals (%)

City:

Barcelona 34 25

Madrid 42 31

Pamplona 42 31

Sevilla 18 13

Total 136 100

Mean age:

Men 36

Women 34

Educational attainment:

Without finishing Compulsory Education 5 4

Up to Lower Secondary Education 8 6

Upper Secondary Education 36 26

Tertiary Education (Three years) 27 20

Tertiary Education (5 years) 54 40

PhD or Master Degree 6 4

Total 136 100

Relationship with labour market:

Civil Servant 9 7

Fixed-term 75 55

Fixed-term and Self-Employed 3 2

Self-Employed 11 8

Temporary 19 14

Irregular Worker (without job contract) 1 1

Unemployed 18 13

Total 136 100

Note: interviews were conducted between November 2010 and July 2011.
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	 6.4.	� Men’s Desire for Fatherhood & Ideal Timing for a First Child

In light of the eroding male breadwinner model, greater female economic 
independence and more paternal participation in child rearing, men’s 
perception of the cost of children and the appropriate timing to have a 
first child may have changed. We begin by exploring in this section the role 
of men in the decision to have a child and what they consider to be «the 
right timing» for fatherhood. As illustrated in Table 2, four large groups 
emerge depending on who is behind the decision and who initially feels a 
stronger desire to have a child. 

TablE 6.2 

Sample Description: Individuals in Dual-Earner Couples Expecting  
a First Child, according to Who Took the Initiative in the Decision

Nº of Couples Women’s  
mean age Men’s mean age

The man took the initiative to have  
a first child 16 24% 35 34

She pushed, he consented 16 24% 33 35

Both agreed on the decision to have  
a child 27 40% 34 37

Unintended first pregnancy 7 10% 36 37

Note: two couples did not provide explicit information.

In the first group, in which the man took the initiative to have a first child, 
the men kept postponing fertility even if  they had a long-standing desire 
to have children. For many, it simply took time to find the ‘right person’ 
and, additionally, to reach emotional and occupational stability. Some of 
these men see a child as the obvious outcome of a partnership. Their 
decision to choose to become fathers seems to be closely connected to the 
biological clock. Some describe themselves as being very child-oriented 
(«muy niñero»), and some even said they enjoy watching child rearing 
reality shows on TV. They tend to come from large families and have fond 
memories of their own childhood. Some also mention that most people 
around them are having babies, which provides an additional sign that it is 
about time for them to take the plunge. In some cases, the desire for 
children emerges very strongly, as when respondents state that having 
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children is a very important project in the couple’s life, or that the couple 
may not feel fulfilled without children. A recurrent theme in postponing 
fatherhood in this group is the idea that their partners were not ready 
because they wanted to wait until they had a stable job or had attained 
certain goals in their careers. 

The second group, she pushed and he mainly consented, is largely dominated 
by men who resist taking on fatherhood responsibilities. For a small group 
of men in this category, fatherhood is not an essential element in their 
lives; it is something they could easily have done without, or it was not a 
priority at the time their partners suggested it. These men accept their 
imminent fatherhood as something inevitable basically because they 
cannot deny motherhood to their partner. One man, for instance, mentions 
that at a certain point he and his partner assumed the risk of not using 
contraception. Another says that the pregnancy just happened, and they 
accepted it, and others mention that their partners’ biological clock was 
the reason. Many of these men are in their early forties and had already 
decided they were not going to have a child. Another argument often 
mentioned is that men are never ready to assume, at least on their own 
initiative, a responsibility as important as fatherhood, which is perceived 
to be too costly for their lifestyle and, in particular, for their leisure time. 
As they put it, they have enjoyed living with a partner with complete 
freedom, and soon they will have to change most of their routines. These 
men not only feel scared about fatherhood, but also mention feeling that 
they are not really as trained for fatherhood as women are for being 
mothers. Other men, who were resigned to the idea that sooner or later 
they would have children, explicitly discussed the issue with their partner 
and asked them to wait until their employment situation improved or they 
attained greater economic stability. 

The third group consists of  couples in which both agreed on the decision 
to have a child. For this group a recurrent theme is having passed a 
‘checklist’ of  preconditions for parenthood, which often includes the 
couple’s labour market situation or, to a lesser extent, each one having 
found «the right person» (many in this group are in their late thirties). 
They often explicitly decided to postpone having a child until they felt 
established in the labour market, as most couples pursue the dual-earner 
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model, in part in response to heightened economic uncertainty (Abril et 
al. 2012). Where they fail to achieve this goal, the men in particular 
express anxiety. Another reason given for having a child is that the couple 
was childless for a long time and have now reached the right time for 
parenthood. Some men expressed uncertainty about whether they were 
going to have children or not. Some couples also mentioned that they felt 
as if  everybody around them was having children and they were an 
exception among their peers. Fernando, who evoked the difficult time he 
and his partner had to go through in order for her to get pregnant, 
expressed it in these words:(4)

(1) Fernando: yeah, yeah, yeah, almost all my friends. I’m thirty-eight and 
I am the..., how to say, the youngest of my friends, almost all of them have 
children, and this is something that, well, I’ve always wanted a lot, you know? 
Maybe we are now in another stage, and it’s a long time that we have been 
playing with the idea, this [pregnancy] will also be a bit of peace for us. 

Interviewer: ¿how come?

Fernando: Yes, after so long, that [pregnancy] will be good for us.

[Fernando (38 years old), secondary education. Fátima (34 years old), 
tertiary education]

Finally, the last and smallest group consists of couples that have had an 
unintended first pregnancy. Interestingly enough, individuals in this group 
are rather mature and educated. Yet, some of these couples argued that 
the pregnancy came unexpectedly, after they had given up on the idea of 
having children following a series of miscarriages. In these cases, 
parenthood was an important project that had not been possible previously. 

In short, the sample shows great heterogeneity in men’s fertility intentions 
and desired timing for fatherhood. There are men pushing for or stopping 
their partner from making the transition to parenthood; there are men 
with fears and men with strong desires for parenthood. The important 
point here is to elucidate to what extent the man’s initiative in fertility 
decisions is related to different ideals of fatherhood. Shall we infer that 
fathers who take the initiative are also the ones more inclined to develop 

(4)  O riginal citations have been included in the Annex.
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an «involved parenthood»? Or shall we infer that couples planning the 
transition to the first child together will share child care tasks more 
equally? Some of these questions are discussed in the next section.

	 6.5.	� Men’s Ideals about Fatherhood and Plans to Care for the Child 

The previous section revealed a significant heterogeneity in men’s desires 
for fatherhood, in the value attached to children in order to have a fulfilling 
relationship and in the appropriate timing of fatherhood. It emerges that 
the underlying ‘decision process’ is not only guided by women’s preferences, 
but that there is, in addition, joint decision-making, with the partners 
weighing the constraints and options against each other, and, as suggested 
by Miller, Severy and Pasta (2004), disagreements play a role in influencing 
the timing of the first child. Contrary to our expectations, however, we 
found no pervasive inclination towards a more active fatherhood role 
among the men who took the initiative to have a first child; rather, many 
different ideals of fatherhood emerge. We find men with strong career-
oriented values who anticipate only minor, if  any, adjustments in their 
working life and who simply fancy the idea of having a large family. For 
these men, fatherhood is, as expressed by Townsend (2002), a component 
of a culturally determined «package deal» in which getting married, 
having children, holding a steady job and owning a home are four 
interconnected elements. We also find men who plan to be highly involved 
in childcare and happen to be unemployed (manual workers), for whom 
participation as caregiver is conditioned on their future occupational 
prospects; men with «weak career values» who would love to spend every 
hour with the child, especially in the first year, if  this was a feasible option 
and a residual group who plan to be highly involved in care: men with 
weak career-commitments, or men with good career prospects for whom 
care is not perceived to negatively affect their job.

In this section, we will focus on men’s anticipated involvement in childcare 
and paid work to understand what fatherhood means to them. In particular, 
we explore the meaning of being a «good father», the extent to which men 
anticipate participating in childcare during the first years and the 
opportunity costs attached to such decisions, as well as the extent to which 
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they favour a gender balanced approach to childcare. By «anticipating» we 
refer to the adjustments that expectant fathers make in order to put their 
ideals into practise. As initially argued, we presuppose that first time 
expecting fathers who embrace the idea of an active fatherhood will foresee 
the need for adjustments in their daily working life and will engage in 
different bargaining processes regarding the allocation of childcare.

Most men in the sample said that they were excited – a few also said they 
were terrified – about their imminent fatherhood and expressed explicit 
desires to be a «participating father». Very few felt comfortable with the 
breadwinner-absent father model, which in a few cases was justified as a 
sacrifice for the sake of the family. This is the case, for instance, of Andres, 
a highly qualified professional, doing very well in a leading sector in his 
field, working long hours, and married to a highly qualified woman with a 
weak attachment to the labour market due to the economic crisis. For him 
it was clear that work comes first. His wife would do most of the caregiving 
so that he could continue investing in his career, which he considered to be 
economically beneficial for the family in the long run:

(2) Andrés: Maybe there are people who do this in my [business], of 
course, just as there are people with these profiles elsewhere, like in many 
government departments and companies. I sincerely believe that if you have 
the ambition necessary to climb the ladder now, which will allow you to relax 
later on, I am of the opinion that you should do it, and I am also of the 
opinion that if a woman feels more comfortable at home with flexible and less 
demanding work ... I’m totally pro-family, that is, and it is not that I am 
sexist either because ... in the end, one of the two has to devote more to some 
tasks than the other. I have some friends who do it differently, you know?

Andrés: No, but, of course I would love to have in ... ten years a work situation 
that allows me to enjoy my ... my children. I know that for another 10 years... I 
will not be able to do it because I will have to work hard but ... I hope to do it.

[Andrés (36 years old), university degree. Ana (31 years old), university 
degree]

Andres is representative of a group of fathers for whom the need to focus 
on the family is a long-term plan. Here, the attainment of a desired social 
position is very important. These men do not consider being a father as an 
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opportunity cost in terms of their careers; to the contrary, they plan to be 
more involved in work so that they can provide for their families. This 
does not mean that they are not aware of the needs of children in terms of 
time and care, but they know that those needs will be met by the mothers 
and by external help. Among these men the idea emerges that working 
hard in the present will allow them to enjoy their family more in the future. 
In these cases, no negotiation with the partner is mentioned; the need to 
focus on work is presented as something inevitable, derived from their 
chosen profession, or related to an investment that will benefit the family 
in the long run, and that their partners «understand».

However, the «absent father» reflected in the above case is rather unusual 
in our interviews. A recurrent discourse is men’s desire to escape from the 
traditional breadwinner family model. Men compare their ideals of 
fatherhood with their own fathers and often distance themselves from 
what was likely to be a model of an authoritarian and often absent father, 
adopting a position in favour of a more participatory model. They 
mention, for instance, the need to improve their «fathering skills» in those 
areas in which they felt disappointed by their own parents, such as paying 
more attention to the child’s performance in school or spending more time 
together. 

In spite of their rejection of the absent father, many men find it difficult to 
find the time to be more involved with their children. The image of the 
father who arrives home just in time to bathe the child and put him or her 
to sleep is recurrently evoked. Many fathers identify with it – with varying 
degrees of resignation. Ideally, most fathers would like to devote more 
time to their children and to arrive home earlier, but they do not think it 
is feasible. Again, the justification for this is often based on the conditions 
of the labour market or on the specific characteristics of their jobs or 
careers. Inevitably, in order for men to be able to maintain their work 
schedules, many women will have to modify theirs. This, in turn, means 
that mothers will take on the role of main caregiver during weekdays, as 
reflected in the following quote:

(3) Interviewer: Do you think that both of you will make some sort of 
adjustment? Have you thought about what you said before? About trying to 
be in a job with ... flexibility?
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Uberto: how should I say it, I believe that the job that I may have will 
probably let me take the baby to daycare or wherever in the morning, and I 
also believe that it will allow me to leave a bit earlier in the evening so that I 
have time for his bath, meals, and putting him to bed.

[Uberto (34 years old), university degree and Úrsula (30 years old), 
university degree]

Most of the men interviewed wanted to be «involved», but did not have 
clear ideas about the practical implications of doing so; as a matter of 
fact, they meant many different things by it. A man in favour of shared 
parenthood, for instance, defined it as sharing their free time equally once 
his wife took a full-time position. Actually, he planned to take his 15 days 
parental leave, whereas his partner planned to take her 16 weeks maternity 
leave followed by a part-time parental leave for a year. Such a lengthy leave 
seemed economically unfeasible to him, despite both of them having 
similar incomes. In this couple, traditional gender values played a key role 
in their planning for future parenthood, and this was reflected in their 
different meanings of a «good father/mother». The woman considered it 
normal to be the one reducing working time, even if  it might damage her 
career prospects:

(4) Interviewer: and, according to you two, the reason for her taking a 
part-time parental leave is mainly economic or is there any other reason?

Delia: Well no, the truth is that we never asked ourselves why, we took it for 
granted that I was going to take it. I think this is partly because, I don’t know, 
because at my job those who take part-time parental leaves are women.

Delia: Of course, I know that until my husband gets home I will be the 
person in charge of the baby because I’m the one with a part-time parental 
leave, I am also the one who is going to have less income, which will affect 
household spending, this is pretty typical, but of course, he... , maybe I’m the 
one who has limited my career more also, but I knew all that already, all that 
it entails and then, of course, I want to choose, and I choose to be with my 
daughter.

[Delia (32 years old) and Daniel (29 years old): both with university 
degrees]
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To her, active parenthood meant establishing strong bonds with the child, 
which implied the need to spend «enough time» with him or her. For the 
father, it meant enjoying time with the child and trying not to miss anything 
in the child’s upbringing. Different time commitments and different ideas 
about time were implied in their narrative. Furthermore, she introduced a 
sort of «gate-keeping» in the domain of care during the first year (Allen 
and Hawkins, 1999), as she presented herself  as the legitimate caregiver: 

(5) Delia: Yes, it is usually the mother who reduces the working day, I 
think, clearly, in this regard, how do you say, yeah, some people might think 
of it as a sexist society, but I think that the bond with the mother, I personally 
think that the bond with the mother has always been greater... particularly at 
the beginning, I think it’s really important, you know? The mother being 
present during the.. the first, first year or second year. There are people who 
would consider this sexist, and that a man should particpate more, but, I 
don’t know, I mean, I do not really know what timetables other people have, 
I don’t know, maybe they share. What I plan to do with my husband is sharing 
the tasks, that my husband takes him to school in the morning and I pick him 
up in the evening, and in this way the contact with the father and the mother 
is the same, you know? At least.

[Delia (32 years old) and Daniel (29 years old): both with university 
degrees]

Linked to the «gate-keeper» role of mothers, some fathers are conscious 
of the need to break with traditional caregiving roles. This is expressed by 
those men who realistically anticipate changes in their daily life to fit in 
childrearing and attain a shared parenthood status. For them, being active 
and present fathers means sharing part of the power that the mother has 
over their children, both in terms of education and affection, as these 
expectant fathers put it: 

(6) Carlos: «sure, no, no, no, I... I take it for granted, I take for granted 
that this is going to be like one day..., that..., that many days I will rely on 
Luisa or Luisa will rely on me, that is, I am... I am very excited with the idea 
of connecting with... with my daughter, at the same level as Luisa, that is, I 
have.., I have the need, for me it is very important this child, for anything in 
particular, simply because I am tremendously excited and because it is..., it 
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is..., ... is a piece of emotion, that is, is, is one thing, yeah, I want to be with 
her, I want to play an active role, in other words, I don’t want my work to take 
away from my time with my child, and as long as possible, and as long as 
possible I will do it, and if I have to be stuck on the phone [working at 
home]… in order to be with her I will do it.

[Carlos (38 years old) and Luisa (37 years old): both with higher secondary 
education]

(7) Ángel: «I would like this to be much more balanced if possible, for 
example, things like..., not bathing her, but being able to spend time with her 
after school hours, giving her the afternoon snack, doing homework with her 
or taking her to the park; you go to the park and it is pathetic, there is one 
man for every ten thousand women. / ... / you know? or I would like to be the 
one who picks her up at school, those little plea[sures] which for me are 
going to... it’s the day to day, something that I didn’t have with this figure 
[the father] and I do not want her to have that emptiness, you know? It’s not 
necessarily this way, you know. But that’s my experience and so, this is 
something I don’t want to happen to her».

[Ángel (37 years old), higher secondary education. Verónica (31 years 
old), university degree]

There is a group of men for whom the family is perceived as a priority, and 
they have decided to play an active role in childcare. They are aware that 
their work schedule may hinder – in most cases – their active participation 
in childcare, and this makes them re-consider their relationship to their 
work. These fathers use different strategies to modify their involvement in 
the labour market in the short term: reducing their work hours; refusing 
to do overtime; changing their shifts; doing freelance work to have more 
flexibility; or even postponing looking for a job in the case of unemployment. 
These ideas are more common among men who do not have a strong 
attachment to their jobs or who are disappointed by what the labour 
market has to offer. For these men the decision to have a child has led to a 
re-evaluation of their preferences, and at times, confronting significant 
opportunity costs. This is the case, for instance, of Jorge, who talked to his 
boss about his working conditions before his partner got pregnant, and 
was fired as soon as the company knew about his intention to have children:
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(8) Jorge: Yes, yes, yes, I mean, we agreed, after a long holiday period, that 
after August last year we would start trying to have a child. Then, after the 
holidays, in September, I had a chat with my boss, in order to... Well, I told 
him, (he is) a normal person, I don’t know, a normal boss, he was not a 
bastard or a tyrant, and well, I told him that we were trying to have a child 
and that I needed to know how things would be. And the next week I was 
sacked, and two weeks later we were pregnant. If it had been my choice we 
would have gotten pregnant on that same day, everything would have been 
the same, but with a job. But well, that did not depend on me and I knew she 
was very excited, very eager, and when I was sacked, for a moment I thought 
about telling her «let’s forget it (having a child) for the time being», but I 
quickly realised that it would have been a mistake, obviously, because she was 
dying to get pregnant and I also want her to be happy, and she had been 
waiting almost a year.

[Jorge (31 years old) and Natalia (32 years old): both with higher secondary 
education]

When we examine this group more closely, we find that those who are 
ready to take a more active father role have a lower or similar employment 
status (and earnings) to their female partner. For these men, paid work is 
not considered to be of utmost importance, in some cases because they 
found themselves on an unexpected career path (i.e. unemployed or 
working in a sector that they had not initially envisaged), or because they 
had unconventional occupations within the public sector or simply with 
flexible working hours. It is also common that these men value and praise 
the importance of their female partner’s work.

Some men, for instance, express weak work-oriented values and prefer to 
be the primary caregivers of the child during the first year, rather than 
spending money for other people to take care of their child. For one man, 
paid work is described as simply instrumental in order to pursue other 
activities. One man (a civil servant) sees his work as a dead-end job and 
does not think that a reduction in work time will damage his career 
ambitions, which depend on him passing official exams («oposiciones»). 
In another case, the man plans to take part of the maternity leave and 
become the main caregiver so that his wife can concentrate on her 
demanding career. This type of discourse is not limited to fathers with 
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unappealing jobs. For instance, Romero, who works in the public sector 
and is highly educated, as is his partner, has been a latecomer to fatherhood 
(he is 44), and now perceives his job to be instrumental, anticipating strong 
changes to his working life, such as taking 15 days parental leave, annual 
holidays and then reducing his workday by a third during the first year. He 
also complained of not having the same status as mothers, as the midwife 
discouraged him to attend childbirth preparation courses:

(9) Interviewer: Apart from attending the childbirth classes…

Romero: [I attended] the first and the last class; Antonia (the midwife) 
didn’t allow us to attend any other classes.

Interviewer: she didn’t let you go to more classes?

Romero: No, no, not the boys. She told us, we went to the first one and she 
told us, you know how she is: «well, boys, I don’t want to see you here till the 
last day» (he laughs). We stayed there like saying «well, I don’t know» 
(laughs); if that’s the way it is... Well, mmm, I am getting ready; I’m trying 
to help her, although the truth is that I am not helping her much with the 
breathing techniques, breathing for the birth.

[Romero (44 years old) and Olga (37 years old), both with university 
degrees]

Again, men’s intention to become a primary caregiver is not necessarily 
related to which partner took the initiative in fertility decisions. This is 
illustrated by Federico (worker in public sector), who initially felt very 
insecure and too immature for fatherhood, but is now carefully planning 
to become a participating father. He complains about the difficulties in 
finding good role models in the media of fatherhood.(5) He is married to a 
highly educated woman with strong work-oriented values, while he feels 
more relaxed about his career ambitions. He enjoys a privileged work 
schedule (from 8:00 till 15:00) and anticipates spending every afternoon 
with his daughter. For him, being a fulfilled as a father means doing 
everything related to childcare:

(5)  S tudies conducted in France and the UK have also identified this general complaint about the way 
parenting guides cast fathers in a clearly secondary role to mothers, as parents and carers, while emphasizing 
men’s natural lack in parental skills which places them in «uncharted territory» (Gregory and Milner, 2011).
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(10) Federico: Which care activities? Well, I think that, for me, for me to 
feel fulfilled as a father I would like to take part in every thing she needs. I 
mean from changing diapers, to bathing her, or going for a walk with her, or 
going to the doctor, I mean, I would like to be involved in everything she 
needs and, and in a selfish way, I mean because at the end of the day, she is, 
mmm, your daughter, and I would like to participate in everything, but how 
many hours (puffs), I don’t know, I don’t know how much it could take.

(…) We have not focused on that, but it’s like, it’s the mothers’ world, and 
we are there to help afterwards and I don’t want to help, I want to, I want to 
be a father.

(…) Yes, I am very angry with the magazines, all of them. «Being parents 
today», at least this one includes you in the title, but they are all made for the 
mothers, except for one article or two I have read, it is only about how the 
mother reacts, how she feels, how, I don’t know, how you have to make the 
father feel whatever, and the father, it is as if he doesn’t exist.

[Federico (30 years old), higher secondary education. Fabiola (30 years 
old): university degree]

In any case, we only find a minority of men who really plan for a shared 
parenthood. Few fathers expect to take time off  from work during the first 
months after childbirth, and they anticipate that the mother will be the 
main caregiver. This is, in many cases, related to breastfeeding. Women are 
culturally identified as the centre of nurturing and care, and fathers join in 
this endeavour by becoming collaborative partners. Many mention 
dilemmas when considering whether to apply for the 15 days of leave. 
They know it is their right, but they think their employer will not like it. 
They describe their decision as «daring», or as a certain deviation from 
unwritten rules. By mentioning the dilemma, they are acknowledging the 
possible opportunity costs related to their work place or to their career. In 
some cases, men decide not to take the 15 days leave. This decision is 
sometimes justified by fear of the consequences, and so for these men 
there is a clear perception of opportunity costs. But often the justification 
is more related to the fathers’ perception of being irreplaceable at work. In 
these cases there is a strong link between the individual’s gender identity 
and the economic activity. This occurs not only among men in highly 
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skilled jobs, but also among those with more menial occupations. This is 
the case, for instance, of Samuel. He is a work-oriented and highly qualified 
man doing very well in his job, married to an equally qualified wife. He 
explicitly mentions the need to invest «quality time» in childcare – 
although, his partner was extremely sceptical about his presumed 
participation. Their conversation reflects disagreement over priorities and 
the perceived time required to take proper care of the child:

(11) Samuel: Well, uh, we think, I think we will have the situation where we 
will have to use, we will have to hire someone to live here with us, to help us 
with the housework or to do all the housework, and we will try to compact 
our working day to get home earlier, not a lot earlier, but maybe significantly 
earlier. And also try to, well, to be more flexible at some points with the baby, 
to be able to work from home if everything stays as it is now, and well, the 
free time, dedicating a lot of that to the child.

(…)

Of course, I think that the more (time) you dedicate, the better, no doubt, 
but, taking that as given, that the more time the better, for the child and for 
the relationship, we also have to see the quality of the time that you devote, 
and so, I will try to devote more time and for that to be quality time, and so, 
well, I will try for quality to mean being there at the important moments or 
for the most fundamental moments.

Interviewer: So you are not even thinking about cutting your working 
hours? It is not possible for you or you don’t even consider that?

Samuel: No.

Sara: You’re not even considering it.

Samuel: I can’t even consider it, dear (puffs). It is, tsch, you know that 
already... 

Sara: Yes, but...

Samuel: The thing is that, uh, being freelance has these problems, so no, I 
don’t think it will be feasible for me to cut my working hours, I think it is 
feasible to, what I was telling you, to have some flexibility, or to be able to 
work from home more often when it is necessary, and so on, and of course, if 
I need to take one afternoon free or the whole day to see the child, I’lldo that, 
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you know? But I don’t think it is feasible to cut my working hours in an 
official way. 

Sara: Because you would not manage to do it anyway.

Samuel: It would be very, very complicated.

[Samuel (38 years old) and Sara (37 years old): both with university degrees]

Future fathers reveal an ambivalent attitude towards the changes that 
fatherhood will bring to their lives. In general, fathers imagine life with a 
child of an older age, which would permit a high level of interaction. They 
have more or less defined ideas about the activities they would like to 
undertake with the child at those ages, incorporating children into their 
own preferred leisure activities. For those fathers who will not take an 
active role during weekdays, the leisure activities on weekends are especially 
important. However, when asked to express their ideas about daily life 
with a baby, some men mention that having children means losing freedom, 
limiting their capacity to have time for themselves. These men argue that 
they have postponed childbearing because they wanted to devote time to 
other activities, including leisure. 

(12) Bernardo: yes, deep inside it was clear for me, but there was a bit of 
laziness, which happens to everyone, I guess. If you think «no, I’ll have to 
stop travelling, I won’t be able to go out on the weekends». And well, I’ve 
done that for many years and it’s no big deal if I do something different now. 

[Bernardo (33 years old): university degree. Beatriz (28 years old): higher 
secondary education]

In other cases men do not refer to specific activities, but they mention that 
having children means a change of life stage: from one centred around 
leisure and enjoyment to a stage more focused on the family. Thus, even if  
they have not explicitly anticipated the changes that will take place in their 
lives, they do believe in a vague way that having a child will alter their 
leisure patterns. This is well-ilustrated by Gerardo:

(13) Gerardo: «Yes, yes, yes, it was clear for me, yes, I mean that, I think this 
happens in stages, as you get older, and I think that, well, I’m 32 and that stage 
has ended for me, the stage of going out, enjoying so much, well not enjoying 
so much, but changing, and now, well, I’m looking forward to having children.»
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[Gerardo (32 years old): higher secondary education. Gabriela (27 years 
old): higher secondary education]

Men try to compensate for less leisure time by negotiating with their 
partners, or by anticipating care agreements so that one partner can have 
time for their desired leisure activities while the other partner takes care of 
the child. Their reflections about the need for such pacts reveals that future 
fathers are aware of the changes that childbearing will bring to their leisure 
time.

In short, most men talked about their future fatherhood as something that 
would be exciting and rewarding. Their idea of fatherhood is frequently 
based on their own experiences and those of their peers. Thus, expectant 
fathers hope to transmit the positive values learnt in their own family and 
improve on what they consider to be deficits, such as the lack of time spent 
with the father or reproducing outdated parenting styles. We do find 
evidence of an active fatherhood in our sample, but probably more in 
theory than in real practice. While few of the men interviewed adhered to 
the stereotype of an emotionally distant male-breadwinner figure, very few 
challenged traditional roles by anticipating important work adjustments.

Why do so few men anticipate in active parenthood? Beyond the persistence 
of traditional gender roles, institutional constraints clearly emerge as a 
barrier to alternative family models. First, the limited rights of fathers 
(work-family balance) provided within the national institutional 
framework are partly responsible for the slow pace of change amongst 
expectant parents. In our sample, for instance, some of the men had 
doubts about their actual entitlement to the 15 days of parental leave, 
while for women the 16 weeks of maternity leave is normally taken for 
granted, which is symptomatic of the traditional work culture. In addition, 
the design of the Spanish parental leave system (i.e., 16 weeks for the 
mother and 2 weeks for the father) actually institutionalises initial gender 
imbalances in childcare and hinders new parenting practices (Lapuerta, 
Baizán & González, 2011); a pattern that is later reinforced by maternal 
gate-keeping practices.

Secondly, the current economic crisis and attendant job insecurity limit 
the bargaining power of fathers in the workplace, as they fear employer 
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reprisals (if, for example, they ask for part-time parental leave), and are 
compelled to accept their working conditions in order to keep their job. 
Expectant fathers frequently mention that a 7 am to 3 pm working day is 
a difficult if  not an impossible ideal; one year parental leave is perceived to 
be utopian, and being able to regularly take and pick up the child at 
nursery school, or even the whole family – the couple and the child – being 
together in the afternoon, is considered a privilege. Most unemployed men 
plan an active fatherhood, their unexpected unemployment status in some 
cases being interpreted as a unique opportunity to spend time with their 
child. 

Expectant mothers face similar if  not worse constraints and uncertainties 
in the labour market, but unlike their male partners, women cannot 
conceal their impending motherhood from their employer; thus, they 
often adopt different priorities or strategies to care for their child in the 
first year.

Differences in participation in childcare among first time parents have 
several implications for their’ relationship with their partner and with 
their child. Tanaka and Waldfogel (2007), for instance, examined the 
effects of leave-taking and work hours on fathers’ involvement using data 
from the first wave of the Millennium Cohort Study, which covers a large 
birth cohort of children in the UK from age 8 to 12 months. This study 
concluded that taking leave and working shorter hours were related to 
fathers being more involved with the baby and young children. According 
to this study, shared parenthood can not only encourage gender equality 
both in the couple and the labour market, as it sends the signal that both 
members are equally devoted to care, but it also strengthens the relationship 
between parents and children.

	 6.6.	C onclusions 

A new fatherhood model is emerging in Western countries, and this is 
likely to affect the decision to have children. According to our sample, 
regardless of who takes the initiative to have the first child, men anticipate 
very different strategies for taking care of the newborn child depending on 
their gender values, work environment (work time), job prospects (the 
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centrality of employment) and their partners’ job situation. Working 
conditions and the rigidities of the labour market seem to play a very 
important role in fathers’ decisions, but these constraints are often 
considered in a gendered way: women are subject to the same rigidities but 
are more prepared to take time off  from work, even if  it can be damaging 
to their careers. There are some exceptions to this rule, given that men in 
some couples are willing to be more involved in parenting tasks so that 
their partners can focus on their careers, thus reversing traditional roles.

The rejection, at least ideally, of the male breadwinner model as an 
outdated and negative form of fathering is sometimes rooted in men’s own 
childhood experiences. In fact, they usually express a critical view of their 
parents’ rigid gender based division of labour, which in many cases entailed 
an absent father and a full-time mother with whom they established a 
closer relationship. But, as mentioned, this propensity towards an active 
fatherhood usually remains an ideal, at least in the fathers’ narratives. 
Most men appear to be excited about the arrival of their first child and say 
they want to be involved; yet this is understood in very different ways. 
Many men are resigned to playing the role of a «weekend father», a 
situation that is justified mostly in terms of their job situation. Even if  
men argue in favour of an egalitarian share of childcare, it is often the 
case, that women plan to make difficult adjustments in their jobs during 
the first year in order to have a long period of time with their child, while 
men only plan moderate adjustments, such as trying to get home earlier or 
perhaps taking time off  when needed. Many reasons are given to explain 
why men and women give different meanings to the idea of shared 
parenthood. Women feel more entitled to be temporarily absent from 
work, since this is perceived to be normal for women, particularly because 
of breastfeeding. As a consequence, many men feel entitled to continue 
with the same work routines after the birth of their child, only introducing 
small adjustments to the organization of their working hours. 

As a result, these men’s effort to be involved in childcare may seem minor 
compared to the adjustments that women make, but even this is a great 
change from the conventional father. The effort required to be a 
participating father is often measured against the very low standards in 
their family of origin. Therefore, even when little time is spent with the 
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child, this may be perceived as a significant change. Women, in contrast, 
face very high standards regarding motherhood, as measured by their own 
experiences with their mothers. For them, being the main caregiver in the 
first months after birth – thanks to the four months of maternity leave, the 
time off  for breastfeeding and an additional month for holidays – is 
frequently perceived as «the minimum package».

In short, shared parenthood appears to be more an illusion than a reality 
in our sample, at least in the first years of the child’s life; although, we have 
found a small group of fathers who plan to reverse traditional roles and be 
active in childcare. The main implication of the anticipated differences in 
the time that mothers and fathers will spend with their child is that this 
represents the foundation of future gender inequalities in the partnership. 
Attitudes in favour of a more involved fatherhood have gained popularity, 
but the institutional context and the hardship of the current economic 
crisis hinder most attempts at innovative and egalitarian practices. Even if  
fathers show some willingness to change, most of them will not be able to 
spend much time with their children during the first year, and they will 
find justifications based on biological differences for the adoption of a 
traditional division of roles in job and care activities. The economic crisis, 
despite all its negatives aspects, also introduces certain positive elements in 
the construction of fatherhood, as some men begin to look for other 
sources of fulfilment outside of paid work and may contest unfriendly 
work environments. To conclude, more research needs to be done to 
understand the potential impact of future family policies on fathers’ 
behaviour in terms of involvement in childcare and fertility plans. This is 
an essential step toward establishing policies that will support both men 
and women’s work-family plans and involvement.
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VII.	�Public policies, gender values and 
fertility across European countries

	 7.1.	I ntroduction

As discussed in Chapter 1, the shift from a negative to a positive correlation 
between female employment and fertility has triggered much debate. A 
broadly shared explanation for this is that societies with high female 
employment levels have also introduced measures that help reconcile 
motherhood with careers (Bernhard, 1993; Brewster and Rindfuss 2000). 

Research has highlighted two dimensions, namely the organization of 
work and the provision of childcare. Gender relations are also crucial 
since they influence the degree to which mothers working and fathers 
being involved in childcare and housework are accepted (Lewis 1998; 
Hakim, 2000; Gershuny 2000). The debate on work-family reconciliation 
has perhaps been overly focused on women’s roles while neglecting men’s. 

In this chapter our focus is on the fertility effects of institutions and policy. 
An extensive literature has studied the effect of changes in family policies 
on fertility (see Gauthier, 2007 for a review) and the results are rather 
ambiguous. On balance, only a weak positive relation between reproductive 
behavior and a range of policies has been found. An initial contribution 
of this chapter is to broaden the institutional and policy context and 
consider several dimensions of government intervention related to care 
services, labour market conditions, income transfers and taxation.

We also consider the influence of gender values, for two reasons. First, 
gender equity dynamics could be associated with policy changes and, 
secondly, the two may interact. Bonoli (2008) argues that family-friendly 
policies cannot be expected to impact positively on fertility in a traditional 
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society. We therefore examine whether the effects of policies differ 
according to the degree of gender egalitarianism prevalent in the society.

A second contribution of this chapter is to use individual-level data to 
examine how policy effects vary according to individual characteristics. 
This, we believe, may especially be the case across levels of education. 
Some policies (e.g., leaves, formal childcare) can promote gender equality 
by reducing the opportunity costs of children. Other policies, like child 
benefits, may only help reduce the direct costs of children. 

By examining fertility effects across women’s education level we try to 
bridge the gap between macro-level studies that show a positive relationship 
between labour force participation and fertility and micro-level studies 
that typically find a negative relationship between the two (Brewster and 
Rindfuss 2000; Ahn and Mira 2002). 

The macro level changes have generally been attributed to institutional 
and policy changes. At the micro level, fertility is usually inversely related 
to education. But in some countries, like Sweden, highly educated women 
now exhibit higher, or at least not lower, fertility than the less educated 
(Andersson, 2000). The same pattern may be unfolding in a number of 
countries (Kravdal and Rindfuss 2008; Shang and Weingberg, 2013). 

	 7.2.	T he policy context of fertility

Comparative macro-level analyses based on aggregate data suggest a 
positive correlation between Total Fertility Rate (TFR) and public 
spending on family policies and childcare availability (e.g., Finch and 
Bradshaw 2003; Bonoli 2008). But a number of studies find weak or even 
contradictory effects (Castles 2003; Gauthier 2007; Hoem 2008). 

Studies using micro-level data also provide mixed evidence. Rindfuss et al 
(2007) find that childcare services have a positive effect on the timing of 
first births in Norway; Baizán (2009) finds that childcare enrollment has a 
substantial effect on first births as well as higher order births in Spain. 
However, a study by Rønsen (2004) reports no statistically significant 
impact of childcare costs and its availability. Aassve et al. (2006) find that 
child benefits also have an effect on birth timing, but they do not find clear 
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evidence regarding their effect on overall fertility levels. Kalwij (2010) 
analyzes the impact of changes in expenditures on family allowances, 
maternity- and parental-leave benefits, and childcare subsidies on fertility. 
He finds no significant effects of family allowances, but maternity and 
parental leaves as well as childcare provision cause women to have children 
earlier in life and to have more children. In her review, Anne Gauthier 
(2007) highlights that in the majority of these studies if  a significant effect 
of policies on fertility is found, it is related more to the timing of fertility, 
and the effects are usually small. Moreover, especially in the case of cash 
benefits, the effects are stronger for higher order births.

This mixed evidence can be partially explained by methodological 
problems (see Neyer and Andersson, 2008). Several authors highlight the 
possibility that policies may be endogenous to fertility in the sense that the 
implementation of any given policy can be a response to an actual or 
anticipated trend in birth behavior (Hoem 2008). For example, while it is 
commonly assumed that public childcare influences childbearing, it may 
instead be the case that in societies with higher levels of fertility there is 
more pressure to expand childcare. On the other hand, policymakers may 
respond to declining fertility by introducing pro-natal reforms. 

Policy changes over time and variations across countries may also reflect 
other underlying phenomena, such as an adaptation to changing gender 
relations. Esping-Andersen and Billari (2012) depict the gender equality 
revolution as a process of diffusion of new norms. A recovery of fertility 
is expected when gender equity becomes dominant. The starting point  
is triggered by the rise in women’s education. Some institutional 
characteristics of societies (such as trust and stratification) may speed up 
or hinder that process.

McDonald (2004) explains the very low levels of fertility existing in many 
advanced societies as the result of differences in the degree of gender 
equity embedded in different institutional spheres. He argues that gender 
equity in both societal institutions and in the family is necessary for 
fertility to rise – otherwise the costs of fertility fall disproportionately on 
women. Arpino and Tavares (2013) provide empirical evidence that where 
gender equity only prevails in individual-oriented institutions, fertility is 
likely to remain low. 
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Along these lines, Myrskyla et al. (2011) show that gender equality is a 
necessary condition for the relationship between fertility and high 
development to shift from negative to positive. This is consistent with the 
idea that some countries are heading towards a new equilibrium because 
they have gradually broken free from the fertility constraints associated 
with the growth of female labour market participation.

During this transition in gender roles, governments can implement policies 
to promote gender equality by making it easier for parents (especially 
mothers) to combine work and family responsibilities. This, in turn, helps 
households have the number of children they desire at the time of their 
choosing (Thévenon and Luci 2012). The evolution of gender norms 
seems to be closely related to variations in the institutional context of 
support to working parents (Anxo et al. 2007): for example, countries with 
greater childcare coverage tend to have higher maternal labour force 
participation rates and less rigid gender roles. We must underline the role 
of institutional arrangements, not only in creating new opportunity 
structures for making family formation decisions, but also in influencing 
family values in a dynamic way (Bowles, 1998; Jakee and Sun, 2001). 

Family policies, gender norms and labour market conditions are 
interrelated, and this has to be taken into account when studying the 
relationship between policies and fertility. It is therefore not surprising 
that past studies find contradictory results. The differences in welfare 
regimes (Esping-Andersen 1999, 2009) capture how different societies 
provide family care. Generally speaking the Southern and Eastern 
European countries show the lowest levels of de-familialization, and 
Denmark the highest (Saraceno 2010). Even if  we focus exclusively on 
family policies, many different «packages» can be adopted by each country. 
But focusing only on a single aspect of the policy mix can be misleading. 
Thévenon (2011) employs principal component analysis to identify 
clusters of countries with broadly comparable family policy packages.

Pascall and Lewis (2004) identify five components – paid work, care, 
income, time and voice – within which gender equity policies must be 
constructed. The «care regimes» identified by Bettio and Plantenga (2004) 
partially overlap with the typology of policy regimes initially proposed by 
Esping-Andersen (1990). 
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Welfare states vary considerably in terms of their pace in introducing 
policies such as parental leaves, public childcare, services for the elderly, 
and family allowances. According to Pfau-Effinger, national differences in 
family policies can largely be explained by the fact that in each welfare 
state two types of welfare arrangements overlap. On the one hand, there 
are policies directed at family and gender relations, and, on the other, 
those concerning social security. Both vary in different ways in West 
European welfare states (Pfau-Effinger, 2004). This author proposes five 
ideal-typical family models: the family economy model, the housewife 
model; the (female) part-time caring model, the dual breadwinner/state 
care model, and the dual breadwinner/dual career model (Pfau-Effinger 
2004). Crompton (1999) adds a dual-earner/marketized-caregiver model, 
which seems to be the dominant model in the US. Gender ideologies tend 
to be related to state welfare policy packages (Gornick and Meyers, 2003).

In some countries these policy models have been substantially modified in 
the last decade. Germany has greatly expanded childcare provision and 
has implemented a new parental leave policy implying a shorter period of 
absence from work for women and the encouragement of paternal child 
care. These steps constitute a break with past practice, such as half-day 
school timetables and a male breadwinner oriented tax system (Bujard, 
2011). Also in Spain several regions have significantly increased the 
availability of childcare, and a (short) father’s leave has been introduced. 

Policy changes and the unfolding of the gender transition

In recent decades, then, societies have moved in the direction of more 
gender equality. Cross-national variations are substantial, but it is possible 
to summarize overall policy trends in four stages, starting from the situation 
in the 1960s when all countries were dominated by the male breadwinner 
model. In the first stage of the gender transition, women enter the labour 
market, but there is no institutional adaptation to women’s participation. 
This often leads to a «double shift» scenario with declining fertility. 

In the second stage, there is some institutional adaptation to women’s new 
roles. This may include the promotion of part-time jobs, the introduction of 
parental leaves and the expansion of formal childcare provision. At this stage 
men’s roles change only marginally (Kan, Sullivan and Gershuny, 2011). 
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In the third stage, institutional adaptation begins to focus more on men’s 
roles, including the promotion of fathers’ leaves or adapting the work 
environment to the growing caring role of men – such as shorter working 
hours or more flexible time schedules. Men take an increasing responsibility 
for care and domestic work and their labour market involvement starts to 
change, for instance by increasing their use of paternity leave.

The fourth stage would be a transition to a fully egalitarian model, in 
which both men and women are workers and carers to a similar extent (the 
«dual earner/dual caregiver» society). Of course no society has reached 
this stage yet. Increasing rates of female employment have narrowed the 
gender gap in labour force participation, but gender differences persist in 
such areas as career breaks, occupational segregation, working hours and 
pay. And although men’s engagement in domestic work and caregiving has 
increased in many countries, nowhere does it match women’s influx into 
paid employment.

In reality, the 4 stages overlap, and the timing of changes is likely to be 
particularly important for fertility outcomes. If  change comes late but 
very rapidly, as in the Spanish case, this might provoke very low fertility. If  
institutions begin to adapt early, as in Scandinavia, then a higher fertility 
level is easier to sustain.

Differences across welfare regimes also reflect variations in the way 
countries have experienced the gender transition. Liberal and social 
democratic regimes have promoted part-time employment and external 
childcare; in more familialistic countries, we observe greater resistance to 
change (less labour market flexibility, less availability of formal childcare, 
etc). Some countries, notably France and Belgium, are in an intermediate 
position and have fairly well-developed childcare provisions.

Differential impact of policies

We expect that the effect of gender equalizing policies will depend on the 
degree to which there is normative receptivity. It is, for example, widely 
documented that higher educated couples are far more disposed towards 
gender egalitarianism (Coltrane 2000; Hook 2010). Less educated women 
not only face lower opportunity costs of interrupting careers but are also 
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more likely to find themselves in precarious labour market situations, 
making conventional gender roles appear more attractive. 

We would therefore expect that welfare states with a strong gender 
egalitarian profile should help narrow the fertility gap between higher and 
lower educated women. More specifically, we hypothesize the following: 

a)	�T he availability of formal childcare should have a stronger positive 
effect on the fertility of high educated women than on that of low 
educated women, to the extent that their involvement in paid work is 
greater and because they face higher opportunity costs of childbearing. 

b)	� Well-paid leaves have a positive effect on fertility, especially for higher 
educated women. A higher replacement rate (e.g., 100 per cent instead 
of 80 per cent of the salary) means a reduction of the opportunity cost 
of childbearing and may therefore have a positive effect on fertility 
(Gauthier and Hatzius, 1997). This effect is expected to be stronger for 
highly educated women who face higher opportunity costs.

c)	�P olicies that promote men’s involvement in childcare and domestic 
work have a positive effect on the fertility of highly educated couples. 
A large number of standard working hours for men can be a barrier to 
their involvement. We therefore expect that this indicator affects 
fertility negatively.

d)	�T he availability of part-time work facilitates reconciliation and should 
therefore have a positive effect on fertility. In the early stages of the 
gender transition, a large fraction of women may prefer this arrangement 
(Hakim, 2000). However, part-time work also favors a gender 
specialization model in which women are secondary earners and main 
caregivers, which may not be very attractive to highly educated women. 
Furthermore, part-time work characteristics differ considerably between 
countries. In Southern Europe it is often associated with precarious 
working conditions, while in the Nordic countries and the Netherlands 
it is more compatible with career jobs, potentially enhancing fertility of 
relatively higher educated women. These contradictory effects make it 
difficult to predict the effects of this variable.

e)	� Child benefits and tax deductions can be designed in a way that does 
not create disincentives for women’s labour force participation 
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(Gustavsson and Stafford 1994). However, they often reflect the logic 
of the conventional male breadwinner model (Orloff, 2002). On the 
whole, these kinds of policies can be hypothesized to have a higher 
positive impact on fertility levels among low educated women.

	 7.3.	 Methods, data and descriptive statistics

We utilize the EU-SILC longitudinal data for the years 2004 to 2009 for 16 
Western and Southern European countries for which we also have 
contextual information. We restrict our analyses to women aged 36 to 44 
years old, yielding a working sample of 69,213 women (the number of 
women per country ranges from 2,326 to 13,871). The dependent variable 
used in all analyses is the total number of own children living in the same 
household as the mother at the time of the interview. This variable 
approximates the completed fertility of women. 

Independent variables

The explanatory variables include, first, the respondent’s age at the time of 
the survey and the highest educational level attained. We have coded 
education into three categories: some secondary education or less; 
completed secondary and/or post-secondary education (reference 
category), and university studies.

We complement the micro-level data with country-level data on policies, 
labour market conditions and values. We include data on family benefits, 
leaves and childcare. Data for the first two are taken from the Comparative 
Family Policy Database (see Gauthier 2011 for details on the indicators 
and sources of  data), while data on childcare enrolment are obtained 
from Eurostat, which aggregates micro-level data from the EU-SILC. 
For most indicators data are available until recent years. We use 
contextual information reflecting the situation in the mid 1990s (1992-
98) when, on average, our sample of  women had their children. When 
data are not available for this period, we consider the oldest data 
available. In any case, variations over time on country-specific indicators 
are very limited. 
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Regarding family benefits, we include the following indicators:

• �Monthly family allowances in US dollars (PPP adjusted) for the second 
child. We also tested for allowances for the first and third child but results 
were very similar to those reported for the second child. 

• �Value of tax and benefit transfers in US dollars (PPP adjusted) to a two-
child family (one-earner-two-parent two-child families).

Measuring leave benefits is difficult. There are important cross-country 
variations regarding overall length, level of compensation and eligibility 
criteria of maternity and parental leave (Ray et al. 2010; Wall, 2007). 
Saraceno and Keck (2009) note that some countries, like France, offer 
very long and generous leaves (see also Table 1). Others, like Spain, offer 
quite long leaves but earnings-compensation is of limited duration. Still 
others, such as Greece, offer leaves that are comparatively short. Moreover, 
while almost all developed countries ensure maternity leave, some countries 
also offer parental and/or child-care leaves, i.e., optional leave periods 
available after the period covered by the maternity leave scheme and 
usually not only for mothers. Similarly to Gornick and Meyers (2003), our 
indicator takes into account these three types of leave, their duration and 
level of compensation. In particular, we consider:

• �The sum of weeks of maternity, paternity and child-care leave weighted 
by the level of cash benefits paid during each type of leave. Like Gauthier 
(2011), this is measured as the percent of female wages in manufacturing. 
The indicator can be interpreted as the total equivalent number of leave 
weeks with a compensation rate of 100% of average female earnings.

To measure childcare availability we would have preferred data on supply of 
childcare places, but such data are not easily available. Instead our indicator is: 

• �The percent of children aged 0-2 enrolled in formal childcare in 2005. 
Despite the fact that this indicator has some limitations (for a discussion 
see Saraceno and Keck, 2009), it is widely used in the literature.

To capture labour market conditions, we include two indicators:

• �Standard number of working hours per week for men, year 2000.Percentage 
of women working part-time, year 2000.
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Finally, in order to measure the spread of gender egalitarian values we 
utilize (as in Chapter 5) data from the World Values Survey and the 
European Values Study. We include data from the oldest wave for which 
our indicator is available (1999). Our measure of gender equality is based 
on a single item, exactly as in Chapter 5: «When jobs are scarce, men 
should have more right to a job than women». The questionnaire offers 
three possible answers: 1 ‘agree’, 2 ‘disagree’ and 3 ‘neither’. We recode the 
variable into a binary response: 0 is ‘agree’ or ‘neither’ and 1 is ‘disagree’ 
and calculate the percentage at the country level. From now on, we will 
refer to this measure as the gender equality indicator. 

Table 1 shows the values of the macro-level independent variables 
described above and the average level of TFR for the period 1992-1998. 
Countries are ranked by decreasing level of (average) TFR. 

Table 7.1 

TFR and macro indicators by country

Country TFR
Family 

allowances
Tax and benefits 

transfers
Weighted 

leave weeks
Childcare 

enrollment
Men working 

hours
%Women on 
part- time

Gender 
egalitarian 

values

Ireland 1.91 32.89 2,357.33 9.80 20.00 41.56 32.77 74.50

Norway 1.86 100.22 3,498.30 41.19 33.00 37.99 33.37 84.85

Finland 1.79 100.01 2,513.59 79.01 27.00 40.09 14.27 87.07

Sweden 1.77 74.14 1,753.46 49.95 53.00 39.11 20.29 94.95

Denmark 1.76 65.05 3,902.45 32.23 73.00 38.53 21.60 91.60

United Kingdom 1.74 54.51 2,044.02 7.79 29.00 42.79 38.73 73.17

France 1.71 110.93 2,424.82 76.17 32.00 38.92 24.02 72.65

Luxembourg 1.70 150.89 6,274.37 42.00 22.00 40.83 28.19 73.80

Belgium 1.59 128.72 5,934.14 24.17 42.00 40.85 34.29 68.55

Netherlands 1.57 79.50 2,974.99 15.43 40.00 36.43 59.09 81.10

Portugal 1.47 21.21 918.31 13.53 30.00 41.26 8.59 68.40

Austria 1.44 98.54 3,674.28 49.64 4.00 40.62 27.11 61.85

Greece 1.33 14.56 2,049.72 7.79 7.00 44.99 10.60 80.10

Germany 1.30 79.57 4,676.07 39.71 16.00 40.60 35.55 73.03

Italy 1.24 79.61 2,223.06 25.00 25.00 41.36 24.59 65.00

Spain 1.21 24.55 1,152.96 14.86 39.00 41.82 16.56 75.90

Mean 1.59 75.93 3,023.24 33.02 31.15 40.65 25.53 75.27

Note: for TFR, family allowances, tax and benefit transfers and weighted leave weeks we report the average value for 
the period 1992-1998. For the other variables data refer to a specific year (the closest available to 1998): 2000 for 
Childcare enrollment, 2005 for Men working hours and Women share part-time and 1999 for Gender egalitarian values. 
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One can see how countries tend to cluster. The Northern European 
countries, with the highest fertility levels, score high on all policy-related 
domains and, in particular, with regard to childcare enrollment and gender 
egalitarian values. Other countries are characterized by high values on 
only one indicator. For example, Luxembourg and Belgium are 
characterized by generous family allowances and transfers, while the 
Netherlands has the highest share of women in part-time jobs.

At the low end of the TFR distribution we find Southern Europe, plus 
Austria and Germany. They are characterized by low levels of gender 
equality and unfavorable policy and labour market contexts. Interestingly, 
Italy shows relatively high levels of public spending on family allowances 
but low levels of childcare enrollment, long working hours, low part-time 
rates, and also a low score on the gender equality index. Spain performs 
poorly on all family benefit and labour market indicators, but scores 
relatively high in terms of childcare enrollment.

Methods

Since our dependent variable is a count variable, we employ Poisson 
regression models (Cameron and Trivedi, 1998) to estimate the association 
between contextual variables and fertility.(1) We use multi-level random 
effects models to take into account the non-independence of observations 
of individuals living in the same country. 

	 7.4.	I nteraction between education, gender equality and policies

Table 7.2 presents the results of the Poisson multilevel models predicting 
the number of children a woman has at ages 36-44. Models 1 to 8 show the 
main effects of several contextual variables, considered one by one, taking 
into account the effects of women’s age and education. As can be seen, the 
effect of education is negative since higher educated women have fewer 
children. The estimated variance of the country-level random effect (last 
row of Table 2) is statistically significant in all models, meaning that there 
is substantial variation across countries in the average number of children.

(1)   We use the Vuong test to check for the presence of zero-inflation. Since, the test was rejected for each 
considered model specification, we employed the poisson model. 
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Table 7.2 

Results of the regression models that estimate completed fertility 
(main effects of the variables)

Model (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Educational level

   Low 0.094*** 0.094*** 0.094*** 0.094*** 0.094*** 0.094*** 0.094*** 0.094***

   Middle (ref.)

   High –0.041*** –0.041*** –0.041*** –0.040*** –0.041*** –0.040*** –0.041*** –0.041***

Family allowances –0.002**

Tax and benefits 
trans. –0.000**

Weighted leave 
weeks 0.002

Child care 
enrollment 0.003

Men working 
hours –0.029*

Women share 
part- time 0.002

Gender egalitarian 
values 0.009***

Constant –3.163*** –3.143*** –3.137*** –3.218*** –3.244*** –2.003*** –3.208*** –3.879***

Var (country) 0.013*** 0.009*** 0.008*** 0.012*** 0.011*** 0.010*** 0.012*** 0.006***

Note: + p<0.10 * p<0.05 ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001.

We can also observe a negative effect for family allowances for the second 
child on completed fertility. This also holds for family allowances for first and 
third births (not shown). When we introduce the interaction term between 
family allowance for the second child and mother’s education we notice that 
the effect differs by levels of education: for all education groups the effect is 
negative, but for low educated women the effect is weaker (Table 3, Model 1).(2) 
In fact, the effect of family allowance for the reference category (medium level 
of education) is negative (–0.00182) and statistically significant. The interaction 
with low education is positive and statistically significant but lower in 
magnitude, so that also the effect for low education remains negative. A similar 
result is obtained using tax and benefit transfers (Table 2, Model 3 and Table 
3, Model 2) and allowances directed to second and third births (not shown).

(2)   These interaction coefficients are computed without including other contextual variables in the model.
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Table 7.3

Results of the regression models that estimate completed fertility, showing 
the interaction effects of education with the context-level variables

Model (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Educational level

   Low 0.07658*** 0.07428*** 0.12642*** 0.12251*** –0.69959*** 0.16258*** 0.41312***

   Middle

   High –0.03248*** –0.03146*** –0.04858*** –0.10117*** 0.31254* –0.03429+ –0.25994***

Family allowances –0.00182**

   Low X fa 0.00038***

   High X fa –0.00070***

Tax and 
benefits trans. –0.00007**

   Low X tb 0.00001***

   High X tb –0.00003***

Weighted leave 
weeks  0.00182

   Low X Wl –0.00115**

   High X Wl  0.00023

Child care 
enrollment 0.00229

   Low X ch.care –0.00096+

   High X ch.care 0.00179***

Men working hours –0.03064*

   Low X m_hhw 0.01937***

   High X m_hhw –0.00876*

Women share  
part- time 0.00249

   Low X part –0.00273***

   High X part –0.00021

Gender egalitarian 
values 0.00935***

   Low X value –0.00435***

   High X value 0.00278***

Constant –3.14042*** –3.13490*** –3.22441*** –3.23331*** –1.92308*** –3.23168*** –3.87877***

Var (country) 0.00847*** 0.00793*** 0.01202*** 0.01146*** 0.01016*** 0.01344*** 0.00466***

Note: + p<0.10 * p<0.05 ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001.
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The effect of leaves is not significant in Table 2 (model 4). But when the 
interaction with education is considered (Table 3 model 3), consistent with 
expectations, the effect of leaves increases with the level of education. 
However, the effect for the reference category (0.00182) is not statistically 
significant while the differential effect of leaves for low educated women is 
statistically significantly lower than for medium educated women. 

A similar pattern is found for childcare. Model 4 in Table 3 shows that the 
effect of childcare is positive for all education groups. However, again its 
effect is not statistically significant for medium educated women (0.00229), 
while the differential negative and positive effects for low and high educated 
women, respectively, are statistically significant.

Consistent with our expectations is the overall effect of men’s working 
hours. Long hours have a clear negative impact on the number of children 
(Table 2, Model 6). While men’s longer working hours affect fertility 
negatively for all education groups, the effect is especially strong for 
tertiary educated women (Table 3, Model 5). 

The degree to which women have access to part-time jobs does not appear 
to have any major effect in general. But, once again, the effect differs 
across education levels: it is negative only for women with low levels of 
education. 

And what is the influence of gender egalitarian norms in the population? 
As also found in Chapter 8, the more widespread gender egalitarian 
attitudes are in a country, the higher fertility is (Table 2, Model 8). And 
once again, the effect differs sharply by education (Table 3, Model 7). The 
effect of gender egalitarian attitudes is positive for all education groups 
but is strongest for women with high education,the education group with 
the lowest probability of adhering to a traditional family model and the 
most likely to gain from gender egalitarian attitudes.

Finally, we expected that reconciliation policies would have a stronger 
effect the more gender equal a society is. Table 4 shows that the only 
significant interaction between gender egalitarian values and the policy 
variables is found for family allowances. For low levels of gender equality, 
the effect of family allowances is positive. As gender equality increases, its 
effect decreases and in egalitarian societies it actually turns negative.
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Table 7.4

Results of the regression models that estimate completed fertility, 
showing the interaction effects of gender values with the context-level 
variables

Model (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Educational level

  Low 0.09475*** 0.09443*** 0.09448*** 0.09439*** 0.09445*** 0.09474***

  Middle (ref.)

  High –0.04061*** –0.04074*** –0.04060*** –0.04060*** –0.04061*** –0.04060***

Family allowances 0.10838**

Gender equality 
values 0.00757*** 0.00780*** 0.00804** 0.00997* –0.05168 0.01400*

  Fa X values –0.00169**

Tax and benefits tr. 0.00059

  Tb X values –0.00001+

Weighted leave 
weeks 0.00078

  Wl X values 0.00000

Child care enrollment –0.00148

  C.care X values 0.00001

Men working hours –0.13330

  M_hhw X values 0.00149

Women part time 
work 0.01698

  Part_time X values –0.00019

Constant –3.70347*** –3.73411*** –3.86800*** –3.90222*** 1.57039 –4.30871***

Var (country) 0.00306** 0.00432*** 0.00590*** 0.00359** 0.00616*** 0.00550***

Note: + p<0.10 * p<0.05 ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001.

	 7.5.	C onclusions

What is the impact of public policies on fertility? Compared to most 
analyses, our policy focus has been more comprehensive; in addition, we 
have not framed the work-family conflict as an exclusively female issue. 
Moreover, we have also considered the influence of gender norms. 
Gender equity norms and the policy context may interact, potentially 
leading to stronger or weaker effects of policies, depending on the 
prevalence of gender egalitarian values in the population.
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We cannot make any strong causal claims, but our findings do suggest 
that policies which support a gender egalitarian model have a positive 
effect on fertility. For example, we find that shorter working days for men 
have a positive effect on fertility. But it is evident that policy effects differ 
markedly across education levels. Statistically significant interactions 
were found between education and all policy variables and gender norms. 
Finally, we find that policies directed at sustaining a traditional role for 
women, like family allowances, may have a positive effect on fertility 
only in countries where gender egalitarian values have not yet spread.
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Conclusions

All advanced nations have experienced a major drop in fertility over the 
past half century. Admittedly, the decline occurred in the backdrop of 
unexpectedly high birth rates in the decades that followed the Great 
Depression and World War Two.

But there are marked differences in how the fertility transition occurred. 
In one group of countries, the decline was comparably modest and was 
then followed by a clear and sustained recovery. Canada and the United 
States and a number of European countries (Britain, France, the 
Netherlands and the Scandinavian countries) appear to have settled into 
a stable 2-child fertility equilibrium. 

In another group, the decline was far steeper and here we have yet to see 
any serious recovery. This ‘lowest-low’ fertility syndrome is evident in the 
Mediterranean countries, and certainly includes Spain. There were signs 
of a recovery after 2000. But, as we document in Chapter 2, it proved to 
be feeble and short-lived. To be sure, there are many other societies that 
appear locked into a seemingly unbreakable and self-reproducing low 
fertility equilibrium. Germany has now seen more than 3 decades with a 
TFR rate around 1.4. 

The question that above all has guided this study is: what are the main 
conditions that must be met for a country to embark on a serious fertility 
recovery? But this question begs another one: why should we be so 
concerned about birth rates in the first place? 

In the debates that have raged over the past decade, the dominant concern 
has been with ageing effects of persistent low fertility on the population. 
And this concern is surely warranted in light of predicted future old-age 

Gøsta Esping-Andersen
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dependency ratios and the attendant consequences for long-term economic 
growth. It is estimated that population ageing will cause the EU’s annual 
GDP growth to be 0.7 percent lower than would otherwise have been the 
case. Spain is an extreme case; its old-age dependency ratio is scheduled to 
increase approximately 140 percent by 2050. 

In this study we highlight a different concern. We see low fertility as a 
welfare issue. What does this entail? As we document, it is evident that 
citizens’ child preferences throughout the advanced world converge 
around the 2+ child-norm. Indeed, this ideal has been extraordinarily 
stable since the postwar decades and varies very little from nation to 
nation. The proportion of women (or men) who prefer to remain childless 
is marginal everywhere. And, yet, we see an often dramatic gap between 
preferred and realized fertility. Twenty percent of Italian women remain 
childless – in Spain 12 percent. Thirty percent of Spanish women fail to 
move beyond the first child. This welfare gap is, in comparison, very small 
in Scandinavia. Why? 

As discussed in Chapter 1, both dominant theories that guide fertility 
research predict a similar scenario of fertility decline. In Gary Becker’s 
influential economic theory, this is because the opportunity costs of 
motherhood rise as women attain ever more education and pursue careers. 
The post-modernist thesis predicts, similarly, an ever weaker preference 
for children that is driven not by economic concerns but rather by new 
values that privilege individualism and greater scope for self-realization. 

We believe the evidence contradicts both theories head-on. Not only does 
data on child preferences (and intentions) show remarkable stability and 
invariance. But the strongest fertility recovery is seen in exactly those 
cases (like Northern America and Scandinavia) where almost all women 
work and where one might expect postmodern values to be most advanced. 
Lowest-low fertility is very much concentrated in more traditional 
societies with relatively low female employment rates. To paraphrase 
Livi-Bacci once again, too much family goes together with too few 
children. 

An equally telling piece of evidence lies in the possibility that the 
educational gradient of fertility is being reversed. This is occurring in 
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Scandinavia and in the U.S. If so, the credibility of the economic 
opportunity cost thesis and the postmodernist thesis are further 
undermined. Women with higher education must obviously face steeper 
opportunity costs. And one would expect postmodern values to be 
stronger in this group. We have indeed witnessed a truly spectacular surge 
in women’s educational attainment over the past decades, not least in 
Spain. Will this further erode fertility? Or, is it the case that education 
matters less in terms of fertility behavior? This is obviously a central issue, 
and this is why we dedicated an entire chapter to it. 

The sharp contrasts in childbearing across the group of advanced rich 
nations suggests that some societies harbor conditions that are favorable 
for a fertility recovery, while others, including Spain, clearly do not. Our 
aim is to understand what drives the lowest-low fertility syndrome and 
what conditions might permit a society to revert back to a situation where 
the welfare gap narrows or disappears altogether. It is for this reason that 
a comparative research design is sine qua non. In all the separate analyses 
found throughout this book – with the exception of Chapter 6 – we 
deliberately included at least one nation that represents a clear case of 
fertility reversal.

The lessons we have learned

And what have we learned from our research? Those readers who have 
had the patience to read the entire book will most certainly agree with me 
that we are not in a position to conclude with any Eureka! Our findings 
have, by and large, added additional support to some of the key arguments 
presented in the most recent demographic literature. Before I turn to our 
more concrete conclusions, I think that our chief results point to two 
major issues in particular: one, the importance of altering gender relations 
in the direction of more equality – not only within partnerships and 
families, but also in the public realm; and, two, the conditions that govern 
labour markets and employment relations appear to be far more important 
than has, so far, been realized. 

Before going into the details I would like to highlight a few new and also 
highly surprising findings that did emerge from our research. The notion 
of a common Mediterranean model that is so widely accepted among 
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contemporary social scientists turns out to be problematic. Firstly, a 
closer examination reveals that the pattern of Spain’s lowest-low fertility 
differs markedly from the Italian. In Spain, as noted, childlessness is a 
comparably limited occurrence – almost half the rate found in Italy or 
Germany. In fact, the data examined in Chapter 2 suggests that the 
primary difficulty that Spanish women face is not maternity per se, but 
rather progressing beyond the first child. 

The second great surprise lies in the evolving pattern of Spanish co-
habitation. This emerged very clearly in Chapter 4. Starting basically 
from zero, co-habitation has increased remarkably over the past two 
decades – again in sharp contrast to Italy. Not only is it becoming 
common, but it also appears to converge more with the nature of 
cohabitation found in Scandinavia: a functional equivalent to marriage. 
Compared to most other European countries, Spanish cohabiting couples 
are relatively stable over time and, most interestingly, display fertility 
behavior quite similar to our Norwegian comparison group – at least as 
far as 1st births are concerned. As with married Spanish couples, 
cohabiting couples also have difficulty progressing to higher parities. In 
any case, these findings underscore once again that the decline of marriage 
does not automatically imply a decline of fertility.

Employment Conditions

In three of our chapters, the analyses conclude quite clearly that labour 
market factors play a prominent role in either promoting or hindering 
childbearing. Spain’s persistently high unemployment levels coupled with 
a pervasive degree of job insecurity, especially among younger workers, 
emerges as an important barrier to family formation. We found 
additionally (in Chapter 4) that this effect is especially negative for higher 
educated women. The logic is quite straightforward: both unemployment 
and job insecurity postpone the transition from education to stable 
careers, which, in turn, delays economic independence and the decision to 
have children. In fact, our findings are very much in line with OECD-
based research. As discussed in Chapter 1, the OECD has simulated that 
if Spain were to boast a school-to-work transition model similar to the 
Danish, the Spanish TFR could jump to 1.7. 
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Childbearing has always been closely connected to economic security. 
Traditionally, this depended primarily on the male breadwinner’s status; 
today, it embraces both partners. But labour market related effects also 
extend to issues related to job flexibility, a matter of special importance 
for women who attempt to reconcile careers with motherhood. 

Two facets of this issue that we gave particular attention are the role that 
part-time options play and the potential positive effects of a large public 
sector. Although in Scandinavia part-time work has changed from being 
the norm across women’s life course to being a convenient bridge between 
maternity leave and the return to full-time employment, it is still an 
important vehicle for flexibility and reconciliation. And, as discussed in 
Chapter 1, Scandinavian research shows that women with strong fertility 
intentions deliberately favor public sector employment because of its far 
greater promise of flexibility. Indeed, our empirical findings give support 
to the thesis that both part-time and public employment availability 
influence birth rates positively.

The debate on job and working hours flexibility is often overly female 
biased. This is perhaps less the case in Scandinavia where recent policy 
has begun to focus also on facilitating a more active paternal care model. 
The evidence presented in Chapters 6 and 7 suggests that flexibility is 
indeed also an issue of major importance for fathers’ ability to become 
more actively involved in their children’s lives. Indeed, this theme emerged 
quite prominently from the interviews with Spanish men (in Chapter 6).

Gender Equality

Our study has very much stressed the growing centrality of gender 
equalization for fertility decisions. Not surprisingly, this has become 
perhaps the single most dominant focus of demographic analysis in the 
last decade. As is now well-understood, there are two facets to gender 
equalization: relations within the family and egalitarianism embedded in 
societal institutions. It is only when both have adequately adapted to 
women’s new roles that we should expect genuinely strong fertility effects.

The impact of gender relations on parenthood has been a dominant 
theme throughout all chapters. In fact, we included a special study 
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(Chapter 6) dedicated to fatherhood, a much neglected side of the coin. 
And Chapter 5 tests directly how gender egalitarianism – here identified 
via values – influences fertility. Here, the evidence points to a double 
logic. On the one hand, gender egalitarian values need to be strong and 
broadly diffused for them to have any substantial effect. On the other 
hand, their distribution matters. Where there are large gaps, either 
between the sexes or by education level, there will be less fertility. Put 
differently, it would appear that a return to desired fertility – i.e. closing 
the welfare gap – requires that gender equality becomes normatively 
dominant in society. 

Here we return to a theme very much emphasized in Chapter 1. In 
contrast to the ‘less family’ scenario depicted in the postmodernist and 
Beckerian theories, it is much more likely that low fertility (together with 
declining marriage rates and couple instability) is a transitory 
phenomenon, provoked by normative uncertainty. Where a hegemonic 
normative order prevails, as was the case in the traditional male 
breadwinner society, we see high fertility rates. It is tempting to believe 
that this will come to prevail also in a society where gender egalitarianism 
approaches hegemonic status. 

Still, the link between gender equality and fertility is clearly not 
straightforward or one-directional. In fact, the evidence suggests that 
there are two distinct pathways to fertility recovery. One, exemplified by 
the Nordic countries, does appear to be based on greater gender equality. 
But we witness a different kind of pathway in much of the Anglo-Saxon 
world – like Britain and Ireland – where gender egalitarianism is not 
particularly advanced. Indeed, as shown in Chapter 2, what primarily 
drives these countries’ higher fertility rates is the comparatively very 
high fertility among low-SES populations (as well as immigrants). 

As always, gender relations intersect with social (class) inequalities. As 
we saw in Chapter 5, core gender egalitarian values have diffused pretty 
much across all social strata in the Nordic countries. But in other 
countries, the socio-economic gap is noticeable. What seems to 
characterize the ‘Anglo’ model is a bi-modality: the low educated enter 
into motherhood very early and tend to have many children. Teenage 
pregnancy and lone motherhood are prevalent. Less educated women’s 



184  The Fertility Gap in Europe

gender role perceptions tend to conform to traditional motherhood 
ideals. To illustrate, the employment rate of British lone mothers is 
around 50 percent, compared to 80+ in Denmark and Sweden. In 
contrast, in the Anglo model the higher educated not only postpone 
maternity but also have fewer children. All in all, the patterns of family 
formation within this group of countries conform very much to the 
‘diverging destinies’ notion described by Sarah McLanahan (2004) and 
Kiernan et al. (2011).

Can Policies make a Difference?

From a policy-making perspective it would obviously be desirable if there 
existed one clear and undisputed remedy to the fertility malaise. But it is 
abundantly evident that there is no single ‘smoking gun’ and, therefore, 
no ready-made magic formula. This doesnot imply, however, that there is 
nothing policy makers can do. The conclusions we draw in this study are 
generally very consistent with an emerging consensus regarding which 
concrete policies appear to be the most effective in promoting fertility.

In the demographic community it is now widely accepted that societal 
adaptation to new gender relations is a precondition for a better 
functioning of families. Legislative reforms are, at first glance, unlikely 
to influence how wives and husbands, fathers and mothers, interact on a 
daily basis. Or maybe they are? In a direct way, probably not, but, 
indirectly they may very well do so. 

What are the primary policy challenges? Our results, and the findings in 
Chapter 7 in particular, highlight a number of priorities. Women’s 
commitment to education and life-long employment is here to stay, and 
this means that society needs to adapt. A policy model that continues to 
adhere to the old male breadwinner logic and traditional familialism 
will, without doubt, perpetuate the fertility crisis. 

A general priority, as emphasized in Chapter 2, is to redefine the nexus 
between private and collective responsibilities: in a sense, to redistribute 
the costs of children. Spain is a clear exponent of the Mediterranean 
model as far as family policy is concerned. It lacks any serious child or 
family benefit scheme, parental leaves are too short, and access to early 
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childcare falls far below demand. The 3000 Euro baby-premium that was 
introduced by the last Socialist government was, to put it bluntly, ill-
conceived. It smacked of pro-natalist ideology. It may have had some 
minor effects, not in terms of restoring fertility levels but most likely only 
a tempo-effect, i.e. inducing women to have a child earlier than foreseen. 

The evidence is quite clear that monetary transfers to families do not 
have any serious effect on fertility levels. Nor is this what child benefits 
are meant to do in the first place. Instead, as in the Nordic countries 
(where family benefits are comparatively generous), their role is defined 
as a public recognition that children are a positive societal good; the 
associated costs must therefore be shared by all. Whether we have 
children ourselves, we nevertheless gain if society’s children grow up 
healthy, well-nourished and educated. Do not forget that today’s children 
will be paying for your and my old age pension tomorrow. 

There is, however, one area where sharing the costs of children will 
produce significant fertility gains, namely investing in early childcare. 
This emerges in all research, including our own, as probably the single 
most effective policy tool. In the case of Spain, we did see a positive trend 
towards childcare expansion in the 2000s, but not anywhere close to 
meeting demand. 

Some policy makers do not see the urgency of this, pointing to the 
availability of family members (the grandmother) or private market 
solutions. Neither option is likely to solve the problem; since female 
employment is indeed becoming the norm, the reservoir of grandmother-
carers will soon dry up, and the cost of (good quality) private childcare is 
beyond the reach of the majority of families. 

We also hear quite often from policy makers that budgetary constraints 
simply prohibit any greater expansion of subsidized childcare. But 
dynamic accounting demonstrates that the initial public outlays will 
eventually be returned to the exchequer via mothers’ enhanced labour 
supply, life-time earnings and hence tax payments (Esping-Andersen, 
2009). There is a good case to be made in favor of defining childcare 
expenditure as investments rather than as current government 
consumption. 
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This last point is even more evident when we take into account that high-
quality early childcare has very positive effects on children’s cognitive 
development and, hence, subsequent school performance – a point very 
much emphasized by Nobel prize winning economist, James Heckman.

A second policy priority area lies in labour market adaptation, as 
discussed earlier. The institutional mix characteristic of the Spanish 
labour market is clearly sub-optimal from a fertility point of view. Besides 
very high unemployment rates, so concentrated among young people, 
there is too much insecurity and inadequate flexibility with regard to 
reconciling parenthood and employment. A reform of part-time contracts 
would appear urgent as would better job protection for working mothers. 
A feature that is unique to Spain is the excessively long work-day 
(interrupted by an excessively long lunch break). This practice is a clear 
example of how institutions remain locked in the old male breadwinner 
philosophy. Moving towards a Northern European work-day norm 
would have hugely beneficial effects for parents trying to reconcile work 
and family life.

Thirdly, parental leave policy needs to be reconsidered. Spain’s 4-month 
maternity leave is very much in line with the practice in many other EU 
member states. But this does not make it optimal. Although the direct 
effects of leave schemes on fertility are unclear, their design has very 
important indirect effects since they are a key ingredient in the broader 
reconciliation package. 

There are two key issues related to their design. Firstly, there are strong 
arguments in favor of redefining them as parental leaves, with built-in 
incentives for fathers to also interrupt employment. Indeed, we saw (in 
Chapter 6) that many Spanish fathers lament the lack of ability to care 
more for their children. And, as we noted, research from Sweden shows 
that leaves for fathers exert a very positive effect on second births. 

The second issue has to do with defining the optimal duration. It is 
abundantly clear that too long (paid) leaves have adverse effects in terms 
of women’s life-long work attachment. Too short leaves may, paradoxically, 
produce a similar effect since mothers may find themselves forced to 
abandon their jobs to care for the child. There exists no clear consensus 
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as to what constitutes the ideal duration of leaves. Perhaps Denmark 
(with 9 months) represents an optimal solution considering that basically 
all mothers return to work at the end of their leave. This, we should not 
forget, is very much facilitated by easy access to (transitory) part-time 
arrangements in the Danish labour market. 

To sum it all up, countries like Spain have a long way to go if they aim  
to restore fertility to levels that match citizens’ aspirations and, 
coincidentally, also to levels that will ensure against overly rapid 
population ageing and decline. The currently severe budgetary limitations 
make it difficult to imagine a major concerted reform program. Under 
such conditions, where should policy makers begin? A reform of the 
workday would require no public expenditures, so this is a clear win-win 
strategy – as would be a reform of part-time contracts. On balance, our 
findings suggest that childcare expansion must figure prominently on the 
priority list.
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Since the second half of the 20th century, the decline in fertility has 

been a constant in practically all advanced societies. This study 

increases our understanding of the multidimensional character of this 

phemomenon, addressing educational and labour market factors, the 

impact of public policies, the transformation of gender roles and new 

family configurations.

Spain is the object of this in depth analysis because it exhibits 

behaviour that deviates from other cases of low fertility. Women in 

Spain postpone motherhood; they face difficulties in balancing family 

and career; support from the welfare state for families is insufficient 

and couples doubt if they should have children due to economic and 

social uncertainties. Spain also has a very high unemployment rate, 

in particular, among young people, and has seen a spectacular 

increase in the rates of divorce and cohabitation.

The authors analyse the factors that explain the uniqueness of the 

Spanish case, comparing it not only with the reality in Nordic and 

Anglo-Saxon countries, but also with Spain’s mediterranean 

neighbours.
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