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Remaining Childless

• Childlessness - conscious choice or effect of structural constraints?

• “Childlessness is a multifaced issue” (Tanturri & Mencarini 2008)

“Two life course principles inform thinking about remaining childless. 

The first is that of ‘cumulative contingencies’: previous experiences 

shape ensuing behaviour. The second is that of ‘interdependencies’

between pathways: behaviour in one pathway shapes behaviour in 

another. Both principles imply that successive steps in life 

increase (or decrease) the likelihood of remaining childless.”

(Keizer, Dykstra & Jansen 2007, p. 864)



• ‘Early articulators’ vs ‘postponers’ (studies of Callan in 1980s, Houseknecht 1979)

• ‘Perpetual postponers’ (Barrington 2004), childlessness as a ‘side-effect’ of fertility 

postponement (e.g. Sobotka 2004).

• ‘Early articulators’ may change their mind as they get older, as their relationship 

status changes (Heaton, Jacobson & Holland 1999), in the course of negotiations 

with a partner (Miller 1981), etc. 

A series of decisions



Childlessness across Europe

Western and Southern Europe:
First birth TCFRs reached a peak 
for cohorts of the 1940s and then 
started to decrease markedly.

Central and Eastern Europe:
Changes started to appear later. 
First birth TCFRs started to 
decline rapidly for 1960s cohorts.

1 - data for 1953 cohort

Country
Chidless women as % of 
all women born in 1965

Denmark 12,7
Norway1 10,4
Sweden 15,1
France 10,3
England & Wales 18,9
Netherlands 18,2
Austria 17,2
Greece 14,9
Italy 24,0
Portugal 5,1
Spain 11,8
Czech Republic 7,5
Poland 15,5
Slovak Republic 11,4
Bulgaria 9,4
Slovenia 10,5
Lithuania 9,5
Romania 13,1
Russian Federation 8,5

Source: Frejka, 2008



Trends in childlessness in Italy and Poland

Source: Observatoire Démographique



Reasons of childlessness increase

Changes in value systems and social norms

• Higher attachment to education and employment career
• Increase in material aspirations
• Larger instability of relationships

Structural changes

• Necessity to invest in one’s own employment career
• Increase in employment instability
• Increase in the role of education for one’s performance in the labour

market
• Rising difficulties in availability and affordability of housing for young 

people



Paths into childlessness - linked lives

• Educational career 
+ Higher level of education  postponing or even foregoing motherhood 
- Higher education = better employment perspectives and higher income.  

• Employment career 
+ Periods of unemployment  worse financial situation
+ Work continuity throughout life-course might be incompatible with 

motherhood.

• Partnership and marital career
+ Cohabitation might increase likelihood of remaining childless
- BUT… growing number of extramarital births
+ Relationship discontinuity might discourage women from childbearing
- End of relationship is an opportunity to find a more suitable partner 

to form a family with

Based on:  Keizer et al., 2007



Previous research

• Keizer, Dykstra, Jansen, 2008
 What pathways shape the likelihood of remaing childless
 Netherlands, 2867 women aged 40 to 79
 Binary logistic regression model
 Two groups: mothers and childless women

• Tanturri, Mercarini 2007
 Analysis of childlessness in Italy
 5 provincial capitals: Padua, Udine, Florence, Pesaro and Messina
 1959 women aged 40 to 44
 Multinomial logit model
 Three groups: mothers, women who tried to have children and women 

who never tried to conceive

COMMON CHARACTERISTIC:
focusing on childlessness as an outcome of all previous experiences 
– not as a process



How to study the path 
into childlessness as a process

• Descriptive overviews of life course transitions usually focus on 
single events (e.g., Liefbroer 1999; Billari and Liefbroer 2010). Taking this 
approach makes it difficult to understand how more than one life-
course events are interlinked, especially when the ordering of the 
events can be diverse. 

• Researchers have taken one process as given and studied how 
the other process relates to it, for example with home-ownership and 
fertility (Mulder and Wagner 2001). 

• Other researchers have explored different ways of surmounting this 
problem, for example mirrored survival functions (Billari 2001) and 
simultaneous-equation models (Brien et al. 1999; Steele et al. 2005).

We study childlessness as a process through sequence analysis 
techniques



Sequence analysis

Exploratory technique (holistic perspective, i.e. acknowledging life courses as 

complex entities)

Sequence: SSSSCCCMMMMSSSS

Born for genetic studies; in demography we look at time series data

Objective: to identify some common paths over life courses among various 

sequences, according to one or more events. 

What we can do with SA?

• Synthetic measures of the sequences

• Comparison of similarities/dissimilarities among  sequences

• Identify background factors responsible for a specific sequence



Objective of the work

To explore path into childlessness in Italy and Poland

ITALY POLAND
Household Multipurpose 
Survey on Family and Social 
Subjects (2009)

Cohorts: 1963-1972

Age: 34-43 at the survey date

Mothers: Polish Gender and 
Generation Survey (2011)

Childless women: Childlessness 
and Late Fertility Survey (2011)

Cohorts: 1965-1974

Age: 34-43 at the survey date 



An example on older cohorts for Italy

Data: FSS-GGS 2003

Groups for the sequence construction: childless women vs mothers who were 
at least forty years old at the date of the interview

Cohorts: women born between 1900-1963

Temporal unit of observation: month

Observation period of the sequences: from 15 to (40:50) years old
(300:420) months of observation

Time-varying variables for the sequence construction : 
• The end of education
• The exit from parental home
• Partnership history
• Work career

24 possible states

24420 possible 
different sequences



Some results: Average permanence 
in some states

Childless women vs mothers:

•Time spent in education: 2.3 years vs 1.5 years

•Time spent in paid work: 11.8 years vs 10.2 years

•Permanence in parental home: 12.5 years vs 8.4 years

•Being single: 19.5 years vs 9.5 years



Some results: Modal sequence by birth cohort

Childless women

Most present condition of childless women: SUL

Most present condition of mothers: SUM

Mothers

Modal sequence: sequence formed by the most frequent states at each month of observation

Legend:
0: in educ., living with parents, not empl., single
S: end educ., living with parents, not empl., single 
SL: end educ., living with parents, empl., single
SUM: end educ., left parental home, not empl, married
SUL: end educ., left parental home, empl., single
SULM: end educ., left parental home, empl., married



Some results: Assessing heterogeneity 
over the life course

Childless women

• More diverse profiles for childless women than for mothers

• Increase of heterogeneity among younger cohorts for both groups

Mothers

Entropy: heterogeneity in the population for each month of observation

Age Age



Summary and future extensions of the work

• The status of single is much more frequent in childless women than 
mothers – it is the most important reason for childlessness;

• Childless women’s profiles are more heterogeneous than those of 
mothers;

• Childless women spend more time in education and in paid work than 
mothers;

• Life trajectories are much more similar within the group of childless 
women and mothers than within the birth cohort.

Once obtained sequences (not shown):

• Cluster analysis – to cluster “typical” sequences

• Logistic regression or multinomial logistic regression 
– to focus on factors that may potentially affect all the sequence 

(i.e., the family background).



Thank you!


