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Abstract 
Many countries in Europe have experienced fertility below replacement level for a long 

period of time. Population ageing and difficulties in sustaining current living standards follow 

low fertility levels. To be able to increase fertility levels it is necessary to give women and 

men in Europe opportunities to fulfil their desired life, with or without children. Work-family 

reconciliation policies can either prevent people from or allow them to combine a career and a 

family. To what extent these policies have an influence on short-term childbearing intentions 

in Poland and Sweden is the focus of this study. Using data from the Gender and Generation 

Survey, the results show that women in Poland are more likely to intend to have a first child 

within the next three years than are women in Sweden, despite less favourable work-family 

reconciliation policies, while childless men in Poland are less likely to intend to have a child 

in the near future than are men in Sweden. It also shows that the attitudes towards parental 

leave policies have an effect on first childbearing intentions, but that attitudes towards 

childcare systems play a minor role when intending to become a parent or not in the near 

future. Common to the work-family reconciliation policies is that the attitudes towards them 

are contextually embedded. 
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1. Introduction 
Why do some people in Poland and Sweden intend to have a child within a short period of 

time, while others do not? Is the decision in any way related to the current work-family 

policies in the specific country, or is it a decision made based solely on individual 

circumstances? As fertility levels in most European countries now lie below replacement level 

of 2.1 children per woman (OECD, 2014c), the question of why some people choose to 

postpone childbearing, or not to have children at all, is of great importance in order to 

understand the reasons to why fertility levels vary greatly between countries. Poland and 

Sweden both experiences fertility levels below replacement level, Poland often categorized as 

having very low fertility and Sweden as having low fertility (Kohler, Billari & Ortega, 2002; 

Billari, 2005). The countries also have different conditions in terms of work-family 

reconciliation policies (Kotowska, Jóźwiak, Matysiak & Baranowska, 2008; Oláh & 

Bernhardt, 2008; Moss, 2010). 

 Policymakers across Europe are concerned about the low fertility levels and how it affects 

the population dynamics and ageing (Billari, 2005), interest lies therefore in increasing the 

opportunities for people to pursue the life they want, with or without children, participating in 

the labour market or not. To be able to create these circumstances it is essential that policy 

makers are aware of the childbearing intentions of the population, why the intentions are as 

they are, and also how people use the work-family reconciliation policies available. These 

policies vary across countries, and are, to a different extent, encouraging women and men to 

stay at home with their children, or to leave the children at public or private childcare and 

participate in the labour market themselves. 

 Most studies focus on female fertility and why and when women have their first child, but 

other parities have also been widely studied to understand why fertility patterns look the way 

they do in different societies. Men have not been focused on in the same extent, although 

research on men as fathers does exist (Kaufman, 2000; Oláh, Bernhardt & Goldscheider, 

2002; Feyrer, Sacerdote & Stern, 2008; Frejka, Sobotka, Hoem & Toulemon, 2008; 

McDonald, 2008; Hofferth & Goldscheider, 2010). Women’s childbearing intentions are 

getting more and more attention as well as research on men’s fertility and childbearing 

intentions as it takes two to have a child and that the traditional gender roles are changing in 

favour of a more gender equal society. The relatively low interest in men’s fertility and 

childbearing intentions is partly because it is more difficult to measure but also due to many 
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societies experiencing gender roles within the family, where women are the main carer and 

men the main provider. Men’s role within the family has thus not been as connected with 

childrearing as women’s role. 

 If and when a couple decides to have children, previous studies have shown that the roles 

of the partners within the relationship have an influence on how many children the couple has. 

Research on men’s fertility and childbearing intentions has, as previously mentioned, 

increased during the last decades (Thomson, 1997; Thomson & Hoem, 1998; Puur, Oláh, 

Tazi-Preve & Dorbitz, 2008; Goldscheider, Oláh & Puur, 2010; Mayer & Schulze, 2013), and 

these studies indicate that men have an important role when women have children, not only 

during the conception. Thomson (1997) and Thomson and Hoem (1998) show that women 

and men’s childbearing desires and intentions are equally important when it comes to having 

children in a union. If a couple disagrees on having a child or not, the solution is in favour of 

the woman in as many cases as the man, showing there is a level of gender equality 

concerning childbearing in most relationships (Thomson & Hoem 1998). 

 As the gender revolution expands across the countries of Europe, both in the society and 

within families, the characteristics, values and intentions of men increase in importance in the 

decision on having children. This study will provide a new light to research as it takes both 

women and men in consideration. By distinguishing the results between the two genders it is 

possible to see how women and men perceive the parental leave and childcare systems 

separately.  

 To understand the short-term childbearing intentions of women and men in Poland and in 

Sweden, and the reasons behind these intentions, this study will build on two theories; the 

theory of risk aversion (Arrow, 1974; McDonald, 2002; 2006; 2008) and the theory of gender 

equity (McDonald, 2013). These theories tries to explain certain behaviour among women and 

men in developed countries and are therefore reliable and valuable theories to use for Poland 

and Sweden, but they are of course not the sole explanation to a behaviour or an intention. 

 The aim of this study is to: analyse short-term childbearing intentions among women and 

men who do not yet have children, in two different institutional contexts with different 

parental leave systems and childcare provisions. The research question addressed is: if 

expected impact of childbearing on employment opportunities, and the opportunities to take 

parental leave and the availability of childcare, influence short-term childbearing intentions 

among women and men, who do not yet have children, to a different extent in Poland and in 

Sweden. 
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 The analysis is done using country specific data for Poland and Sweden from the 

Generations and Gender Survey (GGS) wave 1 conducted in the years 2010-2011 and 2012-

2013 respectively. The study focuses on the perceived effects a child would have on 

employment opportunities and of the availability of parental leave and childcare among 

women and men who do not yet have children, it will not focus on actual uptake of parental 

leave or childcare provision. Short-time childbearing intentions are defined as the intentions 

to have a child within the next three years. 

 The thesis is structured as follows; first a section on the current situation in Poland and 

Sweden is presented, and thereafter the theoretical framework and previous research in the 

field. A discussion on the data and the method used follows, and also a description of the 

variables. Finally the results of the logistic regression analysis are presented, followed by a 

discussion concerning the findings. 

2. Country contexts 
This study is an analysis on Poland and Sweden, which are very different countries in regard 

to welfare states, norms and culture; they are also different in regard to parental leave systems 

and childcare policies. Poland is often grouped as a post-socialistic welfare state (Ferrarini, 

2003, 2006) with an implicit familialism type of family policies (Szelewa & Polakowski, 

2008) and Sweden as a social democratic type of welfare state (Esping-Andersen, 1990) with 

a dual earner dual carer type of family policies (Korpi, Ferrarini & Englund, 2013). A 

challenge occurring when analysing parental leave systems and childcare policies is to prove 

that the behaviour of the people is connected with specific policies (Neyer & Andersson, 

2008), because it is impossible to observe what the behaviour would have been if the policy 

would have had a different meaning.  

 The GGS data used in this thesis was collected in 2010-2011 and 2012-2013 for Poland 

and Sweden respectively. Work-family reconciliation policies described in the following 

sections are therefore based on the year 2010 for both countries as no big changes were 

implemented between 2010 and 2012.  

2.1. Poland 
Parental leave in Poland, as in many other countries, is divided into three parts; maternity 

leave, paternity leave and parental leave. The responsibility for the care of a child lies mostly 

within the family, as public childcare is very expensive. Mothers are mostly the main care 
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provider due to the parental leave system giving mothers 22 weeks of maternity leave, and 

fathers only one week of paternity leave. Fathers did not have the legal right to be at home 

and take care of a child using extended parental leave until 1996, after pressure from the EU 

(Saxonberg & Szelewa, 2007). Only employed or self-employed women and men who are 

insured and covered by social security insurance at the start of the leave are eligible for 

payments, which means that it is necessary to be established on the labour market before 

having children in Poland. The payment level during maternity and paternity leave is 100 

percent of the average income 12 months prior to the birth, and there is no ceiling on how 

much a mother or a father can receive. After the maternity and paternity leave weeks, the 

family is entitled to up to 36 months of parental leave with a fixed payment of approximately 

€100 per month if the mean household income per capita does not exceed €125 (Moss, 2010). 

Only households with a low income are thus eligible for payments during parental leave, 

while middle and high-income families do not receive any kind of payment. 

 Women and men in Poland are offered to work part-time, even during parental leave in 

order to generate more income (Moss, 2010). OECD-data from 2011 show that in families 

with young children it is most common that either both parents work full-time, or that one 

parent works full-time and the other parent does not work at all. When the youngest child gets 

older, three to five years, a majority of the couples both work full-time, while in 

approximately 35 percent of the families one parent works full-time. In very few families one 

parent works full-time and one part-time, between six and seven percent of the families 

choose that solution up until the youngest child reaches 14 years of age (OECD, 2014a). 

 There are no statistics on the share of uptake of maternity and paternity leave in Poland, 

maternity leave is presented in number of days of paid maternity leave and can thus not be 

used to calculate the frequency of maternity leave as it depends on how many children are 

born. Parental leave was calculated in 2005 as an added module to the Labour Force Survey 

and it showed that 50 percent of the mothers entitled to use paid parental leave used it while 

only two and a half percent of the entitled fathers used it (Moss, 2010). 

 Early childhood and education care (ECEC) entitlements starts at age six in Poland, but 

parents can only use maternity/paternity and parental leave for five months with high 

payments and for another three years with low payments, leading to a gap in Poland of 

approximately two and a half years between the end of parental leave and the start of ECEC 

entitlements (Moss, 2012). A European Union Directive in 1992 stated that the member states 

should strive for enabling women and men to reconcile family and working obligations by 
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providing affordable and accessibly childcare for all children, amongst other suggestions 

(92/241/EEC). This somewhat vague goal was updated in the Barcelona Summit in 2002 

when the member states agreed to new goals of 90 percent of the children between age three 

and the start of ECEC entitlements (varying age in different countries) should attend some 

form of childcare, public or private, and 33 percent of the children younger than three years 

should attend some kind of childcare by 2010 (European Council, 2002). These goals were 

not met in Poland where 60 percent of the children aged three to five are enrolled in some 

kind of public or private childcare (OECD, 2014c). The attendance level of public or private 

childcare for children under three years is well below the average in the OECD countries and 

did not meet the Barcelona Summit goal, only seven percent of Polish children below age 

three attend childcare (OECD, 2014c), indicating that parents might have difficulties working 

full time during these years (Moss, 2012). 

 The low numbers show that there is a period of at least five years, sometimes six years, 

between children are born and they are taken care of by public childcare. During those years 

the family is the main provider of care for the child, and it could be difficult for both parents 

to work and earn money during this period. In a study by Szelewa and Polakowski (2008) the 

childcare policies in Poland are considered to be implicitly familialistic, meaning the family 

should educate their children without intervention from the state. This, in combination with 

gender inequalities in the labour market and the lack of affordable childcare, leads to the 

families, and most often women, being almost fully responsible of the care of the children 

until they reach school ages, while being poorly compensated by the state during parental 

leave, and after that not compensated at all (Szelewa & Polakowski, 2008). 

 For many women in Poland, having a child means leaving the labour market as there is 

hardly any public childcare for children under three years and the ones existing have a very 

bad reputation. Private childcare can cost more than 80% of a woman’s salary and mothers 

are therefore dependent on a partner to support the family, or a relative who has time and is 

willing to take care of the child without pay (Glass & Fodor, 2007). According to the EU 

directive on parental leave both mothers and fathers should have the right to return to the 

same workplace after parental leave (Directive 96/34/EC; 2010/18/EU), although in practice 

neither are guaranteed to return, which makes having a child a risk on the labour market 

(Saxonberg & Sirovátka, 2006; Saxonberg & Szelewa, 2007).  

 People who do not yet have children are childless and can stay childless during the 

reproductive period, or become a parent. At age 30-34 barely 40 percent of the Polish men are 
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childless and only 20 percent of the women, up to age 49 around 20 percent of the men are 

childless and 10 percent of women aged 44 (Miettinen, Rotkirch, Szalma, Donno & Tanturri, 

2015). The low share of childless women and men at age 34 indicates the early timing of a 

first birth as most women and men have a child before the age of 30. Mynarska (2010) did a 

study on 48 young, highly educated women and men living in Warsaw. They were 

interviewed about their view on fertility, and especially postponement of childbearing. This 

sample was chosen as they belong to the group postponing childbearing the most in Poland. 

The results indicated that there seem to be a fertility age deadline for women in Poland of 30 

years and most women prefer to have their first child between the ages 24-26. This is 

supported by the statistics showing that 91.3 percent of the first births occurred among 

women before the age of 30 in 2004, and only 4.3 percent of first births was to women older 

than 33 (Mynarska, 2010). 

 Marriage and traditional views on family life are still highly valued in Poland, even though 

changes towards gender equality is seen among the younger population. Family is important 

for people as the cultural norms encourage having children (Mynarska, 2010), and children 

tend to stay in the parental home for a long time. Young people in Poland are among the latest 

in Europe to leave the parental home (Billari, Philipov & Baizán, 2001). However, many 

women decide to have only one child as it is difficult to combine a working career and family 

and they are worried about the future of their child (Kotowska et al., 2008). 

2.2. Sweden 
The Swedish dual earner dual carer model is built on four pillars enabling work-family 

reconciliation policies. Three of these are earnings-related parental insurance, individual 

income taxation and affordable and full-day publicly subsidized childcare from 12 months of 

age. The fourth pillar concerns the custodial rights and responsibilities of fathers (Ferrarini & 

Duvander, 2010). Accordingly it can be said that the Swedish system is based on gender 

equality, giving both parents a chance to combine a working career with raising children. In 

contrast to the Polish parental leave system, the Swedish system is based on parental leave 

rather than maternity, paternity and parental leave. Mothers get two weeks of maternity leave 

they must use, before or after delivery, while the partner get 10 days of paternity leave after 

delivery. After that, parents can use parental leave for 480 days, 60 of those are devoted to 

each parent, called the mother and father’s quota. The remaining 360 days is up to the parents 

to divide between them, a gender equality bonus is paid for each day they divide the parental 
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leave equally between them, and if it is not split equally the parent giving up his or her days 

must sign a consent form (Moss, 2010).  

 The payment is approximately 80 percent of earnings for 390 days based on the average 

income earned during the 240 days prior to birth, with an earnings ceiling. The remaining 90 

days are paid per day on a flat rate. Paid parental leave can be used whenever the parents want 

until the eight birthday of the child, or the end of the first school year, it is also possible to use 

the paid leave part-time and work part-time (Moss, 2010). 

 Father’s use of parental leave in Sweden has increased for every year, especially since the 

father’s quota was introduced in 1995, giving fathers one month of paid leave, which was 

extended to two months in 2002. Mothers still take most of the parental leave, but 90 per cent 

of fathers to children born in 1998 used some parts of the parental leave and in 2009 fathers 

used 22.3 per cent of the parental leave days. The gender equality bonus introduced in 2008 

for children born July 1st or later, had shown no major increase in fathers use of parental leave 

in 2010 (Moss, 2010). 

 Mothers and fathers are offered to work part-time while their children are young, 

depending on the age of the children it is more or less common to work part-time. When the 

youngest child in a family is younger than two years it is most common that both parents 

work full-time, although having one parent working part-time is seen in a little more than one 

in four families. One parent working full-time and the other parent working part-time are 

most common when the youngest child is three to five years old. In families where the 

youngest child is slightly older, most couples both work full-time, although it is still relatively 

common for one parent to work part-time (OECD, 2014a). The higher numbers in Sweden 

compared to Poland could indicate that it is easier to combine a working career and family in 

Sweden as it is more common to work part-time and therefore to be able to work and take 

care of the children at the same time. Even though some men work part-time in Sweden it is 

more often women who work less than full-time while the children are young. 

 Nearly half of all children, 48 percent, under three years of age attend some kind of 

childcare in Sweden in 2010 (OECD, 2014c); this indicates that is both available and 

affordable. There is no gap between well-paid parental leave and ECEC entitlements as 

parents are offered 13 months of well-paid leave, and ECEC entitlements are available when 

the child is 12 months old, and all children, regardless of employment status of the parents, is 

entitled to a place at a childcare centre (Moss, 2012). This has resulted in 93 percent of 



 
 
 
 

	   	   11	  

children aged three to five years attending public or private childcare in Sweden (OECD, 

2014c) and the goals set by the Barcelona Summit in 2002 was reached in 2010. 

 At age 30-34 more than 50 percent of the Swedish men are childless and about 35 percent 

of the women. In later ages, 20 percent of men up to 49 and around 14 percent of women up 

to 44 are childless (Miettinen, Rotkirch, Szalma, Donno & Tanturri, 2015). This shows that 

Swedish women and men have their first children in later ages and the timing plays a part in 

explaining fertility levels and childbearing intentions in Sweden. 

 The family ideals in Sweden are very post-modern and the family system is weak and 

individualistic. Residential autonomy is very important for people in Sweden and young 

people in Sweden leave the parental home at very young ages compared to other European 

countries (Billari, Philipov & Baizán, 2001). At the same time the family is very important 

and the ideal family size is high compared to other countries in the EU. Very few people 

consider no children or one child as preferable and the two-child norm is strong (Oláh & 

Bernhardt, 2008; Fahlén 2012).  

 The Swedish parental leave system is more generous regarding parental leave as well as 

paternity leave compared to the Polish system, as there are more weeks available to use with 

higher payment. Maternity leave on the other hand is more generous in Poland than in 

Sweden, due to the longer period of time, and with higher payment. The different systems 

regarding length of maternity, paternity and parental leave leads to the bigger difference in the 

parental leave, where the Polish system offers many weeks on a low payment level while the 

Swedish system offers fewer weeks, but with a higher payment level (Moss, 2010; OECD, 

2012). 

3. Theories and Previous Research 
The spread of the Second Demographic Transition in Europe has lead to changed family 

patterns, such as lower marriage rates, higher cohabitation rates and lower fertility rates 

(Lesthaege, 2010). A majority of the population in the contemporary world now lives in 

countries with fertility levels near or below replacement level (Kohler et al., 2002). Fertility 

patterns in Europe range from lowest-low fertility in Southern, Central and Eastern Europe 

(Kohler et al., 2002) to levels just below replacement level in Ireland and Iceland (OECD, 

2014c). Both Poland and Sweden experience fertility below replacement level although a 

slight increase is visible in recent years. In Poland, 1.24 children per woman in 2005 
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(Kotowska et al., 2008) and 1.38 in 2010 (OECD, 2014c) compared to fertility levels in 

Sweden of 1.77 in 2005 (Oláh & Bernhardt, 2008) and 1.98 in 2010 (OECD, 2014c). Low 

fertility rates do not only affect families, but the whole society due to a rapidly ageing 

population in need of care and resources; resources that become more difficult to provide as 

the share of earners in these countries decreases while the share of dependents increases 

(McDonald, 2008). 

3.1. Theoretical framework 
According to previous studies, there is a strong association between fertility intentions and 

realized fertility (Schoen, Astone, Kim, Nathanson & Fields, 1999; Hagewen & Morgan, 

2005). These findings can be connected to the socio-psychological theory of planned 

behaviour stating that intentions are a motivation to act. Having a child can be described as a 

behaviour and to be able to perform the behaviour it is necessary that a person has both the 

intention and the ability to perform it (Ajzen, 1991). The theory indicates that short-term 

childbearing intentions is a good measure to use in a study like this as the chance of the short-

term intentions being realised is quite big (Philipov, Spéder & Billari, 2006). An intention to 

have a child in the near future is a more certain measure than the general desire to have a 

child since short-term childbearing intentions can be described as a part of a future plan or 

expectation of life. Also the intention to have or not to have a child in the near future is most 

likely a result of a deliberation of risks and sense of security concerning future prospects 

(Hagewen & Morgan, 2005; Philipov et al., 2006; Fahlén 2013). A childbearing intention 

could start as a motivation to prepare for a life with a child by thinking, feeling and acting as 

if a child was a part of the future life. Childbearing desires in combination with an evaluation 

of the current life situation form the short-term childbearing intentions, and is one step closer 

to realized fertility (Testa & Toulemon, 2006). 

 Strohmeier (2002) argues that the decision to have a child or not is a micro level decision 

that has an influence on the fertility levels on a macro level. Coleman’s (1990) model show 

how public policies on a macro level can influence people’s behaviour on a micro level, and 

how those behaviours in turn have an effect on the macro level. With this model it is 

reasonable to believe that institutional factors, such as family policies, do influence short-term 

childbearing intentions (Fahlén, 2013) and thus also fertility levels in a country. Not 

necessarily in one step, but rather in several steps, from macro, to micro and back to macro 

level. Family policies would probably affect only those people who already thought about the 
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possibility to have a child, rather than convincing people who never thought about having 

children to actually have children (Strohmeier, 2002).  

 Hobcraft and Kiernan (1995) presents five pre-conditions that ought to be met in order for 

a person to consider becoming a parent. These conditions are: a suitable partner, a finished 

education, a secure employment, an adequate and secure housing and a sense of future 

security in terms of raising a child. They are the same in all European countries, but have 

slightly different meanings due to cultural and societal norms and regulations, as well as 

possibilities of being fulfilled. In the two countries of interest for this study, Poland and 

Sweden, employment is important as the parental leave payment is based on the average 

earnings prior to the birth. This is especially important in Poland, as only employed or self-

employed mothers and fathers with social insurance are eligible for parental leave benefits, 

while all parents in Sweden are eligible for parental leave benefits (Moss, 2010). 

 As the five pre-conditions presented by Hobcraft and Kiernan (1995) suggest, an intention 

to have a child or to not have a child within the near future is dependent on the current life 

situation. An intention to have a child within three years might not result in a child due to 

changes in the life situation that makes the individual avoid or postpone the birth of a child, or 

if it is biologically difficult for the woman to become pregnant. An opposite scenario can of 

course occur when the childbearing intention of a person is to not have a child within the next 

three years but a child is born anyway, either because the person changes his or her mind, or 

that a birth was unintended (Philipov et al., 2006).  

 The theory of risk aversion has a similar base as Hobcraft and Kiernan (1995) namely the 

current life situation, and to some extent future security, but adds another type of future 

aspect. The theory is based on an economical theory saying that steps will be taken to reduce 

risks when there is an uncertainty in a firm or a market (Arrow, 1974). McDonald applied this 

theory on fertility by explaining how women and men reduce risks connected to childbearing 

before having a child (McDonald, 2002). A secure job and income are for many people one 

way of acquiring a good living standard and also a way to support a family. If unemployment 

rates in general and for young people in particular is high in a society there is a greater risk of 

being unemployed and therefore not being able to support a family. Risk aversion then 

appears as young people invest in their own human capital by staying in education for a 

longer period of time instead of risking being unemployed and taking care of a child they 

might not be able to support. When having a job, people work long hours to prove to 

themselves and to their employers that they are committed. Family formation is therefore 
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delayed given long hours invested in education and/or a job, before feeling secure and stable 

enough to be able to raise a child. The chances of advancing in one’s career might be hindered 

by a child. For career oriented women and men a child could therefore be seen as a risk, and if 

that risk can be avoided in favour of a career, a person might postpone childbirth, or not 

experience it at all (McDonald, 2002).  

 The theory of gender equity discusses the difference between the level of gender equality 

in the public spheres and the private spheres on the macro level, for example in the labour 

market institutions and the family institutions. According to McDonald (2000; 2013) women 

and men can compete as equals at the labour market, but when a woman has a child she is 

forced to make a decision between achieving on the labour market or in the family. Men are 

not faced with the same problem as men are often seen as the main provider by making 

money to support the family. A child could therefore be a burden rather than a positive aspect 

in the working life and could also be seen as a risk for women according to the risk aversion 

theory (McDonald, 2002) and so a birth could be postponed. Another aspect of gender equity 

is about how the family members perceive the level of equality within the family, and also the 

attitudes towards the family. In societies where women and men have different roles, this 

gender equity imbalance appears partly due to women having a responsibility towards her 

family that cannot be set aside in favour of the workplace and that the society does not expect 

men to have. In societies where there is an imbalance between gender equity on the labour 

market and in the family there will be lower fertility compared to a society where there is a 

greater balance (McDonald, 2013). 

 There is an incoherence of the levels of gender equality in the public and private spheres, 

with a higher level of equality at the labour market, but women still having a bigger 

responsibility for the unpaid housework, and especially childrearing after becoming mothers. 

Childbearing plans are often reduced when women believe their opportunities in life outside 

the family are limited due to work-family reconciliation policies not encouraging an increased 

equality in both the public and private sphere (McDonald, 2013; Oláh & Fahlén, 2013a). 

Contrary to what may be believed - that women have more to gain from work-family 

reconciliation policies and are therefore thinking more about them - both women and men 

consider policies when thinking about having a child (Esveldt et al., 2008).  Parental leave 

and childcare policies that allow women and men to combine family and work, and return to 

the same workplace after being on parental leave are important in order for fertility levels to 

be sustainable (Directive 96/34/EC; European Commission, 2005; Luchi-Greulich & 
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Thévenon, 2013; McDonald, 2013). Policies, such as subsidised childcare, income transfers to 

families with children, paid parental leave and flexible working hours might have an influence 

on fertility levels in a country according to various European research presented by 

McDonald (2013).  

3.2. Previous research 

This section is divided into three parts describing the links between childbearing intentions 

and policies, labour market uncertainty and socioeconomic factors.  

3.2.1. Policies and intentions 

Many researchers agree that work-family reconciliation policies are an important factor for 

fertility rates in a country; they can have an influence on when people decide to have children 

and how the child is taken care of, either by the family or by public or private childcare 

(Gauthier, 1996; Andersson, 2008; Esveldt, Fokkema & Miettinen, 2008; Frejka et al., 2008). 

Varying work-family reconciliation policies are designed to reduce the costs and risks of 

having a child and enabling both parents to combine a working career and having a family by 

encouraging labour force participation and increase gender equality (Frątczak & Ptak-

Chmielewska, 2013; Billingsley & Ferrarini, 2014), but do so in different ways depending on 

the context in a specific country.  

 There are different work-family reconciliation policies at use in various countries, which 

might be a part of the explanation of varying fertility levels, other factors can be diversities in 

culture and tradition. Earnings-related maternity, paternity and parental leave together with 

childcare provided by the state, are policies that encourage labour force participation while 

being a parent. If parents wants to stay at home with their children even after earnings-related 

leave or if public childcare is unaffordable or inaccessible, homecare allowance are available 

in many countries (Billingsley & Ferrarini, 2014).  

 There are difficulties combining a family and a working career, for both women and men, 

due to various factors in different countries (Kreyenfeld & Hank, 2000; Luchi-Greulich & 

Thévenon, 2013). Countries with work-family reconciliation policies encouraging women to 

be carers through long periods of maternity leave or parental leave sends signals to both 

employers and women that female employees are a risk as they might be away from work for 

a long period of time, and thus jeopardising their career by having a child (Neyer & 

Andersson, 2008). Policies providing public childcare and earning-related leave benefits, 

together with individual taxation, increase gender equality (Billingsley & Ferrarini, 2014). A 
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combination of societal conditions and individual preferences leads to people in different 

contexts being influenced by work-family reconciliation policies to a varying extent (Neyer & 

Andersson, 2008).  

 Parental leave policies and childcare systems are part of the opportunities and constraints 

people meet in the society of today. These policies can have an effect on the individual 

behaviour at the time of the decision to have a child. The results of the policies are therefore 

dependent on the time and space and the uptake of the policies and also on the context in 

which they are implemented (Neyer & Andersson, 2008). In dual earner dual carer types of 

societies, 1  generous work-family reconciliation policies have a positive influence on 

childbearing intentions for childless women. Childbearing intentions among both women and 

men in traditional societies are positively influenced by generous family policies (Billingsley 

& Ferrarini, 2014). It is also seen that childless women in countries with policies supporting 

the combination of a career and raising a child are more likely to intend to have a child than 

are women in countries with weaker work-family reconciliation policies (Fahlén, 2013).  

3.2.2. Labour market uncertainty and intentions 

Fahlén (2012) studied the importance of the ability to combine a working career and a family 

and found that more than 80 percent of both women and men in Poland and in Sweden 

thought it was important, or very important, to have the possibility of combining a working 

career and family life when choosing a job. In both countries women showed a slightly higher 

share than men, indicating that women are expected to be somewhat more responsible for the 

family. Before having a child it is thus important for people to have a secure position at the 

labour market and that it is possible to have a child and keep on working. Due to longer 

periods of time in education, higher expectations for self-fulfilment and more uncertain labour 

markets women tend to postpone childbearing until they feel they have a stable job and 

income, and also time to combine paid and unpaid work (Gonzalez & Jurado-Guerrero, 2006). 

 Due to gender inequalities in the labour market and within families, as men more often 

specialize in paid work while women more often perform a larger share of unpaid household 

work, women and men experience different effects of opportunity costs of raising a child 

(Berninger et al., 2011). Women in countries with limited opportunities to combine a career 

and raising a child experience higher opportunity costs than men, and so they tend to postpone 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  In a dual earner dual carer society the woman and the man in a family are both responsible for supporting the family and taking care of the 

children (Ellingsæter & Leira, 2006).	  
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childbearing and limit the number of children to strengthen their position at the labour market 

(Berninger et al., 2011; Oláh & Fahlén, 2013b). Women and men living in countries with 

policies encouraging parents to combine a career and a family have lower and more equal 

opportunity costs (Berninger et al., 2011), and also show higher fertility levels. 

 The combination of work-family reconciliation policies that support working parents can 

have a positive influence on the likelihood of them having children, although the timing of 

children is in a greater extent a result of direct costs rather than indirect costs. Indirect costs of 

a child include future income losses as well as a decline in status for the woman while the 

man might increase both his income and status when becoming a father (McDonald, 2013). 

3.2.3. Socioeconomic factors, gender attitudes and intentions 

There are several reasons to why women decide to have a child at a specific point in time; 

some of these factors are the socioeconomic background of the woman, her level of education 

and type of employment. If a woman is in a union, and what type of union, could be important 

when it comes to fertility as it is seen as important to be married before having a child in 

some countries (Andersson & Philipov, 2002; Berninger et al., 2011).  

 Difficulties to combine a family with a working career may be one reason to why some 

highly educated women decide not to have children. These women have spent time and 

money to get an education and are not willing to give that up for a child (González & Jurado-

Guerrero, 2006; Berninger, Weiß & Wagner, 2011). But the findings can not be applied in all 

societies. A study by Mills, Mencarini, Tanturri and Begall (2008) show that highly educated 

women, with partners achieving higher education sometimes have higher fertility intentions 

than lower educated women. They argue that this is because highly educated women have a 

better bargaining position within the relationship, and have better possibilities to share 

household work, and sometimes even outsource it (Mills et al., 2008). Furthermore highly 

educated women have often more flexible working hours and can therefore access childcare 

more easily (Oláh, 2003). This is in contrast to research identifying childlessness as being 

more common amongst women with a higher education, because the opportunity costs are 

highest for women who have a higher income (McDonald, 2013). The contradictory findings 

suggest that highly educated women have higher fertility intentions, but at the same time they 

remain childless in a greater extent than less educated women. 

 In a study by Fahlén (2012) comparing childbearing intentions among childless women 

and mothers in ten European countries, childless women in Poland show higher probabilities 
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to intend to have a child in the near future than childless women in Sweden. Highly educated 

women in paid work in Sweden are the group most likely to intend to have a child in Sweden, 

whereas the opposite group, low educated women not in paid work, are most likely in Poland. 

Parental leave policies might play a part as the payment in Sweden is based on an average of 

the previous earning which means that the more a women makes, the higher benefit she 

receives during parental leave, although there is a earnings ceiling. Polish women get 100 

percent of previous earnings during the 22 week long maternity leave, but risks to receive no 

payment during the additional parental leave if the household income level is above the 

specified level (Moss, 2010). This means that highly educated women in paid work in Poland 

are either forced to return to work after 22 weeks and leave the care of the child to someone 

else, or stay at home with the child without any funding, and not being guaranteed to have 

their job back when returning to the labour market. Whereas an unemployed woman are not 

entitled to any funding, she will on the other hand not have any foregone earnings or loose her 

job if having a child.   

 Egalitarian men in eight European countries have higher fertility intentions than more 

traditional men, and also higher completed fertility as suggested in the study by Puur et al. 

(2008). This might have an effect on childbearing intentions in Poland and Sweden as a 

higher share of Polish men are classified as intermediate than egalitarian while a high share of 

the Swedish men are classified as having egalitarian attitudes. The assumptions is made due 

to fewer men in Poland than in Sweden disagrees with the statement ‘A pre-school child is 

likely to suffer if his or her mother works’ (Bernhardt & Goldscheider, 2006; Puur et al., 

2008; Oláh & Fahlén, 2013b).   

 The lack of economic security and low earnings are the most important factors to the lower 

fertility among Swedish students, compared to other people in the same age (Andersson, 

Rønsen, Knudsen, Lappegård, Neyer, Skrede, Teschner & Vikat, 2009; Oláh & Fahlén, 

2013a; Thalberg, 2013). This can partly be explained by the Swedish family policy system 

supporting the social norm of finishing education and entering the labour market before 

becoming a parent as the parental leave payment is based on the mean earnings prior to the 

birth. Even though the low income plays a big part in the postponement of childbearing for 

students, other factors are also of importance for Swedish students according to Thalberg 

(2013). These are the desire to focus entirely on the studies and also completing the phase of 

being a student before entering another phase of being a parent. Many of the reasons stated in 

Thalberg’s study (2013) can be linked to the five pre-conditions for childbearing stated by 
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Hobcraft and Kiernan (1995) such as having a secure income and knowledge about future 

prospects for example in terms of housing and employment. Even though students in Sweden 

show lower fertility, highly educated women are not more often childless than others at age 

40 (Andersson et al, 2009). Students in Poland are also seen to postpone their childbearing 

until after finishing education (Mynarska, 2010), due to similar reasons and also the lack of 

affordable childcare. It is therefore difficult studying and having full responsibility for a child 

during daytime. 

3.3. Hypotheses 
The hypotheses are based on the possibilities to combine a family with a working career in the 

two countries. The theory of gender equity suggests that a country with a greater balance 

between gender equity on the labour market and in the family show higher fertility levels 

compared to a country with a greater unbalance between the public and private sphere 

(McDonald, 2013). The parental leave system and childcare policies in Sweden are directed 

towards gender equality and equal opportunities on the labour market for women and men, 

which may have a positive influence on childbearing intentions in Sweden. The Polish 

parental leave system is not as focused on gender equality, as the period of maternity leave is 

longer than the period of paternity leave leading to mothers being expected to take care of the 

child to a greater extent. There is also a long period of time between parental leave and when 

children most often start public childcare, which puts parents in a difficult situation.  

 In times of uncertainty of future financial security and employment opportunities people 

tend to invest in their education and work in order to create a stable and secure ground for 

themselves. The risk aversion theory links the decision to postpone childbearing with 

increased investments in education among young adults and explains that young adults are not 

willing to risk not being able to raise a child but would rather postpone childbearing until a 

secure future is expected (McDonald, 2002). If unemployment rates are compared (OECD, 

2015a; 2015b), and used as a measure of future uncertainty for young adults, this reasoning 

would indicate that women and men in Sweden, where unemployment rates are lower, are 

more likely to intend to have a child within three years compared to Polish women and men.  

 Given the theories used, earlier research and knowledge about the parental leave systems 

and childcare policies at use during 2010 in Poland and Sweden the following five sets of 

hypotheses are identified for the study.  
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 The first hypothesis relates to country differences and is formulated as follows: Due to 

better opportunities to combine family life and work during the first years after the child’s 

birth in Sweden compared with Poland, we can expect that women in Sweden are more likely 

to intend to have a child within three years compared with women in Poland (H1a). For 

similar reason we can also expect that men in Sweden are more likely to intend to have a child 

within three years compared with men in Poland (H1b). 

 The second hypothesis concerns gender differences within countries, and reads: Given that 

women in Poland may be more affected by the parental leave systems and childcare policies 

due to current societal expectations on women, we expect that women are less likely to intend 

to have a child within three years than men in Poland (H2a). Due to the underlying gender 

equality in the society and in the parental leave system in Sweden, we expect that women and 

men are similarly inclined to have a child within three years in Sweden (H2b). 

 The next set of hypotheses relates directly to the parental leave systems, childcare 

availability and labour market opportunities.  

 Given the low level of gender equity in the parental leave system in Poland, we expect that 

attitudes towards the possibilities to take parental leave have a more pronounced impact on 

the intentions of women in Poland compared with women in Sweden (H3a). Given the high 

level of gender equality in the parental leave system in Sweden, we expect that attitudes 

towards the possibilities to take parental leave have a more pronounced impact on the 

intentions of men in Sweden compared with men in Poland (H3b). We also expect that the 

gender difference related to this issue is more pronounced in Poland than in Sweden (H3c). 

 Due to the low attendance levels in childcare in Poland, which affect especially women’s 

labour force participation, we can expect that attitudes towards the availability of childcare 

have a more pronounced impact on the intentions for women in Poland compared with 

women in Sweden (H4a). As men’s labour force participation may not be influenced by the 

availability of childcare to the same extent as women, we expect no country differences in 

regard to the impact of attitudes towards the availability of childcare on childbearing 

intentions among men in Sweden and Poland (H4b). We also expect that the gender 

difference related to this issue is more pronounced in Poland than in Sweden (H4c). 

 Given difficulties returning to labour market in Poland, especially for women, we expect 

that women in Poland are less likely to intend to have a child within three years than women 

in Sweden if they believe a child would have a negative effect on employment opportunities 

(H5a). Men’s employment opportunities may not be affected to the same extent; we therefore 
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expect that men in Poland and Sweden are similarly likely to intend to have a child within 

three years (H5b). We also expect that the gender difference related to this issue is more 

pronounced in Poland than in Sweden (H5c). 

4. Data and Method 

4.1. Data 
The data source used in this study is the Generations and Gender Survey (GGS) wave 1 

conducted in Poland and Sweden with respondents aged 18-79 years. The survey is conducted 

at the individual level and represents the population from the countries participating, in the 

Polish case by including polish-speaking persons living in private households from all over 

the country (Jóźwiak & Kotowska, 2014) and in the Swedish case by including persons who 

are a representative of the total population between the ages 18-79 (SUDA, 2012). 

 The Polish survey was conducted during the years 2010-2011 and a number of 19,987 

cases are available in the data set (Jóźwiak & Kotowska, 2014). The sample procedure 

included a main sample of 20,000 dwellings, and two additional samples of 20,000 dwellings 

each, resulting in 19,995 completed interviews. Respondents within the dwelling were chosen 

according to the last birthday method and the interviews were conducted face-to-face.  

 The Swedish survey was conducted somewhat later than the Polish, during the years 2012-

2013. A number of 9,688 cases are included in the data set, from an original sample of 18,000 

respondents indicating a response rate of around 54 percent. The data was split up into three 

parts consisting of information from register data, a postal survey and a phone interview 

(SUDA, 2012).  

 A sub sample was drawn from the original sample as the study focuses women and men 

who do not yet have children. The transition to a first birth is a bigger life changing decision 

than a second or higher parity birth. It is therefore of interest to study women and men who do 

not yet have children separately from parents. In the survey only heterosexual females 

younger than 50 years and heterosexual males with a partner younger than 50 years were 

asked the relevant questions about fertility. Hence our sub-sample consists of heterosexual 

women aged 20-44 and men aged 25-49, in line with the age-range when it is most common 
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to have a child in both Poland and Sweden.2 A total of 2,669 respondents are included in this 

study; 1,372 respondents from Poland (932 women and 440 men), and 1,297 respondents 

from Sweden (736 women and 561 men).3 

4.2. Measures 

4.2.1. Dependent variable  

As this study addresses short-term childbearing intentions, the dependent variable is based on 

the question: Do you intend to have a/another child during the next three years? The 

respondents could answer in four ways, definitely not, probably not, probably yes and 

definitely yes. The dependent variable is coded as an ordinal variable grouping the four 

categories into two. The answers definitely not and probably not are coded as No (=0) and the 

answers probably yes and definitely yes are coded as Yes (=1). 

4.2.2. Independent variables 

There are five main independent variables of interest for this study. Two of these are country 

and sex of the respondent, and the other three concerns believed impact of a child on 

employment opportunities, parental leave policies and childcare systems. The variables 

country and sex are coded as dummy variables. The variable country includes the categories 

Poland and Sweden, and sex includes the categories men and women. 

 The independent variable concerning parental leave policies and childcare systems is based 

on the answers to the question on the likely impact of having a child within the next three 

years on the employment opportunities of the respondent. The possible answers ranged from 

much better, better, neither better nor worse, worse to much worse and also the alternative not 

applicable was available. Two groups are formed; better/much better/neither better nor 

worse/missing is coded as Good/neutral (=0) and worse/much worse is coded as Bad (=1). 

Missing and not applicable values are included in the category with positive and neutral 

replies because the respondents were assumed to have a neutral attitude, or at least not a 

negative attitude towards how a child would affect their employment opportunities. This 

variable is indirectly linked to reconciliation policies, as it can be more or less difficult 

combining a career and raising a child. By believing having a child during the next three years 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  Mean age of having a first child in Poland and Sweden in 2011 was 26.6 and 29.0 respectively for women, and 31.4 for Swedish men. The 

most common age for Polish men to become fathers, all parities, was 30-34; no information was found on mean age of fatherhood for Polish 

men  (Central Statistical Office, 2012; OECD, 2015; SCB, 2015). 

3	  The very uneven distribution of women and men in the Polish sample is due to an uneven distribution in the GGS data.	  
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would have a bad effect on employment opportunities the child is also seen as a risk and a 

cost; the policies can thus be thought of not encouraging a work-family balance. If, on the 

other hand, it is believed that a child has a good or neutral effect on employment 

opportunities, the parental leave policies at use are perceived to encourage having a child 

while being established at the labour market. Depending on occupation and personal 

preferences the same policy can have different effects. 

 The questions in the survey that link fertility intentions with work-family reconciliation 

policies are: How much would the decision on whether to have or not to have a/another child 

during the next three years depend on: 1) the availability of childcare and 2) your opportunity 

to go on parental leave or care leave. The answer alternatives were: not at all, a little, quite a 

lot, a great deal and not applicable. The answers from these variables are also categorised 

into two groups being; a little/quite a lot/a great deal, coded as Yes (=0), and not at 

all/missing, coded as No (=1). The coding is chosen since the interest was to see if these 

policies had any influence at all on childbearing intentions. The answers a little/quite a lot/a 

great deal is therefore coded in one group since they all express a feeling that the policy 

would have an influence, either minor or major. Missing and not applicable values is included 

in the category No because it is likely that a respondent not replying to the question are not 

affected by either availability of childcare or the opportunity to go on parental leave or care 

leave.   

 The variables age, partner, education and occupation are used as independent, control 

variables in order to identify any differences between women and men and between the two 

countries when these factors are taken into account. As mentioned earlier there are several 

reasons that are of importance when intending to have a child or not, which do not have 

anything to do with work-family reconciliation policies. Some of these factors are age and 

having a partner. Being young and not having a partner lowers childbearing intentions, while 

being around 30 years of age and having a partner increases childbearing intentions (Philipov 

et al., 2006). 

 The variable age is categorised into three five-year-groups and a fourth group consisting of 

ten years. The categories for women are: 20-24, 25-29, 30-34 and 35-44 years. The categories 

for men are: 25-29, 30-34, 35-39 and 40-49 years. Since it is quite uncommon to give birth to 

or father a child before age 20 for women and age 25 for men in both Poland and Sweden 

(Central Statistical Office, 2012; OECD, 2014e) the lower age limit was set at 20 and 25. 

 The variable partner has three categories, no partner (=0), living with partner (=1) and 



 
 
 
 

	   	   24	  

living apart together (=2). Education is categorised in two groups: primary/upper 

secondary/post secondary (=0) in one group and tertiary education (=1) in the other. 

Occupation is categorised into six categories, permanent contract (=0), fixed-term contract 

(=1), self-employed (=2), student (=3), unemployed (=4) and other (=5). The category other 

includes respondent who are retired, ill or disabled, looking after the home or caring for 

family members. 

 Income is a relevant variable to use in a study like this as financial circumstances could 

have an influence on the intention to have a child or not. However it will not be used in this 

study, as no information is available concerning income levels of the respondent.  

4.3. Method 
The aim of this study is to analyse short-term childbearing intentions among women and men 

who do not yet have children, in two different institutional contexts with different parental 

leave systems and child care provisions. To be able to do the analysis, eight different models 

were tested, using a logistic regression model. The logistic regression model is used since the 

variable childbearing intentions is not normally distributed. Several interactions were tested 

and presented in the analysis, likelihood-ratio tests were used to test the significance level of 

these interactions. Probabilities of short-term childbearing intentions are presented in the 

section on results and analysed in the discussion.4 

5. Results 
This chapter presents the results of the analysis, starting with descriptive statistics of the 

sample, followed by the results from the multivariate analysis. 

5.1. Descriptive statistics 
The results of the multivariate analysis should be understood in the context of the sample 

distribution presented in Table 1. It shows that men in Poland have the largest proportion 

stating that they intend to have a child within the next three years (61 percent), while 50 

percent of the women in Poland state this. In the Swedish sample, 45 percent of both women 

and men state that they intend to have a child within the next three years.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 The probabilities are derived from the original coefficients in the logistic regression, before converting to odds ratio. Formula to calculate 

probabilities: P=exp(a+b(var1)+b(var2)+b(var3))/(1+exp(a+b(var1)+b(var2)+b(var3)), a denotes the intercept and b the coefficient value. 
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 Having a child means changes in the life situation for both women and men, as they are 

obliged to take care of a new person for a long period of time. When it comes to possibilities 

for parents to combine a working career and a family the policies are different in Poland and 

in Sweden, and there are reasons to believe that women and men are affected differently when 

having a child (Kreyenfeld & Hank, 2000; McDonald, 2002; Moss, 2010; Luchi-Greulich & 

Thévenon, 2013). It is therefore of interest to understand how people think a child within the 

next three years would effect their employment opportunities. Table 1 shows the proportion of 

women and men who believe a child would have a good/neutral or bad impact on their 

employment opportunities. Among Polish women 69 percent believe a child would have a 

negative impact on employment opportunities, while 57 percent of Swedish women believe a 

child would have a good or neutral effect on employment opportunities. By only looking at 

these numbers one would think that Swedish women are more likely to intend to have a child 

within three years than are Polish women, since Swedish women have a more positive idea on 

the opportunities to combine a child with a working career. 
 

Table 1. Distribution of sample (%). 

 
Poland Sweden 

  Women Men Women Men 
Childbearing intentions 

    No 50 39 55 55 
Yes 50 61 45 45 
Effect on employment opportunities 

    Good/Neutral 31 77 57 71 
Bad 69 23 43 29 
Decision depends on childcare 

    Yes 69 60 46 32 
No 31 40 54 68 
Decision depends on parental leave 

    Yes 66 52 51 33 
No 34 48 49 67 
Age women/men 

    20-24/25-29 years 40 43 46 40 
25-29/30-34 years 31 31 29 26 
30-34/35-39 years 16 12 14 13 
35-44/40-49 years 13 14 11 20 
Partner 

    No partner 51 17 38 44 
Living with partner 35 66 44 41 
Living apart together 14 18 18 15 
Education 

    Post secondary or less 53 58 63 58 
Tertiary 47 42 37 42 
Occupation 

    Permanent contract 30 51 38 62 
Fixed-term contract 21 17 12 8 
Self employed 5 12 2 7 
Student 23 1 31 12 
Unemployed 12 8 6 5 
Other 9 11 11 6 

Source: Polish and Swedish GGS. Authors own calculations. 
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 In contrast, men in both Poland and Sweden think a child would benefit employment 

opportunities. A majority (77 percent) of the Polish men believe a child would have a good or 

neutral impact on work opportunities. This could be explained by the limited use of paternity 

leave and parental leave by fathers, a child therefore does not affect their employment 

opportunities negatively. Although no data is available on how many fathers use paternity or 

parental leave in Poland, it is assumed to be a low share (Moss, 2010). Swedish men also 

believe to a high extent (71 percent) that a child has a good or neutral effect on employment 

opportunities, even though many men make use of parental leave. The high share indicates 

that the position on the labour market is gained by having children, even if it means being 

absent from work while being on parental leave. 

 Most women (69 percent) and men (60 percent) in Poland state that their short-term 

childbearing intention is due to the availability of childcare, while a majority of the Swedish 

respondents (54 percent of women and 68 percent of men) say the decision is not based on the 

availability of childcare. As the attainment levels in childcare are low in Poland, and high in 

Sweden, where all children are guaranteed a place (Moss, 2010), there are reasons to believe 

parents to-be in Sweden take the availability of childcare for granted while parents to-be in 

Poland are more concerned.  

 Most Polish women (66 percent) state that parental leave is important when deciding on 

intending to have a child or not. It is only marginally more common for Polish men (52 

percent) and Swedish women (51 percent) to say the decision is dependent on parental leave. 

Swedish men show an opposite result, a majority (67 percent) state that opportunities to go on 

parental leave do not affect childbearing intentions.  

 The distribution across ages is uneven, as shown in Table 1. There are more respondents in 

the younger age categories than in the oldest ones, approximately 70 percent of them belong 

in the two youngest age-groups. The uneven distribution is of course due to the fact that many 

women and men in Poland and Sweden have their first child in their late 20s or early 30s. It is 

therefore more unusual to be around 40 years without a child than being around age 25 

without a child.  

 One of the control variables is partnership status as it affects both childbearing intentions 

and actual fertility since it takes two to have a child (Thomson & Hoem, 1998). Children can 

of course be born without the parents being in a partnership, but it is more common to intend 

to have a child when being in a partnership compared to being single. The likelihood of 

having a child increases when being in a partnership, whether the respondent and the partner 
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live together or if they are living apart together. The distribution across partnership status is 

very different among women and men in Poland and Sweden, 66 percent of the men in Poland 

live with a partner, and it is similarly common to live apart together rather than not having a 

partner at all. The opposite pattern can be seen for Swedish men where most men are singles 

(44 percent), while 41 percent live with a partner. The distribution among women is more 

similar, though it is more common for women in the Polish sample to be single, just over 50 

percent stated they do not have a partner. Women in the Swedish sample live with a partner in 

almost the same extent as not having a partner at all, around 40 percent respectively. Few 

women and men in both countries are living apart together with a partner. Men in both Poland 

(51 percent) and Sweden (62 percent) are to a greater extent on a permanent contract 

compared to women (30 percent and 38 percent respectively). Women are instead more often 

students (23 percent in Poland and 31 percent in Sweden) or on a fixed-term contract (21 

percent and 12 percent respectively). The higher share of women being students and on a 

fixed-term contract can be explained by women being younger than men in the sample, and it 

is more common to be a student or on a fixed-term contract when being younger. 

5.2. Logistic regression on short-term childbearing intentions 
The analysis consists of several logistic regression models presented in Table 2. Model 1 

includes all women regardless of country, and Model 2 includes all men. These models 

examine country differences. Model 3, includes both men and women in Poland, and Model 

4, includes both men and women in Sweden. These models examine gender differences 

within each country. The analysis is conducted in two steps, the first being a binary logistic 

regression including only the country variable (Model 1:1 and Model 2:1), and the gender 

variable (Model 3:1 and Model 4:1). In the next step, all independent variables, control 

variables and appropriate interactions are included in the models M1:2, M2:2, M3:2 and 

M4:2. 

 The main independent variables of interest, included in the second steps, measure if the 

childbearing intention depends on the parental leave policies and availability of childcare, and 

whether the respondent believes that a child within the next three years would affect his or her 

employment opportunities. The models also include the control variables age, having a 

partner or not, education level and occupation. To account for interactions, several of the 

relevant variables have been tested.  
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 As both M1:1 and M1:2 in Table 2 show, women in Sweden are less likely to intend to 

have a child within the next three years, than are women in Poland. The results for Swedish
  

Table 2. Logistic regression on childbearing intentions, separate for women and men, Poland 

and Sweden (odds ratios). 
  Women Men Poland Sweden 
  M1:1   M1:2   M2:1   M2:2   M3:1   M3:2   M4:1   M4:2   
Country 

	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  	  Poland ref. 
 

ref. 
 

ref. 
 

ref. 
         Sweden 0.79 ** 0.73 

 
0.51 *** 1.51 

         Sex 
                Men 
        

ref. 
 

ref. 
 

ref. 
 

ref. 
 Women 

        
0.64 *** 1.80 * 0.99 

 
1.34 

 Effect on employment opportunities 
              Good/Neutral 

  
ref. 

   
ref. 

   
ref. 

   
ref. 

 Bad 
  

0.58 *** 
  

0.35 *** 
  

0.49 *** 
  

0.51 *** 
Decision depends on childcare 

              Yes 
  

ref. 
   

ref. 
   

ref. 
   

ref. 
 No 

  
1.37 

   
1.01 

   
0.93 

   
1.89 * 

Decision depends on parental leave 
              Yes 

  
ref. 

   
ref. 

   
ref. 

   
ref. 

 No 
  

0.56 ** 
  

0.64 
   

0.62 ** 
  

0.46 ** 
Age Women/Men 

               20-24/25-29 years 0.55 ** 
  

0.85 
   

0.82 
   

0.70 
 25-29/30-34 years ref. 

   
ref. 

   
ref. 

   
ref. 

 30-34/35-39 years 1.29 
   

0.40 * 
  

0.45 * 
  

1.01 
 35-44/40-49 years 0.14 *** 

  
0.06 *** 

  
0.07 *** 

  
0.24 *** 

Partner 
                No partner 
  

ref. 
   

ref. 
   

ref. 
   

ref. 
 Living with partner 

 
5.54 *** 

  
11.02 *** 

  
6.39 *** 

  
4.75 *** 

Living apart together 
 

2.21 *** 
  

3.07 ** 
  

2.22 *** 
  

1.65 ** 
Education 

                Post-secondary or less ref. 
   

ref. 
   

ref. 
   

ref. 
 Tertiary 

  
1.20 

   
0.83 

   
1.08 

   
0.98 

 Occupation 
                Permanent contract 

 
ref. 

   
ref. 

   
ref. 

   
ref. 

 Fixed term contract 
 

0.97 
   

1.06 
   

0.75 
   

1.27 
 Self-employed 

  
0.66 

   
0.97 

   
0.66 

   
1.02 

 Student 
  

0.34 *** 
  

0.53 * 
  

0.25 *** 
  

0.47 *** 
Unemployed 

  
0.88 

   
0.71 

   
0.68 

   
1.00 

 Other 
  

0.63 * 
  

0.86 
   

0.46 ** 
  

0.98 
 Country*Partner 

               Sweden*Living with partner 0.85 
   

0.44 * 
        Sweden*Living apart together 0.84 

   
0.45 

         Country*Age 
                Sweden*20-24/25-29 0.66 

   
0.77 

         Sweden*30-34/35-39 1.09 
   

2.51 
         Sweden*35-44/40-49 1.62 

   
3.66 * 

        Sex*Age 
                Women*20-24 

        
0.70 

   
0.45 ** 

Women*30-34 
        

2.69 * 
  

1.52 
 Women*35-44 

        
1.85 

   
1.00 

 Constant 1.02   1.67   1.59 *** 0.88 * 1.59 *** 1.36   0.82 ** 0.84   
Pseudo R-square 0.00 

 
0.22 

 
0.02 

 
0.21 

 
0.01 

 
0.24 

 
0.00 

 
0.17 

 LR 5.67 * 500.64 *** 26.88 *** 287.74 *** 14.49 *** 458.15 *** 0.02 
 

311.22 *** 
Df 1 

 
21 

 
1 

 
21 

 
1 
 

19 
 

1 
 

19 
 N 1668   1668   1001   1001   1372   1372   1297   1297   

***p ≤0.001; **p ≤0.01; *p ≤0.05	  
	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  	  Source: Polish and Swedish GGS. Authors own calculations. 
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men on the other hand differ between M2:1 and M2:2 from being less to more prone to intend 

to have a child within three years compared to Polish men. Control variables were added in 

the multivariate regression M2:2, and the direction of the odds ratio, and the significance level 

changed when adding the first interaction to the model. Even though the odds ratios in M1:2 

and M2:2 are not significant, it still shows an interesting result as it takes country differences 

in the control variables and the interactions into account. Swedish men are thus more likely to 

intend to have a child in the near future than Polish men. The first hypotheses (H1a and H1b), 

argues that women and men in Sweden are more likely to intend to have a child within the 

next three years compared to women and men in Poland, are therefore rejected when taking 

the independent variables into consideration, as the results are not significant. 

 There is a significant difference between women and men in Poland concerning the 

likelihood of intending to have a child within three years as seen in M3:1 and M3:2, but the 

results are contradictory. In M3:1 women are less likely to intend to have a child within three 

years, but when adding the other independent variables, the direction changed and also 

became less significant. After controlling for having a partner, women in Poland become 

more inclined to intend to have a child within three years than men in Poland (M3:2). In 

Sweden, there is no statistically significant difference in the likelihood of intending to have a 

child during the next three years among women and men as seen in M4:1 and M4:2. The 

second set of hypotheses (H2a and H2b) state that women in Poland are less likely to intend 

to have a child within three years than men in Poland, and that women and men in Sweden are 

similarly inclined to intend to have a child within the next three years. H2a is rejected when 

including the independent variables and control variables, while H2b is accepted. No 

statistically significant interactions are found between countries or gender, but there are 

patterns shown and discussed later in the text. 

 Respondents in the youngest and oldest age groups are less likely to intend to have a child 

within the next three years than respondents in the reference category, in all four models. The 

number of women and men in the sample in the older ages is naturally lower than for the 

younger ages since one of the requirements to be a part of the study was to not have children 

yet. It is therefore expected that the younger and older population are less likely to intend to 

have a child during the next three years than the reference category since most first births 

occur in the ages between 25 and 30 for women and around 30 for men in both countries, 

although women and men in Poland is slightly younger than women and men in Sweden. An 
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interaction between sex and age in Poland show that women aged 30-34 are more likely to 

intend to have a child within three years than are men in the same age-group (M3:2). 

 The results for partnership status is statistically significant in all models, in line with the 

preconditions to parenthood stated by Hobcraft and Kiernan (1995). Both those living with a 

partner and those living apart together are more likely to intend to have a child during the next 

three years compared to those who do not have a partner. Respondents living with a partner in 

both Poland and Sweden are most inclined to intend to have a child within the next three 

years. Here, an interaction was found between country and partnership status for men, and 

also between country and age (M2:2). When taking all variables into account Polish men with 

a partner are still more likely to have a child within three years than are Swedish men with a 

partner. Men in the oldest age group in Sweden, 40-49 years, are more likely to intend to have 

a child in three years than are Polish men in the same age group. Occupational status does not 

have a major impact on childbearing intentions. Only students, both in Poland and Sweden, 

are significantly less likely to intend to have a child in the near future when compared to those 

having a permanent contract. 

 Considering the main independent variables of interest, opportunities to take parental leave 

have a significant effect for all models except for M2:2 including men. Women, who state 

that their childbearing intention is based on the opportunities to take parental leave, are more 

likely to intend to have a child within the near future, than are women who state the opposite. 

This is also valid for M3:2 and M4:2 including respondents from Poland and Sweden 

respectively. This means that women in Poland, who state their decision depends on 

opportunities to take parental leave and belongs to the reference category of all other 

variables, show a higher probability of intending to have a child during the next three years 

than women in Sweden who state their decision depends on opportunities to take parental 

leave and that belongs to the reference category of all other variables. In contrast Swedish 

men, who state their decision depends on opportunities to take parental leave and belong to 

the reference category of all other variables, are more likely to intend to have a child within 

three years than are Polish men stating their decision depends on opportunities to take 

parental leave and that belong to the reference category of all other variables. Due to the fact 

that no interactions were found between countries or gender, the three hypotheses H3a, H3b 

and H3c are rejected. 

 Although the results in the regression concerning availability of childcare are not 

statistically significant in the three models M1:2, M2:2 and M3:2 it is interesting to see the 
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differences between the countries. M4:2 including Swedish respondents shows a significant 

difference between respondents who base their decision on the availability of childcare or 

lack of it. Women and men in Sweden (M4:2) who state that their childbearing intentions are 

based on the availability of childcare are less likely to intend to have a child in the near future. 

In Poland we find that those who state that their childbearing intentions are based on the 

availability of childcare are more likely to intend to have a child in the near future, but the 

result is not statistically significant. Due to no interactions being found between countries or 

gender, the three hypotheses H4a, H4b and H4c are rejected. 

 All four models (M1:2, M2:2, M3:2 and M4:2) indicate that women and men in Poland 

and in Sweden stating they believed having a child within three years would have a bad effect 

on employment opportunities are less likely to intend to have a child in the near future 

compared to the reference category of the specific variable, and when all other variables are 

constant at reference category. No significant interaction between countries or gender is 

found. Hypotheses H5a, H5b and H5c are therefore rejected. 

 Although no statistically significant interactions are found between countries, gender and 

the main independent variables of interest the result shows interesting differences. To 

illustrate the country and gender difference, the probabilities to intend to have a child within 

the next three years is calculated. Figure 1 shows the total effect when all independent
  

	  
Figure 1. Probability of childbearing intentions. Total effect of all independent variables 

being set at baseline. Joint model for women and joint model for men. 
Source: Polish and Swedish GGS. Authors own calculations.  
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variables are set on baseline based on the results from M1:2 and M2:2. The total effect 

suggests that Polish women are more likely to intend to have a child within the next three 

years, compared to Swedish women, while Swedish men are more likely to intend to have a 

child within the next three years, compared to Polish men. We can also see that the gender 

difference in calculated intentions probabilities is larger for Poland compared to Sweden. 

6. Discussion and Conclusions 
The aim of this study is to address whether work-family reconciliation policies influence 

short-term childbearing intentions among women and men who do not yet have children to a 

different extent in Poland and in Sweden. 

6.1. Discussion 

As shown by the OECD (2012, 2014b) Poland has less favourable parental leave policies 

concerning level of payment, and lower attendance in public and private childcare compared 

to Sweden, and fertility levels are also lower in Poland (OECD, 2014c). Nevertheless, the 

results of this study show that women in Poland are more likely to intend to have a first child 

within three years compared to Swedish women. The result for women is somewhat 

contradictory to the expectations, but resembles those by Fahlén (2012). Fahlén studied 

several countries including both childless women as well as mothers and found that childless 

women in Poland showed higher likelihood of intending to have a child than childless women 

in Sweden. Although the main focus in her study was on economic uncertainties, the results 

confirm the findings in this study. The result for men is more in line with the expectations, 

Swedish men are more likely to intend to have a child in the near future than Polish men. 

Because of the lack of interactions found between the variables concerning work-family 

reconciliation policies and country and gender it is not valid to conclude that the results are 

due to a difference in the attitudes towards these policies, but rather due to the context in 

which the respondents live. 

 The fact that the result shows that women in Poland are more likely to intend to have a 

child within the next three years than are women in Sweden could partly be explained by the 

differing age norms concerning the timing of first births. Women in Poland are in general 

three years younger than Swedish women when having their first child (OECD, 2015), and 

this is visible in the age distribution of this sample where a bigger share of the Swedish 

women are in the younger age group compared to Polish women. There are thus more young 



 
 
 
 

	   	   33	  

Swedish childless women than Polish childless women. As Mynarska (2010) found in her 

study, women in Poland consider age 30 as some kind of upper age-limit of when one should 

have had a first child. Higher likelihood of intending to have a child within three years for 

Polish women than for Swedish women could accordingly be because women in Poland are 

younger than Swedish women when having their first child, and are thus more likely to intend 

to have a child in the same age as Swedish women. 

 Considering the impact of policy attitudes on the decision to intend to have a child within 

the next three years, and the consequences of the policies if they would have a child, no 

interactions between attitudes and gender or countries were found. This result suggests that 

there is no significant difference in the effect of the attitudes towards the policies between 

women and men in Poland or in Sweden. But when considering all independent variables, 

Figure 1 show that there is a greater difference between the likelihood of intending to have a 

child in the near future between women and men in Poland compared to women and men in 

Sweden, who showed more similar likelihoods. This indicates that there may be greater 

differences in the expectations and opportunities women and men face concerning 

childbearing in Poland than in Sweden. 

 Poland is a post-socialist country that experienced major changes in the 1990s after the 

collapse of the Soviet Union, both in politics, societal norms and fertility behaviour. There are 

high risks connected with childbearing for women in Poland if they are established at the 

labour market as the period of maternity and parental leave is long without a guarantee to 

return to the same workplace (Saxonberg & Sirovátka, 2006; Saxonberg & Szelewa, 2007). In 

line with the theory of risk aversion they might therefore postpone childbearing until they are 

established on the labour market, and then choose to have only one child, as the risks 

connected to a second child are too high. Men in Poland are not as influenced by the parental 

leave system, and neither by childcare policies, as they just recently got the right to take 

parental leave, and it is still not common or socially expected that fathers use parental leave 

(Moss, 2012). The Catholic Church has been present in the lives of the Polish people for a 

long time and still is. Along with traditional attitudes towards marriage and gender roles, 

families are highly valued and childbearing is encouraged by societal norms in Poland 

(Mynarska, 2010). Women are still the main care provider in the home, while the man is the 

main earner. There is thus an imbalance in gender equity between the public and the private 

sphere, which is reflected in the difference in the expectations on women and men concerning 
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having a child and raising it, which in turn could explain the gender difference in the 

likelihoods of intending to have a child in the near future.  

 Sweden, on the other hand, is a highly secularized, social democratic welfare state with a 

long history of gender equality and female labour force participation and at the same time 

relatively high fertility rates compared to other developed countries experiencing the second 

demographic transition. Individual autonomy is important for many, especially in the younger 

ages as the age of leaving home is among the youngest in Europe (Billari, Philipov & Baizán, 

2001). However, the family is still important and a vast majority of people want to have two 

or more children (Oláh & Bernhardt, 2008; Fahlén, 2012). There is a high level of gender 

equality in both the family sphere in at the labour market as well as an expectation on women 

and men to take an equal share of the parental leave. The uptake of parental leave is therefore 

relatively equal, even though mothers still use most of the parental leave (Moss, 2010). 

Because of the favourable work-family reconciliation policies and the opportunity to work 

part-time while a child is young, there are comparatively low risks for women and men in 

Sweden having a child, in terms of major negative impact on their labour market position. 

Thus the small difference in the probabilities of intending to have a child in the near future 

between women and men in Sweden could be explained by the high level of gender equality 

in both the public and the private sphere. 

 Parental leave policies may accordingly be seen as an opportunity for both women and 

men when intending to have a child or not in the near future. A parental leave system makes it 

possible to combine working and raising a family, for both women and men. Childcare 

systems on the other hand may work as a constraint as it is necessary in order to be able to 

work while a child is young and before ECEC entitlements starts. Depending on individual 

circumstances and country context, the opportunities and constraints in parental leave policies 

and childcare systems may be perceived differently and could explain why no interactions 

were found between country or gender. 

6.2. Conclusions 
It seems that the culture and thereby the societal pressure to have a child among women in 

Poland has a stronger positive influence on the likelihood to intend to have a child within 

three years than what the attitudes towards restrictive work-family reconciliation policies 

have a negative influence, when comparing to the work-family reconciliation policies in 

Sweden. Age norms are a part of the explanation as there is an earlier timing of first births 
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among women in Poland compared to women in Sweden. It is therefore likely that the 

childless women in the Polish sample are more prone to intend to have a child in the near 

future than are women in the Swedish sample, despite the less favourable work-family 

reconciliation policies. The likelihood of intending to have a child in the near future among 

men in Poland and Sweden is more anticipated. 

 The balance in level of gender equality between the public and the private sphere in 

Sweden, and the higher risks for women than for men in Poland may explain why there is a 

bigger gender difference between the probabilities of intending to have a child in the near 

future in Poland compared to Sweden. Women in Poland are expected to take more 

responsibility for the care of the child than men in Poland are, and they therefore experience 

higher costs in the labour market. There is a greater balance in Sweden between women and 

men to divide the responsibility for the child, and the costs are therefore more equally 

distributed. 

 Yet another explanation could be that the attitudes towards work-family policies and 

perceived opportunities and constraints are contextually embedded. Work-family 

reconciliation policies in Poland have changed during the recent years, especially in regard to 

fathers’ opportunities to be a part of their young children’s lives, which has improved. 

According to the OECD, parental leave policies in Sweden are more advantageous concerning 

payments than in Poland (OECD, 2012), which rationally would result in higher likelihoods 

of intending to have a child within three years in Sweden. But in the Polish case it seems that 

the value of having a family is more important than the consequences of policies and women 

and men therefore choose to have children despite the difficulties in combining a child and a 

career.  
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9. Appendix 

9.1. Logistic regression without interactions 

Logistic regression without interactions, on childbearing intentions, separate for women and 

men, Poland and Sweden (odds ratios). 
  Women Men Poland Sweden 
  M1:1   M1:2   M2:1   M2:2   M3:1   M3:2   M4:1   M4:2   
Country 

	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  	  Poland ref. 
 

ref. 
 

ref. 
 

ref. 
         Sweden 0.79 ** 0.60 *** 0.51 *** 0.96 
         Sex 

                Men 
        

ref. 
 

ref. 
 

ref. 
 

ref. 
 Women 

        
0.64 *** 1.96 *** 0.99 

 
1.02 

 Effect on employment opportunities 
              Good/Neutral 

  
ref. 

   
ref. 

   
ref. 

   
ref. 

 Bad 
  

0.59 *** 
  

0.35 *** 
  

0.50 *** 
  

0.51 *** 
Decision depends on childcare 

              Yes 
  

ref. 
   

ref. 
   

ref. 
   

ref. 
 No 

  
1.39 

   
1.03 

   
0.93 

   
1.88 * 

Decision depends on parental leave 
              Yes 

  
ref. 

   
ref. 

   
ref. 

   
ref. 

 No 
  

0.55 *** 
  

0.63 
   

0.62 * 
  

0.46 ** 
Age Women/Men 

               20-24/25-29 years 0.46 *** 
  

0.75 
   

0.69 * 
  

0.46 *** 
25-29/30-34 years ref. 

   
ref. 

   
ref. 

   
ref. 

 30-34/35-39 years 1.34 
   

0.71 
   

0.92 
   

1.24 
 35-44/40-49 years 0.17 *** 

  
0.14 *** 

  
0.11 *** 

  
0.23 *** 

Partner 
                No partner 
  

ref. 
   

ref. 
   

ref. 
   

ref. 
 Living with partner 

 
5.15 *** 

  
5.72 *** 

  
6.31 *** 

  
4.83 *** 

Living apart together 
 

2.01 *** 
  

1.79 ** 
  

2.31 *** 
  

1.62 ** 
Education 

                Post-secondary or less ref. 
   

ref. 
   

ref. 
   

ref. 
 Tertiary 

  
1.23 

   
0.88 

   
1.14 

   
1.09 

 Occupation 
                Permanent contract 

 
ref. 

   
ref. 

   
ref. 

   
ref. 

 Fixed term contract 
 

0.97 
   

1.03 
   

0.72 
   

1.23 
 Self-employed 

  
0.64 

   
0.96 

   
0.64 

   
0.99 

 Student 
  

0.34 *** 
  

0.45 ** 
  

0.21 *** 
  

0.44 *** 
Unemployed 

  
0.89 

   
0.67 

   
0.62 * 

  
0.98 

 Other 
  

0.62 * 
  

0.76 
   

0.44 *** 
  

0.94 
 Constant 1.02   1.78  ** 1.59 *** 1.32 

 
1.59 *** 1.28   0.82 * 0.94   

Pseudo R-square 0.00 
 

0.21 
 

0.02 
 

0.19 
 

0.01 
 

0.24 
 

0.00 
 

0.17 
 LR 5.67 * 493.62 *** 26.88 *** 269.00 *** 14.49 *** 447.32 *** 0.02 

 
298.68 *** 

Df 1 
 

16 
 

1 
 

16 
 

1 
 

16 
 

1 
 

16 
 N 1668   1668   1001   1001   1372   1372   1297   1297   

***p ≤0.001; **p ≤0.01; *p ≤0.05	  
	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  	  Source: Polish and Swedish GGS. Authors own calculations. 

 


