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Sammanfattning 

In this study we have investigated fertility levels during periods of unusually high unemployment 

levels. Our research questions were: 1. To what extent does fertility levels change during periods 

of higher unemployment? 2. Can family policies affect changes of fertility levels during these 

periods?  

Our hypothesis states that firstly, fertility levels are expected to be lower during periods of higher 

unemployment, due to households perceiving a lower level of economic security. Secondly, 

effective family policies should counter this effect, making unemployment having less of an 

effect on household fertility decisions, due to family policy lowering the economic risks 

associated with having a child. 

We performed an analysis in two parts. In the first part we divided countries into groups based on 

which countries had experienced a period of higher unemployment, and which countries had 

more or less generous family policies. The second part of our analysis was a regression analysis 

of TFR, unemployment and family policy variables. The results were in line with our first 

hypothesis: In our first analysis, the group of countries that were experiencing a period of higher 

unemployment also had a more negative development of fertility. In our regression analysis, we 

could observe a negative relationship between unemployment and fertility. On the other hand, our 

results could not support our second hypothesis: No individual family policy could be found to 

change the effect of unemployment on fertility levels. 
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Introduction 

Fertility levels below the so-called replacement level (the fertility level needed to sustain the 

population of a country) have been recorded in Europe since the 1970´s (Sobotka 2008). The 

OECD, the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, believe low fertility rates 

to be a problem, arguing that low birth rates will result in population decline and a smaller active 

work force having to provide for an aging population. This would be harmful to economic 

development in the affected countries (OECD 2011). 

In the EU and several non-EU member countries in Europe, fertility levels are observed every 

year by Eurostat (Eurostat 2016 a). In 2014 the TFR (total fertility rate, an estimation of the 

number of children born to a woman during her lifetime based on measurements of age-specific 

fertility rates (Eurostat 2016 d)) for EU-members as a group was at 1,58. This result lies below 

the replacement rate of TFR, which is around 2,1 (Eurostat 2016 a). 
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Table 1: Total fertility rates in 14 European countries, 2007-2014 

Country 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

Western Europe         

United Kingdom 1,86 1,91 1,89 1,92 1,91 1,92 1,83 1,81 

France 1,98 2,01 2 2,03 2,01 2,01 1,99 2,01 

Germany 1,37 1,38 1,36 1,39 1,36 1,38 1,39 1,47 

Netherlands 1,72 1,77 1,79 1,79 1,76 1,72 1,68 1,71 

Belgium 1,82 1,85 1,84 1,86 1,81 1,79 1,75 1,74 

Nordic countries         

Sweden 1,88 1,91 1,94 1,98 1,9 1,91 1,89 1,88 

Denmark 1,84 1,89 1,84 1,87 1,75 1,73 1,67 1,69 

Finland 1,83 1,85 1,86 1,87 1,83 1,8 1,75 1,71 

Southern Europe         

Spain 1,38 1,45 1,38 1,37 1,34 1,32 1,27 1,32 

Portugal 1,35 1,39 1,34 1,39 1,35 1,28 1,21 1,23 

Greece 1,41 1,5 1,5 1,48 1,4 1,34 1,29 1,3 

Eastern Europe         

Poland 1,31 1,39 1,41 1,41 1,33 1,33 1,29 1,32 

Hungary 1,32 1,35 1,32 1,25 1,23 1,34 1,35 1,44 

Czech Republic 1,45 1,51 1,51 1,51 1,43 1,45 1,46 1,53 

 

Source: Eurostat (2016 b)  

Table 1 shows the TFR in 14 EU member states in the years 2007-2014. Out of the countries 

included in this table, France reports the highest TFR for most years. Scandinavian countries, 

theUK, the Netherlands and Belgium also reported high TFR levels. In contrast, TFR was much 

lower in Germany, Southern European countries and Eastern European countries. For most of 

these countries, TFR was increasing between 2007 and 2010. This corresponds to the general 

trend in Europe of slowly increasing fertility rates (Eurostat 2016 a). In 2011, 2012 and 2013 

TFR falls in most countries included in the table. In 2014, TFR is increasing again in most 

countries. However, there are exceptions to this development. For example, Portugal has 

experienced decreasing TFR through the whole 2007-2014 period. It is notable that even in the 

countries with the highest birth rates, like France, fertility levels are still below the replacement 
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level TFR of 2,1 and in the long run the number of births would not be enough to sustain the 

population of any EU member state. 

There have been many studies investigating the low fertility levels in Europe (Balbo 2013; 

Sobotka 2004; Goldstein, Sobotka and Jasilioniene 2009; and Mills 2011 for an overview), as 

well as the effect of family policy on fertility levels (Gauthier 2007, Thévenon and Gauthier 

2011). One slightly less well-investigated area is the study of how certain events in society can 

affect fertility rates. These events may be policy changes, changes in the economy or other 

events. Neyer and Andersson (2008) have argued it to be important and highly relevant to study 

fertility in these situations. In this study, we will examine whether fertility is affected by a period 

of recession in several countries. More precisely, we want to compare fertility levels in countries 

experiencing a period of unusually high unemployment to fertility levels in countries that are 

maintaining a stable unemployment rate.  

We will be investigating 22 European countries before, during and after the period of the great 

recession of 2008–2012. We briefly summarise the events and economical consequences of this 

period of crisis below.  

One of the core trigger activities of the great recession is considered to be the housing bubble in 

the US (IMF 2009). The peak of the bubble was in 2004. Economic institutions had basically 

assumed housing prices would go up whilst in fact they went down which made many households 

economically extremely fragile. This type of subprime loans had been handed out to millions of 

American low or low- mid income households and were impossible to pay back when house 

prices dropped. The consequence was that the financial institutions around the world lost large 

amounts of capital and assets. Partly directly due to housing bubble banks struggled with liquidity 

and in 2007 financial institutions all over the world declared major problems with liquidity. In 

many countries banks had to be overtaken by governments because of liquidity problems. This 

became a major burden for many countries and affected them in more than just financial ways. 

Especially small countries in which banks had been heavily active on the financial markets were 

affected, for instance Iceland was heavily burdened by the fall of Glitnir bank followed by 

collapses in Kaupthing and Landsbanki. For Iceland, financial restrictions in every sector became 

a consequence of the collapse of the financial sector with a severe recession with GDP dropping 

over 10 % and unemployment rates more than tripled by late 2008 (Boyes 2009). This financial 
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stress occurred all over Europe to some extent. Almost every financial institution was suffering 

from the crisis. So to some extent all governments in Europe was facing hard times helping it´s 

financial institutions, GDPs turning down and increased unemployment rates (Rosenberg 2012).  

As we could see in Table 1, fertility was decreasing in many European countries in 2011, 2012 

and 2013. We will investigate whether the 2008-2012 recession, a period of lower economic 

security and higher than usual unemployment levels, could cause such a development. In addition 

to studying fertility levels during this period, we will also investigate the role of family policy. 

When the effect of family policy on fertility is studied, the results are often inconclusive and vary 

between studies, but most often researchers find a positive effect of family policy if any. For 

example, Gauthier (2007) argues that family policy has a weak positive correlation with fertility, 

while McDonald (2006) argues that family policy has a strong and clear positive effect. In this 

study we do not primarily investigate the effect of family policy by itself, but instead investigate 

whether family policy becomes a more powerful force influencing fertility during the uncertain 

times of a period of high unemployment. Therefore, we will study if family policy makes any 

difference to the changes in fertility levels during these periods.  

Research Questions 

To what extent does fertility levels change during periods of high unemployment? To what extent 

do family policies affect fertility levels? Can family policies change the relationship between 

unemployment and fertility? 
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Theory 

In this section we look into research on the subjects of recessions, unemployment, fertility and 

family policy. We look at research of the mechanisms that we argue are of great importance for 

this study and align these mechanisms in Coleman’s (Coleman 1986) macro-micro-macro model.  

Recessions, unemployment and the sense of 

security 

To understand how the economic structure may affect individuals and families during a period of 

recession, we will explain the concept of recession and the mechanism of unemployment. 

A recession is an economic contraction resulting in a general turndown in economic activity. 

Macroeconomic indicators such as GDP (gross domestic product), investment spending, capacity 

utilization, household income, business profits, and inflation fall, while bankruptcies and the 

unemployment rates rise. 

This may be triggered by various events, such as a financial crisis, an external trade shock, an 

adverse supply shock or the bursting of an economic bubble. Governments usually respond to 

recessions by adopting expansionary macroeconomic policies, such as increasing money supply, 

increasing government spending and decreasing taxation. As mentioned, in general when GDPs 

turn down, unemployment rates turn up (Blanchard 2011).  

As a consequence of a recession, on an individual micro level, there are negative effects of 

unemployment or job insecurity on sense of economic security for families and individuals. 

Unemployment rates can also have an effect on the macro level of society. When unemployment 

rates are higher, people not only have lost their jobs, but everyone faces a lower level of job 

security. In times of higher unemployment even the people who are employed are more at risk of 

losing their jobs. 
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Security and the decisions of families to have 

children 

Several macro-level factors may influence the decisions of families to have children. Mills (2011) 

lists factors that are often studied, including: 

1. Availability of contraceptives. In countries where contraceptives are more available or 

where more effective contraceptives are used, fertility is often observed to be at a lower 

level. 

2. Level of education. In places where women have a higher level of education, they are 

observed to have their first children later than in other countries. This, however, may not 

always indicate that women with a higher level of children have fewer children in total. 

3. Ideological norms. Differences in fertility levels may to an extent be explained by 

differing norms about the number of children deemed “normal” in a country. Pressure 

from other families and internalized norms may lead to households having more or fewer 

children in some countries than in other countries that at first appear to have similar 

circumstances. 

4. Gender equity and female labour force participation. Fertility levels may be affected by 

the choices available to women in the labour market. In a society where women risk 

losing career opportunities if they have children, they may choose not to have children in 

order to instead pursue other opportunities. It is clear that this kind of factor is also 

connected to family policy, where some countries may employ policies such as generous 

parental leave in order to get women to combine work and family. 

5. Economic factors. These factors include the “cost” of children, in terms of lost wages and 

expenses, as well as the household estimation of security, which determines if households 

are confident that they may maintain their current income in the future or whether they are 

in danger of being reduced to a lower income for some reason, such as losing their job 

during a period of higher unemployment. 

 

In this study, we are interested in observing the effect of economic factors on fertility decisions. 

Specifically, we will be observing changes in fertility levels in times of unusually high 

unemployment, in order to observe whether fertility levels will fall during such uncertain 
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economic times. There are several theories explaining how households would react to economic 

factors on a micro-level. Although they are not mutually exclusive, they highlight different 

mechanisms through which economic factors may influence fertility decisions.   

According to Becker’s “Treatise on the Family” (Becker 1981), the demand for children varies 

relative to the cost of children and parents’ income. If the relative cost of children (which is 

measured in both time spent, direct costs and opportunity costs) is higher, the demand for 

children should be lower. A higher income should normally lead to higher fertility. In contrast, a 

higher income can also be argued to lead to lower fertility. Becker explains this with his quality-

quantity-interaction theory. A lower quantity of children increases demand for quality (education 

and other costs that may improve that child’s life or earnings later). At the same time, a higher 

quality (provided by parents with high incomes), reduces the demand for quantity. Where quality 

does not pay off, quantity becomes more valuable. A theory describing the costs of children is 

interesting to our study since we are looking at how economic factors affect fertility. The cost of 

children plays into other theories describing how economic factors affect fertility decisions - if 

households did not have an idea of the costs of children, they could not measure the potential risk 

having a child could pose to their income.  

According to Balbo and Mills (2011) one couldn’t simply reduce the decision to have children to 

only be about a rational calculation of the costs and benefits of children. They argue that 

households will be affected by what is viewed as the “accepted” or “normal” amount of children 

in their society. While they agree that households can be considered to make informed 

economical decisions based on the costs and benefits of children, Balbo and Mills argue that 

parents will not be viewing this decision without preconceptions as to what is right and normal. 

Households may decide to have children, even if they personally would have thought the costs 

were too high compared to the benefits of children, if pressure from society to have another child 

is strong enough. Balbo and Mills criticize a viewpoint that disregards social pressure of 

households and that is strictly focused on economical mechanisms. We will only directly measure 

the effects of economical mechanisms related to fertility decisions in this study, but we also 

acknowledge that institutions and norms in countries, among other things such as age and 

education of the population, are needed in order to explain the entirety of why fertility levels 

change, and why different fertility levels can be observed in different countries. We do not 

assume that economical mechanism should be able to explain all differences between countries, 
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and our analysis will take consideration of the differences between countries that we will not be 

able to explain using variables that measure economical mechanisms. 

McDonald (2006) suggests that fertility decisions are dependent on a strategy of risk aversion 

among households. According to this theory, households will only choose to have children if they 

are confident that they will be able to maintain a certain level of material well-being after having 

children. If they are not confident that they would be able to achieve this, households will 

generally choose to delay having children until they have achieved the necessary conditions for 

being able to avoid the risk of getting a low level of economic well-being. Household members’ 

strategy may include education and getting a more advantageous position in the labour market or 

simply saving enough money to able to afford having a generally lower income after having 

children. McDonald’s theory describing the risk aversion behaviour of households is interesting 

to our study since, in times of unusually high unemployment, households would face a higher 

than normal risk of getting a lower income. If households are aware of this risk, a time of 

unusually high unemployment would most likely have an effect on the fertility decisions of 

households.   

We argue that households wish to maintain a certain level of well-being and sense of security 

after having children, as compared to well-being before having children when risk awareness is 

lower. Households have some idea of the potential costs of children. No matter if they measure 

potential costs in lower income or higher expenses, households are aware that children may be 

costly, and therefore want to be sure that they can maintain a level of income that is enough to 

pay for necessary expenses when having a child. What level of income is needed is dependent on 

the cost of goods and services related to children. In a time of economic uncertainty, and most 

importantly, high unemployment, households may be less likely to believe they can maintain the 

level of income needed to consider having a child, and this will cause them postpone having a 

child until they achieve a sufficient feeling of security. This may mean waiting until the end of 

the crisis, when unemployment is lower. Although one could imagine focusing on other aspects 

of how economic factors affect fertility decisions, we argue that the primary mechanism through 

which a time of unusually high unemployment would affect fertility levels would have to be a 

mechanism that both explains why economic matters affect fertility levels at all, as well as 

explain the process through which a time of high unemployment might lead to potential changes 

in fertility levels. 
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Finally, we would like to again mention that we do not argue this is the only aspect of fertility 

that may change in the countries we are observing in this study. Other aspects, such as norms and 

gender equality in different countries, may explain the initial differences in fertility levels that we 

observe, as well as some changes in fertility. However, we believe that a time of unusually high 

unemployment which does not last longer than a few years, would not affect these aspects of 

fertility very much. As these aspects of fertility decisions are unlikely to change much during the 

time periods we are studying, we believe that most changes in fertility levels during these periods 

should be able to be explained by the economical mechanisms we have proposed.  

Family policy and fertility 

Now that we have discussed the mechanisms linking unemployment and households sense of 

security to fertility levels, we will explain the role family policy can play during times of 

unusually high unemployment. Hoem (2008) states that family policies may have a great effect 

on fertility and that it is important to include policy variables when studying fertility.  

We argue that family policy may play a role in influencing the sense of economic security of 

households and therefore have some effect on household fertility decisions. Effective family 

policy should decrease the effect of a low sense of security on the decision to have children. 

Policies should be able to give households with children a higher income, through tax breaks or 

direct benefits, or alternatively make the costs of children lower by making child care or other 

necessary services less costly. A third way is to reduce the risk parents of losing their jobs: 

Nieuwenhuis, Need, and Van Der Kolk (2012) shows that mothers were more likely to be 

employed in societies with extensive reconciliation policies such as parental leave. 

With policy giving households a higher income or making the costs of children lower, the 

acceptable income “floor” households would need to reach on their own before considering 

having a child would be lower. Or in other words, households would be tolerant of higher risks of 

reduced income, such as unemployment, if they knew that their income would increase when 

having a child, or if the expenses associated with having children were smaller due to family 

policy.  
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In this study we include policies that are relevant to the fertility decisions of households, and we 

also need the measurement of policy to be comparable between countries. We will look at 

comparable data on child care, paid parental leave and spending on family policy. Spending on 

family policy, including benefits, tax breaks and services, may increase the income of families 

and lower the costs associated with having children. Child care may provide a higher income if it 

allows both parents in a household to work. Parental leave may also provide a source of income 

that can be combined with caring for children. These policies have in common that their intended 

effect is to increase the income of families with children or lower the costs associated with 

having children. Diprete, Morgan, Engelhardt & Pacalova (2003) investigate these types of policy 

among others to determine if the costs of children generate cross-national differences in fertility 

levels. These are also types of policy that is thought of by organizations such as the OECD to be 

the most likely to influence fertility (OECD 2011).  

Based on an overview of earlier research considering the effect of family policy, Thévenon and 

Gauthier (2011) shows that results are mixed for all kinds of family policies that are often 

studied, although most often if a relationship between family policy and fertility is observed, it is 

positive. For the specific types of policy that we will investigate in this study, Thévenon and 

Gauthier argue that spending on families will most likely have a positive effect, but not explain 

very much of the variation in fertility. Leave and childcare should also possibly have a positive 

effect on fertility. Thévenon and Gauthier, however, caution that family policy may primarily 

have a “tempo-effect” on fertility, where the number of children born is not change, but the 

timing of births is. We will discuss the potential of a tempo-effect later in this essay. 

Visual representation 

In order to explain how recessions or unemployment might affect fertility levels, we utilize 

methodological individualism as described by Coleman’s macro-micro-macro model (Coleman 

1986). We propose that recessions or unemployment, macro-level phenomena that describe the 

state of a society as a whole, would have an effect on fertility levels, another macro-level 

phenomenon, by first having an effect on the decision making of households, i.e. by having an 

effect on the individual or micro level. 
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Figure 1: Relationship between unemployment rate and fertility rate 

To describe this relationship, we make use of the figure known as “Coleman’s boat”, as shown 

above in Figure 1. In the case of this study, the figure begins with the macro-level phenomenon 

of unemployment. Although we are interested in studying fertility during times of recessions, in 

this study we specifically look at fertility during times of high unemployment. This is because we 

consider unemployment to be the one most important mechanism through which a period of 

recession may interact with households. The interaction between unemployment and households 

are shown by the first line in the figure. We believe that a high level of unemployment will 

influence the level of economic security perceived (or experienced) by households. This is the 

macro-micro relation in our model. Household perception of economic security, in turn, we 

believe will have an effect on the decisions of households whether to have children or not. We 

are not arguing that the estimation of economic security is the sole reason for families choosing 

to have children, but we will argue that this is the context within which unemployment is linked 

to the decision for families whether or not to have children. This is the micro-micro relation, 

signified by the second line in the figure. Having connected the sense of security to the decision 

of having children, we propose a final link between the decision of having children and the 

general level of fertility in a country. This is a relatively simple relation for us, we argue that 

fertility rates consist of the aggregate sum of individual fertility decisions. This is the micro-

macro relation signified by the final line in the figure. Family policy can be argued to enter this 

relation as an effect on the household perception of security. In this case, family policy can make 

families feel more secure, and therefore make families have more children. However, it could 
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also be said to have an effect on the relationship between the household perception of security 

and the household fertility decision. In this case, families may choose to have children even 

though they don’t feel secure, because they are aware of the potential aid they will receive from 

family policy. Through either (or both) of these mechanisms, family policy should have an effect 

on macro-level fertility rates which we should be able to observe in our data. 

Hypotheses 

Recessions have a negative effect on the fertility decisions of households primarily through the 

mechanism of bringing a higher unemployment rate. In a period of higher unemployment, 

families will experience a lower sense of security. Because families want to avoid the risk of not 

being able to afford goods and services needed when having children, more households should 

elect not to have children during times when the sense of security is low, such as times of higher 

unemployment. This results in a lower fertility rate during times of higher unemployment. 

On the other hand, effective family policy should make households aware of state-supported 

benefits or reductions in cost associated with having children. This should make families more 

tolerant of a lower sense of security, since the income of families that have children becomes 

higher, or alternatively, costs of goods and services needed when having children can be lowered 

or paid for by the state. We therefore hypothesize that, if family policy is effective at promoting 

fertility, we should be able to see a smaller negative effect of high unemployment on fertility 

rates in countries with more generous family policy. 

In summary our hypotheses for this study are: 

 Fertility rates should be lower during times of higher unemployment. 

 Family policies should have a positive effect on fertility. 

 Family policies should make unemployment have less of a negative effect on fertility. 
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Methodology 

Data 

In this study we employ data on fertility levels and unemployment levels from Eurostat, the 

statistics institution of the European Commission. Eurostat consolidates data collected by 

national statistics institutions in European countries (including both EU members and non-EU 

members) and ensures data is comparable between countries. We needed to employ comparative 

data, since we wanted to observe fertility levels and unemployment levels in different countries. 

By using Eurostat data we could be sure that our data would be comparable between countries - 

Eurostat data is based on equal definitions of, for example, unemployment, which is not always 

the case with national data. In this study we employed Eurostat data for years between 2007 and 

2014, including data before, during and after the period of the 2008-2012 recession.  

Apart from data on fertility and unemployment we also employ social policy data from the 

OECD Family Database. The OECD Family Database consolidates data from both national and 

international sources, including data for countries both within and outside of the OECD. The 

OECD Family Database data used in this study are:  

1. Total public expenditure on family policy (including both tax breaks and benefits).   

2. Public expenditure on family benefits only.  

3. Public expenditure on tax breaks only.  

4. Amount of paid months of parental leave.  

5. Percentage of children 0-2 years old in formal childcare. 

We used these data to compare family policy between countries. Although we would rather have 

had more detailed data to make sure the policies in each country were relevant to fertility levels, 

especially for determining the different nuances of public expenditure on families, it was deemed 
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more important to ensure that the data was available for as many countries as possible, as well as 

being comparable between countries. Without family policy data for some countries, we would 

not have been able to investigate the role of family policy in times of recession and would not 

have been able to answer that part of our research question. One outstanding question is the 

question of what measurements of family policy such as total expenditure, or amount of children 

enrolled in official childcare, actually measure. The total expenditure might at first glance simply 

show how much money the state is willing to spend on various family policy packages. However, 

it should be noted that family policy expenditures depends on the amount of families that are 

qualified for family policy programmes. If there are more families, the costs of family policy will 

be higher. Similarly, the amount of children enrolled in official child care programmes will 

depend on the amount of children in the country. A higher amount of children in a certain year 

might indicate that the state has successfully made childcare more available to the public, but it 

may just as well reflect that there are simply fewer children around, so a larger percentage of 

them will be able to attend child care, even though there has been no efforts by the state to make 

childcare more easily available. 

Measurement of Fertility 

We have chosen to use the measurement total fertility rate (TFR) to measure fertility. According 

to Eurostat (2016 d), TFR is defined as the mean number of children who would be born to a 

woman during her lifetime, if she were to spend her childbearing years conforming to the age-

specific fertility rates that have been measured in a given year. 

The age-specific fertility rate or the fertility rate by age of mother is the number of births to 

mothers of age x proportional to the average female population of age x (Eurostat 2016 d). 

Unlike crude birth rates (the amount of children born for every 1000 inhabitants in a country), 

measuring birth rates in terms of TFR controls for differences in age between populations. If 

measuring birth rates in terms of CBR, an older population might give a lower result, despite 

there being as many births among people of similar ages in the different populations. Since TFR 

is based on age-specific fertility rates in each country, we can be sure that the results we get will 

be comparable between populations.  
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Methods 

As stated above unemployment rates go up during recessions and there is a negative correlation 

between how strong a recession is and the increase in unemployment rates. When choosing 

countries we have decided to specifically look at increase of unemployment as indicator of 

recession. Unemployment growth constitutes a tangible indicator of the impact of recessions 

which has a direct impact on women and men of reproductive age both as a threat of losing jobs, 

as a reality of job losses and as a factor indicating that there will be harder finding a new job 

(Sobotka 2011). It has to be stated that there are more indicators and factors affecting families 

and individuals (interest rates and inflation for instance) however unemployment rates is isolated 

the biggest impact for families whilst other indicators may affect families and individuals on a 

less holistic level. 

Our analysis contains two stages. We will begin by investigating trends in TFR across groups of 

countries, before conducting a more rigid quantitative analysis of the relationship between TFR, 

unemployment and family policy during the period 2007-2014 using SPSS.  

In order to measure how fertility changes in times of unusually high unemployment we have 

chosen to study 22 European countries. We limit ourselves to European countries since countries 

outside of Europe, such as Japan and the US would not be as easy to compare to European 

countries. These countries are both geographically distant from Europe and have different 

institutional backgrounds when compared with most European countries. They would not serve 

our analysis more than appearing as unique cases. 

Part 1: Constructing groups of countries 

Studying data on unemployment and family policy on our 22 European countries during the 

period 2007-2014, we are able to divide the countries into groups based on several aspects of our 

data. Firstly, by investigating unemployment levels, we are able to divide the countries into a 

group that hasn’t experienced any periods of seriously higher than normal unemployment, and 

another group that have experienced a period of higher than normal unemployment. In this study, 

a period of unusually high unemployment is defined as a period when unemployment is at least 

twice as high as it was in 2007. As a choice of reference year, the selection of 2007 is somewhat 
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arbitrary, but we have reasoned that the reference year should be a year prior to the 2008-2012 

recession.  

 

 

 

 

Table 2: Periods of unusually high unemployment in 22 European 

countries 

Country 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

Austria 4,9 4,1 5,3 4,8 4,6 4,9 5,4 5,6 

Belgium 7,5 7 7,9 8,3 7,2 7,6 8,4 8,5 

Czech Republic 5,3 4,4 6,7 7,3 6,7 7 7 6,1 

Denmark 3,8 3,4 6 7,5 7,6 7,5 7 6,6 

Estonia 4,6 5,5 13,5 16,7 12,3 10 8,6 7,4 

Finland 6,9 6,4 8,2 8,4 7,8 7,7 8,2 8,7 

France 8 7,4 9,1 9,3 9,2 9,8 10,3 10,3 

Germany 8,5 7,4 7,6 7 5,8 5,4 5,2 5 

Greece 8,4 7,8 9,6 12,7 17,9 24,5 27,5 26,5 

Hungary 7,4 7,8 10 11,2 11 11 10,2 7,7 

Iceland 2,3 3 7,2 7,6 7,1 6 5,4 5 

Ireland 4,7 6,4 12 13,9 14,7 14,7 13,1 11,3 

Italy 6,1 6,7 7,7 8,4 8,4 10,7 12,1 12,7 

Netherlands 4,2 3,7 4,4 5 5 5,8 7,3 7,4 

Norway 2,5 2,5 3,2 3,6 3,3 3,2 3,5 3,5 

Poland 9,6 7,1 8,1 9,7 9,7 10,1 10,3 9 

Portugal 9,1 8,8 10,7 12 12,9 15,8 16,4 14,1 

Slovakia 11,2 9,6 12,1 14,5 13,7 14 14,2 13,2 

Slovenia 4,9 4,4 5,9 7,3 8,2 8,9 10,1 9,7 

Spain 8,2 11,3 17,9 19,9 21,4 24,8 26,1 24,5 

Sweden 6,1 6,2 8,3 8,6 7,8 8 8 7,9 

United Kingdom 5,3 5,6 7,6 7,8 8,1 7,9 7,6 6,1 
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Marked areas indicate periods of unusually high unemployment.        
Source for unemployment levels: eurostat (2016 c) 

Table 2 shows unemployment levels in the 22 European countries we have included in this study. 

The years during which countries go through a period of unusually high unemployment have 

been marked. We can see that our definition allows us to effectively separate the countries that 

experience a large increase in unemployment from the countries that didn’t. However, there are a 

few exceptions that are not as neatly aligned to our model. Some countries do not seem to 

experience a fairly large increase in unemployment, but aren’t included in the “higher 

unemployment” group due to our definition of how much unemployment needed to rise to count 

as “unusually high”. Portugal is an example of one such country. It experienced a slow, but 

continual increase in unemployment over the period, but unemployment never reached twice the 

level of 2007. Rather than include it in a group it technically didn’t qualify to belong in, we 

choose to preserve our model instead and not include Portugal in the group experiencing 

unusually high levels of unemployment. Italy and Slovenia had a similar development to 

Portugal, not a big sudden increase in unemployment like the other countries included in our 

model, but a slow increase that is maintained through the whole period. Unlike Portugal these 

countries ended up being included in the model due to the unemployment numbers being large 

enough towards the end of the period (2013-2014).  

We end up with 2 groups, with 15 countries that didn’t experience a period of unusually high 

unemployment, and 7 countries that did. These 7 countries include Estonia, Greece, Iceland, 

Ireland, Italy, Slovenia and Spain. 

We also divide our countries into groups based on the use of family policy in each country. For 

expenditure on family policy, we simply divide the countries into a “generous” group which has 

spending above the median spending, and a “less generous” group that has spending lower than 

the median. Although some countries may be further from the median than others, we believe that 

being able to differentiate between “more generous” and “less generous” is enough for this stage 

of our analysis. We divide our countries into similar groups for parental leave and childcare 

uptake, group membership being based on placing above or below the median in our data. 
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Table 3: Family policy indicators for countries that experienced a 
period of unusually high unemployment 

Country Total exp. Benefit exp. Tax exp. Parental leave Child care uptake 

Estonia low high low high low 

Greece low low low low low 

Iceland high high low low high 

Ireland high high low low low 

Italy low low high low low 

Slovenia low high low high high 

Spain low low low low high 

Description: High: Family policy measurement is above median of 22 European countries.    

Low: Family policy measurement is below median.        

Source for family policy data: OECD (2016 a) 

Table 3 shows the 7 countries that experienced periods of unusually high unemployment, and 

whether they placed below or above the median in various measurements of family policy. It 

should be noted that the median was calculated based on data on all 22 countries, including those 

that did not experience a period of unusually high unemployment. However, in this part of the 

analysis we will only consider the role of family policy for countries that experienced a period of 

higher unemployment. We want to see if family policy can make fertility developments in groups 

of countries that experienced a period of higher unemployment become more similar to fertility 

developments in countries that didn’t experience such a period. We don’t need to observe family 

policy levels for the countries that didn’t experience higher unemployment for this part of the 

analysis. We will use the data for family policy in all countries in the second part of our analysis. 

In this part of our analysis we measure TFR in three periods; 2008, 2011 and 2014. Although we 

have data on all years between 2007 and 2014, we study these three periods in order to get a 
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clearer image of fertility developments during the period, letting them represent three stages of 

the financial crisis affecting Europe at the time. 2008 represent a pre-crisis period, when no 

countries experience higher than usual levels of unemployment. In the 2011 and 2014 periods, 

some countries experience a higher rise in unemployment than other countries, relative to the 

levels in 2007 and 2008. For these countries, 2011 represents a mid-crisis period, when 

unemployment levels have risen and remained high for some time, and may have begun to 

seriously affect the household estimation of security. 2014 represents a late-crisis period. At this 

stage unemployment have stabilized, but in most countries it has not recovered to lower values.  

Part 2: Performing a regression analysis of TFR, unemployment and 

family policy indicators 

In the second part of our analysis, we wanted to investigate the correlations between TFR, 

unemployment and family policy as it appeared in our data as whole, instead of placing each of 

our countries into groups and comparing them.  

Our observations were made of the data available for each country-year, with the data for one 

country making up one observation for every year between 2007 and 2014. This meant each 

country was represented by up to eight observations. Our observations contained the following 

variables: 

1. Total Fertility Rate (TFR). This variable measured the fertility rate in one country, for one 

specific year.  

2. Unemployment rate. This variable measured the unemployment rate in one country-year. 

3. Family policy variables. These variables measured various family policy indicators, 

including: 

a. Total family policy spending as a percentage of GDP.  

b. Spending on family benefits only, as a percentage of GDP. 

c. Spending on tax breaks for families only, as a percentage of GDP. 

d. Percentage of children enrolled in formal childcare. 

e. Weeks of paid parental leave.  
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Some family policy data weren’t available for all years between 2007 and 2014, and the amount 

of available data varied by countries. We have included family policy data in our observations for 

all years were data was available, but we also have observations that do not contain data for 

family policy. 

Additional variables were constructed in order to control for the effect of our data belonging to 

different countries. We divided our observations into a “country” variable, grouping up 

observations coming from different years, but from the same country. Then, we created dummy-

variables for each of our 22 countries, except Ireland, which was treated as a reference country in 

our study. We selected Ireland to be the reference country because the fertility levels observed in 

our data were the highest in that country. Controlling for the “country” dummy variables in our 

analysis allowed us to separate the unobserved heterogeneity in fertility levels between countries 

from the effects of our unemployment and family policy variables. This allowed us to study the 

effects of unemployment and family policy variables on TFR in our data set as a whole, as 

differences in fertility levels between countries that are unrelated to unemployment or family 

policy would be controlled for. Although we did not study the effects of the “country” variables 

directly, they were still important to our analysis. Country variables can be said to measure 

everything about a country that affects fertility levels. They measure all the different conditions; 

cultural, geographical or material, that makes fertility rates vary between countries. As will be 

demonstrated in our analysis, country differences other than unemployment or family policy 

accounts for a very large part of the total variation of fertility rates in our data. 

We also constructed variables to measure for an interaction effect between our family policy 

variables and the unemployment variable. These variables simply consisted of the family policy 

variable in question multiplied by the unemployment variable. In our case we intended for our 

interaction variables to measure the potential difference in the effect of unemployment when 

including the effect of the different types of family policies. We created these variables in order 

to be able to answer the question of whether family policy can change the effect of 

unemployment on fertility levels during times of unusually high unemployment.  
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Results 

Part 1: Investigating TFR in groups of countries 

In this part of our analysis, our intention was to look at differences between groups of countries. 

In this way, we gained some insight into whether fertility levels had changed differently in 

countries experiencing times of unusually high unemployment compared to countries that had 

not. We also wanted to see if there was any difference in the change of fertility levels during 

times of unusually high unemployment between countries that could be considered to employ 

generous family policy, and countries that could be considered less generous. Thirdly, we wanted 

to see if some types of family policy would have more of an effect on fertility levels than other 

types.  

To begin with, we summarize the average TFR and changes in TFR in countries that didn’t 

experience any periods of unusually high unemployment between the years 2007 and 2014.  

Table 4: average TFR in countries that 
were not facing a period of unusually high 

unemployment 

  2008 2011 2014 

Average 1,66 1,63 1,61 

Average difference   −0,03 −0,02 

Description: Average: The average value of 15 countries that didn’t go through a period of 

unusually high unemployment. Average difference: The difference between the average of the 

current year and the average of the previous year. Source for TFR: eurostat (2016 b) 

Table 4 shows the average TFR of 15 countries in three periods: 2008, 2011 and 2014.  

Next, we investigate the countries that have experienced such periods of unusually high 

unemployment. We divide these countries into the groups based on being “generous” (above 

median) or “less generous” (below median) for the different types of family policies in order to 

investigate whether these groups experience different changes in TFR during the period between 

2007 and 2014. 
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Table 5: TFR in countries that faced a 

period unusually high unemployment, 
grouped by total spending on family policy 

Country 2008 2011 2014 

Generous    

Iceland 2,15 2,02 1,93 

Ireland 2,06 2,03 1,94 

Average 2,11 2,03 1,94 

Average difference  −0,08 −0,09 

Less generous    

Estonia 1,72 1,61 1,54 

Greece 1,5 1,4 1,3 

Italy 1,45 1,44 1,37 

Slovenia 1,53 1,56 1,58 

Spain 1,45 1,34 1,32 

Average 1,53 1,47 1,42 

Average difference   −0,06 −0,05 

Source for TFR: eurostat (2016 b) 

Table 5 includes the countries that experienced a period of unusually high unemployment. In this 

table, they are arranged based on the total spending on family policy, including family benefits, 

spending on services such as child care, and tax benefits. In these groups, the birth rates actually 

experience a bigger decrease in the generous group for both the 2008-2011 period and the 2011-

2014 period. In both groups the birth rate decreases much faster than it did in countries that didn’t 

experience a period of unusually high unemployment in both periods.  

 

 

Table 6: TFR in countries that faced a 
period unusually high unemployment, 

grouped by spending on family 
benefits 

Country 2008 2011 2014 

Generous    

Iceland 2,15 2,02 1,93 

Ireland 2,06 2,03 1,94 

Estonia 1,72 1,61 1,54 

Slovenia 1,53 1,56 1,58 
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Average 1,87 1,81 1,75 

Average difference  −0,06 −0,06 

Less generous    

Greece 1,5 1,4 1,3 

Italy 1,45 1,44 1,37 

Spain 1,45 1,34 1,32 

Average 1,47 1,39 1,33 

Average difference   −0,07 −0,06 

Source for TFR: eurostat (2016 b) 

Table 6 shows the same countries divided into groups based on spending on family benefits. In 

this table, we can observe that the countries in the generous group experience a slower decline in 

fertility than the less generous group in the 2008-2011 period. Both the generous group and the 

less generous group experience a faster decrease in fertility in both periods than countries that did 

not face a period of higher unemployment. 

 

 

Table 7: TFR in countries that faced a 
period unusually high unemployment, 
grouped by amount of paid parental leave 

Country 2008 2011 2014 

Generous    

Estonia 1,72 1,61 1,54 

Slovenia 1,53 1,56 1,58 

Average 1,63 1,59 1,56 

Average difference  −0,04 −0,02 

Less generous    

Greece 1,5 1,4 1,3 

Iceland 2,15 2,02 1,93 

Ireland 2,06 2,03 1,94 

Italy 1,45 1,44 1,37 

Spain 1,45 1,34 1,32 

Average 1,72 1,65 1,57 

Average difference   −0,08 −0,07 

Source for TFR: eurostat (2016 b) 

Table 7 divides the countries based on amount of weeks of paid parental leave. In this table, we 

can observe a consistent difference in how much fertility levels decrease. Fertility levels 
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decreased slower in the generous group compared to the less generous group in both the 2008-

2011 period, and the 2011-2014 period. The countries in the generous group come the closest of 

all groups to achieve the level of decrease in fertility observed in the countries that did not face a 

period of higher than normal level of unemployment, reaching almost the same level in the 2011-

2014 period.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 8: TFR in countries that faced a 
period unusually high unemployment, 

grouped by percentage of children 
attending formal child care 

Country 2008 2011 2014 

Generous    

Iceland 2,15 2,02 1,93 

Slovenia 1,53 1,56 1,58 

Spain 1,45 1,34 1,32 

Average 1,71 1,64 1,61 

Average difference  −0,07 −0,03 

Less generous    

Estonia 1,72 1,61 1,54 

Greece 1,5 1,4 1,3 

Ireland 2,06 2,03 1,94 

Italy 1,45 1,44 1,37 

Average 1,68 1,62 1,54 

Average difference   −0,06 −0,08 

Source for TFR: eurostat (2016 b) 

Table 8 divides the countries based on percentage of children attending formal child care. In the 

2008-2011 period, fertility decreased faster in the generous group. However, in the 2011-2014 
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period, there is more of a difference between the two groups. In this period, the decrease in 

fertility is higher in the less generous group. In both groups and periods, the decline in fertility 

remains higher than the decline for countries that did not experience a period of higher than usual 

unemployment.  

Our hypothesis stated that fertility should be lower during times of higher unemployment, due to 

a lower sense of security among households. We also expected family policy to counter this 

effect, so that countries with more generous family policy would not experience as much of a 

decrease in fertility. Considering this hypothesis, these results are in line with the expectation that 

fertility should be lower during times of higher unemployment. In all cases, groups of countries 

that had experienced a period of higher unemployment also had a more negative development of 

fertility, compared to the group of countries that had not. In the case of family policy, only 

countries that could be defined as having generous parental leave policies were observed to 

always experience a more positive development in fertility compared to countries with less 

generous policies. Countries that had a high amount of total spending on family policy 

experienced a more negative development of family policy, but the countries in that group also 

started out with the highest levels of fertility out of all countries that had experienced a period of 

higher unemployment. We will discuss this last result in more detail at the end of this essay.  

Part 2: Regression analysis of TFR, unemployment 

and family policy indicators 

In order to study the correlations between TFR, unemployment and family policy in our data as a 

whole, rather than observing single countries and groups of countries, we performed a regression 

analysis of our data using the software SPSS. Initially, we investigated the correlations between 

unemployment levels and fertility levels, as measured by us in TFR. 

 Table 9: Regression 1, Unemployment & Country dummies 

 Dependent variable: TFR n=176     

 Model 1 Model 2 

Variable B Std. Err t sig. B Std. Err t sig. 

Unemployment −0,02** 0,00 −5,50 0,00 −0,01** 0,00 −4,04 0,00 

Country dummies       no       Yes 

R2 0,15       0,96       
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 **=sig<0,01 *=sig<0,05     

 note: country dummies included in all models    

 

Table 9 shows the relationship between TFR and unemployment as it appears in our data. Model 

1 measures only the relationship between TFR unemployment. In countries with 1% higher 

unemployment, TFR is 0,02 lower on average in our data. In model 2, the effect of country 

variables on TFR are controlled for. The relationship between unemployment and TFR changes 

from -0,02 TFR for 1% higher unemployment, to -0,01 TFR for 1% higher unemployment. This 

indicates that the higher effect in Model 1 actually indicated other differences between countries, 

and not the actual effect of unemployment on TFR.  

The R2 value changes from 0,15 to 0,96 when controlling for country dummies. This indicates 

that country variables explain the vast majority of the variation of TFR in our data. 

Unemployment, when compared to other country differences, can only explain a small part of 

how and why fertility levels vary. It seems plausible that country variables would explain a large 

part of the variation of fertility, since they would have to contain many powerful mechanisms that 

affect fertility, including norms, traditions, material and demographic conditions, and more.  

Having measured the relationship between unemployment and TFR, we move on to the 

relationship between TFR and family policy.  

 Table 10: Regression 2, Total Spending on family policy 

 Dependent variable: TFR n=176     

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Variable B Std. Err B Std. Err B Std. Err B Std. Err 

Unemployment −0,01** 0,00     0,00 0,00 0,00 0,01 

Total spending    0,07* 0,03 0,07* 0,03 0,07 0,05 

total spending 

interaction             0,00 0,00 

R2 0,96 0,98 0,98 0,98 

 **=sig<0,01 *=sig<0,05     

 note: country dummies included in all models    

 

Table 10 shows the relationship between unemployment, total spending on family policy and 

TFR, controlled for country variables (not displayed in the table). Measured on its own in model 

2, total spending displays a positive relationship with TFR. Countries that spend 1% more of 
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GDP on family policy, have on average 0,07 higher TFR in our data. When controlling for 

unemployment in model 3, this effect remains the same. In this model, the effect of 

unemployment on TFR is not significant. This indicates that when controlling for a given level of 

spending on family policy, the unemployment level has no effect on fertility. In model 4, we also 

include the interaction variable, measuring how the effect of unemployment on TFR changes 

with the value of spending on family policy. This interaction effect does not achieve statistical 

significance, and therefore we cannot claim that a higher amount of total spending will result in a 

lower effect of unemployment on TFR. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Table 11: Regression 3, Family policy variables 

 Dependent variable: TFR n=176     

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Variable B Std. Err B Std. Err B Std. Err B Std. Err 

Unemployment −0,01** 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00 

Benefits spending 0,16** 0,03 0,20** 0,05      

benefits spending 

interaction     0,00 0,00         

Tax spending       0,02 0,08 −0,15 0,15 

tax spending 

interaction             0,02 0,02 

R2   0,98   0,98   0,98   0,98 

 **=sig<0,01 *=sig<0,05     

 note: country dummies included in all models    

         

 Table 12: Regression 3, Family policy variables, continued 

 Dependent variable: TFR n=176     

 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 
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Variable B Std. Err B Std. Err B Std. Err B Std. Err 

Unemployment −0,01** 0,00 −0,01** 0 −0,01** 0,00 0,00 0,00 

Parental leave 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00      

Parental leave 

interaction     0,00 0,00         

Child care uptake       0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00 

child care uptake 

interaction         0,00 0,00 

R2 0,97 0,97 0,97 0,97 

 **=sig<0,01 *=sig<0,05     

 note: country dummies included in all models    

 

Table 11 and Table 12 shows the relationships between all of our other family policy variables, 

unemployment and TFR. In Model 1, 3, 5 and 7, only unemployment, the family policy variable 

and country variables are controlled for. In Model 2, 4, 6 and 8, interaction variables are also 

included. The interaction variables aren’t significant for any of our family policy variables, so we 

cannot claim to observe any relationship between the value of our family policy variables and the 

effect of unemployment on TFR. Of the policy variables themselves, only benefits spending 

(model 1) is significant when controlling for unemployment and country variables. In this model, 

unemployment still has a significant negative relationship with TFR, although it has a weaker 

effect than it does in a model which is not controlled for social policy (0,01 as opposed to 0,06).   

We also measured the effects of unemployment and family policy on crude birth rate (CBR), an 

alternative way of measuring fertility. We used the same models and observations, but replaced 

the dependent variable TFR with CBR. This alternative analysis achieved similar results, as none 

of the interaction variables could display statistical significance. We could observe a statistically 

significant positive relationship between fertility and both total spending and benefits spending, 

which was also the case in our analysis using the TFR dependent variable. These results can 

support a claim that our results display a relationship between our independent variables and 

fertility in general, and not exclusively TFR, our choice of dependent variable for this analysis. 

In order to observe whether unemployment and family policy had a “delayed” effect on fertility, 

we investigated the relationship between fertility and 2-year delayed (compared to the fertility 

observation) unemployment and family policy variables. It seems reasonable that it would take 
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some time before the population is made completely aware of new benefits or experience the 

lower sense of security that comes with higher unemployment levels. Using these models, no 

statistically significant relationship between family policies and fertility could be found while 

also controlling for unemployment and country variables, although the relationship between 

unemployment and fertility remained. The results of this analysis were similar to the results 

displayed in Table 10, Table 11 and Table 12 above, and so we do not display them here. 

Conclusion 

This study has tried to answer the following questions: To what extent does fertility levels change 

during periods of high unemployment? To what extent do family policies affect fertility levels? 

Can family policies change the relationship between unemployment and fertility? 

Regarding how fertility levels change during periods of high unemployment, both parts of our 

analysis points out that there is a negative development of TFR during periods of high 

unemployment. In the first part of our analysis, we could see that the group of countries that had 

not experienced a period of higher unemployment always achieved a more positive development 

of fertility than the group of countries that had experienced periods of higher unemployment. The 

results of our regression analysis of TFR and unemployment indicates that a statistically 

significant negative relationship between unemployment and TFR could be found in our data 

when controlling for country differences. Our hypothesis was that fertility would be lower during 

a period of high unemployment, since families would be more likely to face higher risks during 

these periods, and therefore choose not to have children. Our results appear to be in line with this 

hypothesis.  

Regarding the question of the effect of family policy on fertility, the result varies for different 

types of family policy. Total spending on family policy and spending on family benefits 

demonstrated a statistically significant positive relationship with TFR in our regression analysis. 

We also recall that in our first analysis, the countries that started with the highest levels of 

fertility had a higher level of spending on family policy. As we will discuss below, the causality 

of this relation can be questioned. It is not reasonable to assume that a higher spending on family 

policy have caused a higher TFR in our data, as the opposite relation is just as likely to be the 

case.  



30 
 

 

For the question of whether family policy can affect the changes in fertility levels during periods 

of unusually high unemployment, the results are not very conclusive. During the first part of our 

study, we could observe that changes in fertility levels were more positive for countries that had 

more generous parental leave policies, both in the 2008-2011 period and the 2011-2014 period. 

On the other hand, our regression analysis could not provide a significant interaction effect 

between any kind of family policy and the effect of unemployment on TFR. These contradictory 

results may have been caused by the grouping of countries in the first part of our analysis. The 

country groups were totally insensitive to the fact that different countries experienced periods of 

higher unemployment during different years. Several countries had not entered a period of higher 

unemployment until the very end of the period covered in this study. It is possible that differences 

between countries that entered a period of higher unemployment early and countries that entered 

such a period later influenced the results of this part of our analysis, which had assumed that all 

countries were experiencing higher unemployment at the same time. In our regression analysis, 

there was no grouping of countries, and we were observing the relationship between 

unemployment, family policy and fertility in our data as a whole, for all years at the same time, 

so the different years during which countries had experienced higher unemployment was not an 

issue. Because of the potential problems with the first part of our analysis, we could not consider 

a result that appeared in only the first part to be completely plausible.   

In conclusion, no type of family policy could be shown to have a clear effect on TFR in times of 

higher unemployment in both parts of our analysis. Our results, therefore, do not support our 

hypothesis that family policies will make unemployment levels matter less in countries that have 

enacted generous policies. 

Discussion 

Our data presented a positive relationship between higher spending on family policy and a higher 

fertility rate. But it would be problematic to claim that the causality of this matter is clear. In fact, 

the case of higher fertility rates causing higher spending on family policy is a highly likely 

alternative scenario. A country with a higher fertility rate has more children relative to their adult 
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population. Having more children would necessitate that a larger amount of public spending 

would go to family-related matters in order to maintain the same standards of benefits and 

conditions for families, as compared to a country with a lower fertility rate. This means that a 

country with a higher amount of spending on families may not automatically be considered 

“more generous” with regards to family policy. A more detailed investigation into the actual 

policies implemented in different countries would be required in order to pass such a judgment. A 

similarly problematic state of causality can be said to exist for the percentage of children enrolled 

in formal child care as a measurement of generous family policy. The measurement of parental 

leave does not pose such an immediate problem. However, in this study we could not observe a 

statistically significant relationship between these two measurements of family policy and TFR, 

so there is not an immediate need for discussing the problems associated with interpreting the 

causality of their results.    

Our study could not support the hypothesis that family policy can make unemployment have less 

of an effect on fertility. In other words, generous family policy could not be proven to “protect” 

against the negative effect of unemployment on fertility. But this statement does not mean that 

family policy was shown to be ineffective at promoting fertility in general. Conversely, our study 

showed a positive relationship between spending on family policy and fertility levels. This 

indicates that countries with a higher amount of spending have higher fertility in general, 

regardless of the level of unemployment. It therefore makes sense, then, that countries that want 

to achieve a higher level of fertility (or, as discussed above, already have achieved a higher level) 

would spend more on family policy. This conclusion is consistent with the results of previous 

research, such as Thévenon and Gauthier (2011) who predict a positive although weak effect of 

family policies on fertility.  

One aspect of fertility that we were not able to investigate was the “tempo-effect”, that is, 

whether fertility levels only fell temporarily while families waited for the period of higher 

unemployment to end. If this was the case, families that did not achieve an acceptable estimation 

of security to have a child during a period of higher unemployment would have children later, 

with a rise in fertility as a result. This would counter the effect of the period of higher 

unemployment as families “catch up”, having the children they had previously postponed having. 

Gauthier (2007), and Thévenon and Gauthier (2011) argue that the effect of social policy should 
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most likely be viewed as a tempo-effect. They suggest that family policy might make households 

have children earlier, but that they do not encourage households to have more children in total. In 

the case of there being such a tempo-effect of family policy, a rise in fertility now would be met 

with a lower fertility later, when families would have had children in the absence of family 

policy. Although it would have been interesting to investigate the tempo-effects, our data did not 

support such an investigation. During the last year of our data, 2014, all but one of the countries 

that had experienced a period of higher unemployment were still in the middle of such a period. 

We could not have studied how fertility developments appeared in different countries after 

periods of high unemployment, since we would only have had a single unique case to investigate.  

This has been a macro level study looking at fertility rates on a country basis. This was necessary 

because we were interested in comparing and observing differences between countries and 

groups of countries. Individual data that could display structural differences (for instance 

socioeconomic differences) within countries and could show which groups and individuals that 

actually decide to give birth, have not been studied. We only observed the fertility rate in each 

country, meaning we could not see differences between groups within countries. We could not 

see what groups were affected by recession or if there was any difference between how different 

groups react to social policy during times of higher unemployment. For further studies it would 

be of great interest to study fertility during recessions on a within-country level, so that these 

nuances of fertility during recessions could be investigated. 
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