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Abstract

Childlessness is rarely an outcome of a single decision or can be attributed to one particular
reason. Remaining childless should rather be seen as a process influenced by continuously
changing context and by many choices that individual makes in various life spheres over the
life course. Previous studies focused on the effect of accumulated experience of life events on
a probability to have no children. Such an approach does not allow for capturing a whole
variety of different roads to childlessness that are postulated in the literature. Our paper aims
at filling this gap by applying an exploratory approach of sequence analysis. We employ it on
Polish and Italian data to reconstruct the major life course trajectories of childless women and

to reveal the complexity of life paths leading to childlessness.
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1. Introduction: Childlessness over the life course

In a literature on childlessness, a dividing line is frequently drawn between those, who wanted
no offspring (“child-free”, “childless by choice”) and those, who desired children, but faced
some obstacles in having them (“child-less”, “childless by circumstances”; Basten, 2009;
Carmichael & Whittaker, 2007; Connidis & McMullin, 1993; Koropeckyj-Cox, 2002;
Tanturri & Mencarini, 2008). In reality, a situation is much more complex. Childlessness is
rarely an outcome of a single decision or can be attributed to one particular reason. Fertility
intentions are not stable and may change over time (Heaton, Jacobson, & Holland, 1999;
Heiland, Prskawetz, & Sanderson, 2008; lacovou & Tavares, 2011). Even women, who made
an early and explicit decision to remain childless (so-called "early articulators”, Callan, 1983,
1984; Houseknecht, 1979) experience moments of doubts and ambivalence, which might
make them reconsider once taken position (Letherby, 2002; Morell, 2000; Park, 2005).
Similarly, those who initially planned to have offspring, might become accustomed to a
childless life-style and abandon an idea of motherhood (Carmichael & Whittaker, 2007;
Morgan, 1991). They might also face numerous obstacles in realizing their fertility intentions.
An illness, a loss of a partner or a difficult economic situation are just a few examples here
(Gillespie, 2003; Heaton et al., 1999; Lee & Gramotnev, 2006). Even a biological inability to
have children is not necessarily a status that a woman gains once for a life-time. Assisted
reproduction techniques may allow some individuals to become parents after they have
experienced infertility (Letherby, 1999; van den Akker, 2001). On the other hand,
postponement of childbearing (regardless of its reason) may cause some perfectly healthy and
fecund women reach an age, when having offspring is no longer biologically possible for
them (te Velde & Pearson, 2002).

Altogether, remaining childless is a process. It is a product of continuously changing context,
of individual developments and life course pathways, influenced by many choices made by an
individual in other life spheres (Campbell, 1985; Gillespie, 1999). As Keizer and colleagues
(Keizer, Dykstra, & Jansen, 2008) phrased it: thinking about remaining childless should be
informed by two principles: that of ‘cumulative contingencies’ (impact of previous
experiences) and that of ‘linked lives’ (impact of events in different life dimensions). Instead

of looking for one single reason of childlessness, we should ask what life course



developments may lead to it (Hagestad & Call, 2007). Previous research has shown that
partnership, educational and employment histories are particularly important in this respect
(e.g., Heaton et al., 1999; Keizer et al., 2008; Koropeckyj-Cox & Call, 2007; Lee &
Gramotnev, 2006; Tanturri & Mencarini, 2008).

Although a necessity to look at a childlessness in a dynamic way, to treat it as a process and
analyze it from the life course perspective has been already emphasized in the literature
(Gonzélez & Jurado-Guerrero, 2006; Hagestad & Call, 2007; Keizer et al., 2008), not many
studies have adopted the life course approach so far. Moreover, those which employed a
retrospective perspective usually relied on measures that cumulate information on individual
experiences over the life course (such as time spent in a union or in employment) and looked
how they affected a probability to have no children. Nevertheless, such an approach can be
seen as simplistic as it does not pay attention to the sequence and spacing of experienced
events and hence does not allow to capture a whole variety of different roads leading to
childlessness that are postulated in the literature (Carmichael & Whittaker, 2007; Hagestad &
Call, 2007; Keizer et al., 2008; Kemkes-Grottenthaler, 2003; Tanturri & Mencarini, 2008).

The life course approach to childlessness has inspired our study, too, but we employ a
methodological perspective that allows for revealing the diversity of paths into childlessness.
We propose an exploratory approach of sequence analysis to reconstruct distinct life course
trajectories of childless women. Unlike previous studies, we do not focus on the effect of
accumulated experience of life course events, but we consider sequence and duration of life
stages in a sphere of partnership, education and employment of childless women. Such
approach allows a holistic perspective on life course, and is based on a representation of lives
as sequences of states. In this way we treat life courses as complex entities in their wholeness,

instead of specific events or combinations of events, as dependent variables (Billari, 2001).

2. Case studies: Italy and Poland

In this paper we aim to explore paths into childlessness over the life courses of Italian and
Polish women. Italy and Poland have experienced a marked decline in childbearing and
currently they both belong to the countries with the lowest fertility levels in Europe. Younger
generations increasingly opt for late entry to parenthood and the proportion of the childless

has increased substantially in both of these societies (Sobotka, 2004: 143-145). In recent years
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both countries have experienced a relatively large increase in childlessness (Figure 1). In Italy
the proportion of women who remained childless rose from 10% among the 1955 cohort to
20% among the 1965 cohort. In Poland this process started slightly later, with the percentage
of women who had no children jumping five percentage points from 1960 to 1965 cohort, to
15.4% for the latter one. Even though the increase is more rapid in Italy, both countries are
characterized by particularly high levels of childlessness, compared to other countries in their
respective regions (Frejka, 2008).

Figure 1 — Incidence of childlessness among women born between 1938 and 1967 in Italy and

Poland.
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Importantly, fertility decline and increasing childlessness occur in Italy and Poland despite
their cultural heritage. First, Italy and Poland are characterized by exceptionally strong
attachment to Catholic values. According the International Social Survey Programme (2008),
over 90 percent of citizens in both countries were raised in the Catholic religion (compared
with an average of 49 percent in other EU member states). In addition, 87 percent of Poles
and 76 percent of Italians stated that they believe in God and they always have, compared
with less than 60% of respondents in 12 out of 19 EU countries. Second, Italians and Poles
are also very strongly attached to family values (Dalla Zuanna & Micheli, 2004; Giza-
Poleszczuk and Poleszczuk, 2004). Finally, both countries display a delayed pattern of
diffusion of new family behaviors, including still low rates of non-marital cohabitation, non-

marital childbearing and marital disruption (Hantrais 2005, Hoem et al. 2010). In this context
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fertility decline in the two countries was often attributed to serious difficulties with combining
paid work and care (Kotowska et al. 2008; De Rose et al. 2008). Both countries are
characterized by low supply of public childcare, rigid working hours and dearth of part-time
jobs as well as an asymmetric gender division of household tasks. Many studies addressed
thus the role of work-family tensions for the postponement of first births and a decline in
second or higher order fertility (Matysiak & Vignoli, 2010; Matysiak & Vignoli,
forthcoming), but their impact on the decision to become childless has been hardly addressed.

Despite many similarities the two countries display also certain differences that make the
study particularly informative. These differences lie, among others, in women’s employment
patterns and educational attainment, i.e. two life course careers which might be particularly

important for a decision to become a mother.

First, Polish women have been more often active in the labor market than Italian women. The
labor force participation rate of women aged 25—49 in Poland was as high as it is currently in
Italy already in the 1960s (around 65%). It reached nearly 80 percent by the end of 1980s and
remained at this level by today (ILO Laborsta Database). This difference in women’s
employment is present despite the strong tensions between paid work and care in the two

countries.

Second, Polish women are much more often in education which they also widely combine
with economic activity. As a result Polish women obtain university degree more often: in
2011 the proportion of women aged 25+ who obtained tertiary education amounted to 28.8%
in Poland and 18.6% in Italy (Eurostat Statistics Database).

Against this background, Italy and Poland are ideal countries to explore paths to
childlessness. First, they are especially information-rich cases due to a rapid increase in
childlessness in both of them. Second, they have remarkably similar cultural legacy, but the
Italian and Polish women display somewhat different patterns of behaviors related to
education and employment. This combination gives us unique insights into the role of
employment and educational histories for childlessness. Will we be able to capture different
biographies — leading to life without children — for Polish and Italian women? Will we be able
to seize a different role of education and employment for women’s childbearing? Or will the

similar patterns of life course developments be revealed in different cultural contexts?



3. Methodological approach: Sequence analysis

The study of life courses in demographic and sociological research has been dominated by an
implementation of the event-based approach, aiming at investigating the causes behind the
timing of an event. To this end, either single process hazard models were employed, which
analyze how a certain process is determined by other processes (Mulder & Wagner, 2001), or
multi-process hazard models were implemented to study the mutual interdependencies
between parallel careers (e.g., Matysiak, 2009). However, focusing on time-to-event in our
research would lead to focus on the transition (or non-transition) to first births only, failing to
grasp the holistic view on the life-course and the variety of paths leading to childlessness.

Thus, in order to describe the different paths into childlessness we decided to use sequence
analysis with optimal matching algorithm. This method, originally developed for the analysis
of protein and DNA sequences in bio-molecular studies, is relatively new in social sciences
(Abbott, 1995; Baizan, Michielin, & Billari, 2002; Baranowska, 2008; Billari, 2001). It was
designed to provide a more holistic perspective on life courses, namely to illustrate the
complexity of life courses, or at the construction of ‘‘ideal-types’’ of life trajectories (Billari
2005). It allows us to reconstruct distinct life course trajectories of childless women, taking
into account sequence and duration of life stages in different life domains (e.g. partnership or

employment).

The implementation of the method consists of two steps. First, for each woman in the sample
we reconstructed individual sequences of states she can be in at time t. The sequences are
based on stages in three life domains which in the previous studies were identified as
important in the process of remaining childless: employment, education and partnership. The
respondent could be either working (W1) or not (W0), could be in education (EO) or have
completed education (E1) and could be in a union (cohabiting or married; U1) or not in a
union (divorced, widowed, separated, single; UQ). Altogether eight different states could
occur in the sequence, namely:

EOWOUO — in education, not working, single

EOW1UO — in education, working, single

EOWOUL — in education, not working, in a union

EOW1UL — in education, working, in a union

E1WO0UO - completed education, not working, single
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E1IW1UO — completed education, working, single
E1WOUL — completed education, not working, in a union

E1IW1U1 - completed education, working, in a union
The observation unit in the sequence is a month.

In the second step, we applied the optimal matching algorithm in order to discover regularities
in the obtained individual sequences. To this end, we grouped sequences into clusters taking
into account the level of similarity / dissimilarity between the sequences. Similarity was
measured by quantifying the cost of transforming one sequence into another. If the cost is
small the sequences are assessed as similar and are clustered together. The transformation can
imply an insertion of a state into the sequence, a deletion and a substitution of one state by
another. In this paper it was assumed that an insertion and a deletion produce a cost -1 and an
insertion costs SC(X,y)=2-p(x,y)-p(y,X) where p(x,y) stands for the probability of replacing
state x with y. Comparing a sequence for i-th individual with sequences for all remaining
individuals yields a matrix of dissimilarity to which a Ward clustering algorithm is applied.
This algorithm was selected as other algorithms (e.g. single linkage, complete linkage,
centroid, median) tend to yield few very large clusters and many small clusters (Aassve et al.,
2007). A 6-cluster solution for Poland and a 5-cluster solution for Italy were accepted. The
decision on the final number of clusters was made iteratively by verifying whether increasing
the number of clusters brings any additional substantial information and does not result

simply in a decline in heterogeneity across clusters as well as in a small cluster size.

4. Data

In order to conduct our study we consulted recent representative surveys for both countries.
More precisely, for Italy, we used data from the Household Multipurpose Survey on Family
and Social Subjects, i.e. the national retrospective survey with 24,000 households for a total
of almost 50,000 individuals. It was conducted in November 2009 by the Italian Institute of
Statistics (ISTAT). For Poland, we referred to two surveys. One data source is the 2011
Generations and Gender Survey (GGS) which covered a representative sample of 20,000
individuals aged 18-79. This survey gave us sufficient data on mothers but only very few
childless women were in the sample. Thus, the data were complemented with those from

another survey, the 2011 FAMWELL Survey on Childlessness. This survey was designed
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specifically to collect data on childless women but it covered only urban areas (childlessness
is very rare in rural areas in Poland). Due to this limitation, we had to restrict our analyses to
urban settings only. In the Italian case it was achieved by removing all respondents living in

municipalities smaller than 10,000 citizens.

The Italian and Polish surveys contain data on partnership and employment histories.
Unfortunately, the Polish surveys contain only limited information on education histories —
namely only the date of reaching the highest level of education. This information can be
successfully used to reconstruct educational histories (Zabel, 2006) as long as there are no
breaks in schooling. To assure comparability of the Polish and Italian data sets, for both
countries we used only the information about the date of completion the highest level of
education (consequently — being in education is not a renewable state in our data). This will

need to be considered when we interpret the results.

Using aforementioned data sources we selected subsamples of mothers and childless women
aged 37-46 residing in urban areas. We assumed that a childless woman is one who did not
have any biological, adopted or foster child and did not help raising children of her partner. A
mother is a woman who gave birth to or adopted at least one child. Our data gave us samples
of 471 childless and 1,756 mothers for Italy an 449 childless and 758 mothers for Poland.
Each woman was observed from 15 years old until the age 37 for reasons of uniformity, so
that we can look at life courses during their central fecundity period. In this way, all the

sequences have a length of 264 months, corresponding to 22 years.

5. Results

In the first step, we reconstructed life courses for mothers and childless women in Italy and
Poland. The aim was to gain the first, general insight into how lives of childless women and
mothers differ and to capture the key differences between the biographies of women in the
two countries. In order to see some key characteristics of the groups of women more clearly,

some basic characteristics are additionally presented in the appendix.



Mothers - Italian sample Mothers - Polish sample
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Age of respondents Age of respondents
Childless women - Italian sample Childless women - Polish sample
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B EOW1U1 - In Education, Working, In Union B E1W1U1 - Completed Education,Working, In Union
B EOW1UO - In Education, Working, Single M E1W1UOQ - Completed Education, Working, Single
B EOWOUL1 - In Education, Not Warking, In Union B E1WO0U1 - Completed Education, Not Working, In Union
B EOWOUO - In Education, Not Warking, Single E1WOUOQ - Completed Education, Not Working, Single

First of all, when we compare mothers and childless women, the clear difference between
them — in both Italy and Poland — relates to the union status. Being single is an obviously
dominant state for childless women (green and yellow color) — while being in union is a
prevailing option among mothers (grey and red). In fact, among childless women as many as
56%, in both Italy and Poland, have never been in a union. The second meaningful difference
between women with and without children relates to education. Childless women in both
countries seem to be more into education than their counterparts with offspring, although the
difference seems more profound in the Polish samples. This is confirmed by looking at the
share of women, who have completed some tertiary education (by the age of 37): in Poland
43% of childless women got a university degree compared to 26% of mothers, in Italy the

shares are 19.5% and 15% respectively.
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Secondly, there are also apparent differences between biographies of Italian and Polish
women, regardless whether they have offspring or not. The main difference relates to
economic activity. In both Italian samples we see a relatively large share of not working
women (yellow and grey color). Moreover, it seems that Italian women (mothers as well as
their childless counterparts) experience some non-employment period after they finish
education (the yellow stripes are rather large early in the life course). It is not the case for the
Polish samples. The share of not working women is much smaller and we do not see this non-
employment period after having completed schooling. Quite contrary, in the Polish samples
we see women, who start working before they finish their education (blue and brown color).
This is virtually absent in the Italian samples.

Already this simple overview indicates that childless women are by no means a homogenous
group. Naturally, it would be possible to reconstruct one, most typical life course of childless
women and of mothers, highlighting the differences between the two, but as a result the whole
diversity of biographies, leading to childlessness, would be lost. Therefore, instead of
collapsing this variety into some average, standard pattern, we have taken an opposite
direction. We tried to disentangle the picture into the smaller pieces and to analyze them

closer.

We have conducted cluster analysis on individual life sequences of childless women to see
whether there are any types or categories within this sample. Indeed, the method revealed five
different clusters of Italian childless women and six of the Polish ones. Each cluster is
characterized by a distinct pattern of how women’s life course developed. Each displays a

different pathway leading to childlessness.

Interestingly, four clusters were very similar for both Italy and Poland. The table below shows
how many childless women belong to each cluster in each country. Noteworthy, in the Polish
samples the six clusters are of a similar size, while in Italy one cluster is clearly dominant and

also one is of marginal size.
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Cluster Share  of  childless | Share ~ of  childless
women in Italy women in Poland

Focus on education and work | 19.5% 18.2%

Continuous education - 16.2%

Working single women 42.3% 17.3%

Working married women 12.5% 17.3%

Disadvantages women 21.9% 15.8%

Unstable economic situation - 15.0%

Stay-at-home wives 3.8% -

We will present the clusters one by one (or in pairs — whenever possible), showing their
specificity and indicating similarities and differences between the countries. For each
category of women some basic descriptive statistics have been additionally calculated to gain
some more insights into their specificity. Most of these statistics have been calculated to
illustrate women’s situation by the age of 37 (i.e. union, education and employment are
analyzed only until the respondents’ 37th birthday). These are presented in the appendix and

will be recalled as we describe the clusters.
Focus on education and work

The first cluster, identified in both countries, consists mostly of single, working and well
educated women. In both countries, the women in this category stayed in education relatively
long and an exceptionally big share of them have obtained some university degree (63% in
Italy, 94% in Poland). They have worked for the majority of their adult life, although in the
Italian sample we see the non-employment period after education (yellow color) — typical for
our Italian respondents. By and large, the women in this cluster remained single throughout

the observation period.
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Focus on education and work - Italian sample Focus on education and work 1 - Polish sample
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l EOWOUL1 - In Education, Not Working, In Union B E1WO0U1 - Completed Education, Not Working, In Union
B EOWOUO - In Education, Not Working, Single E1WOUOQ - Completed Education, Not Working, Single

There are also apparent differences between Italian and Polish clusters. Italian women are
evidently more diverse. The vast majority of women in the Polish cluster finished education
around the age of 25, which is a standard age to complete Master’s degree. Next, they entered
the labor market and never formed a union. Quite a big share of Italian respondents in the
cluster stayed in education much longer and some of them even had started working before
they finished schooling (color brown and blue), which is very rare in Italy and occurs

essentially in this cluster only.

In Poland, combining schooling with paid work is more common: these women are absent
here because they form a cluster of their own. In fact, it seems like the Italian cluster is
divided into two in the Polish sample. The second Polish cluster is presented at the graph

below.

Focus on education and work 2 - Continuous education
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B EOW1UL1 - In Education, Working, In Union B E1W1U1 - Completed Education,Working, In Union

B EOW1UO - In Education, Working, Single M E1IW1UOQ - Completed Education, Working, Single
l EOWOUL1 - In Education, Not Working, In Union B E1WO0U1 - Completed Education, Not Working, In Union
B EOWOUO - In Education, Not Working, Single E1WOUOQ - Completed Education, Not Working, Single

In the second Polish cluster there is also a high share of women with tertiary education (64%).
However, women in this category started working relatively early — in their early twenties —
while they completed their education much later. A situation that was only marginally present

in the Italian case.

A share of women, who combined education and paid employment is indeed remarkable in
the cluster — the brown color clearly dominates the graph. Nevertheless, given the way the
variable related to schooling was constructed (age at completing the highest level of education
— compare: Data), it does not necessarily mean that the respondents remained in education all
the time. They might have experienced some (voluntary or involuntary) breaks or returned to
education after a longer while to improve their qualifications. Consequently, in this category
we find women that have been strongly oriented towards education and work since their
young age. But there are also women with less successful educational history, who have never
obtained any university degree (36%) even though they stayed in education even after they
turned 30. These types of women were all combined into one (the first) cluster in the Italian

case.
Working single women

The next cluster — identified in both countries — comprises of women, who finished schooling
relatively early and have worked for the vast majority of their adult life. Again, also in this

cluster the respondents rarely entered any union.
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Working single women - Italian sample Working single women - Polish sample
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B EOW1UO - In Education, Working, Single M E1W1UOQ - Completed Education, Working, Single
B EOWOUL1 - In Education, Not Working, In Union B E1WO0U1 - Completed Education, Not Working, In Union
B EOWOUO - In Education, Not Working, Single E1WOUOQ - Completed Education, Not Working, Single

The clusters are very similar in both countries with an exception of a more visible non-
employment period (yellow color) in the Italian sample. As it has been already mentioned,

this is a general difference between the Italian and Polish women (with and without children).

Noteworthy, this cluster is the biggest one in the Italian case. Over 40% of childless women

belong to this category.
Working married women

The most distinct feature of the women in this cluster is that the vast majority of them have
entered a stable union — usually a marriage. The differences between the Italian and the Polish
clusters are — again — related to the general disparity between the two countries: Polish
women are more into education, Italian women experience the non-employment period after
having completed schooling. Otherwise, in both sample we see very similar patterns of

employment and union formation.

Working married women - Italian sample Working married women - Polish sample
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B EOW1UL1 - In Education, Working, In Union B E1W1U1 - Completed Education,Working, In Union

B EOW1UO - In Education, Working, Single M E1IW1UOQ - Completed Education, Working, Single
l EOWOUL1 - In Education, Not Working, In Union B E1WO0U1 - Completed Education, Not Working, In Union
B EOWOUO - In Education, Not Working, Single E1WOUOQ - Completed Education, Not Working, Single

As, at the very beginning, we compared all childless women versus mothers, the most
apparent difference between them related to the partnership histories. Childless is commonly
linked to being single. In this cluster, all women have entered a stable union at some point of
their life-course, although it is apparent that they did later than their counterparts with
children (being married becomes a clearly dominant state only in late twenties). Moreover,
some share of these unions dissolved: the number of women in a union decreases towards the

end of the observation period.
Disadvantaged women

This is the fourth and last cluster identified in both, Italy and Poland. The women included
here are characterized by a relatively low level of education and they also did not work for the

vast majority of their life course.

Disadvantaged women - Italian sample Disadvantaged women - Polish sample
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Age of respondents Age of respondents

B EOW1UL1 - In Education, Working, In Union B E1W1U1 - Completed Education,Working, In Union
B EOW1UO - In Education, Working, Single M E1IW1UOQ - Completed Education, Working, Single
l EOWOUL1 - In Education, Not Working, In Union B E1WO0U1 - Completed Education, Not Working, In Union
B EOWOUO - In Education, Not Working, Single E1WOUOQ - Completed Education, Not Working, Single

We see that the yellow color dominates at the graphs — the women were unemployed and
single throughout the observation period. In fact, in this cluster, 59% of Italian women and
53% of the Polish ones have not entered labor market. And as for a union formation, 74% of
Italian respondents in this cluster and 88% of the Polish ones have not entered a stable union

until the age of 37.
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The peculiarity of this cluster made us take a closer look into the reasons for which these
women might be single and unemployed. In both countries, a big share of women in this
category suffers from economic hardship, which adds to a disadvantaged position of women
in this category. In the Italian sample, 57% respondents declared their family had low or
insufficient economic resources, while in the Polish case, 66% said that with an income of
their household it is difficult to make ends meet. In the Polish case, it seems that health
problems or disability are primary factors, shaping the women’s life-course. As many as 65%
of respondents in the cluster declared in the survey that the are handicapped or suffer from a
long term health condition (and their health problems started before the age of 37). This was
not the case for Italy, where interpretation of this cluster poses a larger challenge.

Unstable economic situation — Polish sample

This cluster was found in the Polish sample only. When we look at the graph that
depicts the biographies of women in this category, we do not see any clear pattern at the first
glance. On the contrary, the group displays a large variety of different states. The pattern
becomes more apparent if we realize that not necessarily the same women remain in any
given state in the subsequent points in time (i.e. the 10% of women, who have finished
education are single and not working at age 20 are not necessarily the same 10% that are in
this state at age 21 or 22).

Unstable economic situation - Polish sample
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Indeed, in this cluster there is a relatively large number of transfers between the states and
they concern labor market activity most of all. Women in this category experienced also the
longest breaks between the employment spells. The respondents that ever entered the labor
market spent on average 3,35 years “in-between-jobs”, while for other categories the mean
varied between 1,14 and 2,07 years. Given these long disruptions in work, “not working” was
a dominant state through the whole observation period here (orange, gray and green color
combines), even though women in this cluster are relatively well-educated and 85% of them

entered labor market at some point of the time.
Stay-at-home wives — Italian sample

The last cluster has been identified in the Italian sample only and only a very small fraction of
Italian childless women belong here (3.8%). Still, it appeared as a very distinct one in the
sample. The women in this category finished education very early in the life course (almost
half of them — even before the age of 15) and work was never an important part of these
women’s lives. Even though some of them entered labor market after having completed
schooling — all of them became economically inactive at some point of their life course. All of
them have also entered a union. We can see that around the age 30 virtually all of them were
in union and not working. This state has not changed much towards the end of the observation
period.

Stay-at-home wives - Italian sample
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40%

20% E1WO0UO

0% T — T —
15 20 25 30 35 37

Age of respondents

B EOW1U1 - In Education, Working, In Union B E1W1U1 - Completed Education,Working, In Union

B EOW1UO - In Education, Working, Single M E1W1UOQ - Completed Education, Working, Single

B EOWOUL1 - In Education, Not Warking, In Union B E1WO0U1 - Completed Education, Not Working, In Union
B EOWOUO - In Education, Not Warking, Single E1WOUOQ - Completed Education, Not Working, Single
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Summary & Conclusions

Differently from many other papers, this paper is not focusing on predominant reasons for
being childless, but instead it explores the process of remaining childless, acknowledging the
complexity of different life course careers (i.e., education, partnership, and employment) that
may lead to it. We applied sequence analysis techniques to two key case studies, where the
incidence of childlessness has been dramatically increasing despite their traditional setting:

Italy and Poland.

Our findings suggest that, on average, childlessness is related to being single most of all and
also to a prolonged education to some extent. But there are distinct categories of women, who
are not in line with this rule. This diversity calls for much more attention. Instead of
collapsing all childless women into one category, our findings clearly illustrate diverse paths

leading to childlessness according to various life course developments.

More research is necessary to fully comprehend how and why different biographies emerge.
But even this exploratory study provides some interesting insights into the process of
remaining childless. For instance, even though difficulties with combining work and care are
an important barrier to fertility in both countries (Matysiak and Vignoli, forthcoming), we
cannot see that women’s employment is necessarily a reason for childlessness. It might be the
case for some groups of women (e.g. those who focused on education and work), but certainly
not for the categories of “Disadvantaged” or “Stay-at-home wives”. In fact, for the last Polish
cluster the opposite is observed: a lack of stable employment seems to be an important factor,
shaping a pathway to childlessness. This rich diversity should not be overlooked or

simplified.

Importantly, the very similar categories of pathways to childlessness were revealed in both
analyzed contexts. There were some marked differences between the biographies of Italian
and Polish women, but despite these differences — some were identified in both countries.
Does it indicate that there are life pathways leading to childlessness, which are universal
across countries? On the other hand, some other categories were country-specific, indicating
that some patterns of behavior might be related to a given cultural and institutional context.
Finally, an example of “Disadvantaged” category teaches us that seemingly identical

biographies may have different meanings in different settings.
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An important limitation of the study is that we were not able to include fertility and fecundity
problems into our analyses. Unfortunately, this data is not available for Italy. For the Polish
sample, we were able to establish that the highest share of women with fertility problems was
in the “Working married” category (45%). However, in the remaining categories women
might be largely unaware of their difficulties in this respect, as many of them have never been
in a stable union and quite likely they have never been trying to conceive. Moreover,
complete histories of fertility problems would be necessary to properly incorporate this
variable into our process-oriented life-course approach. This kind of data is simply impossible
to collect in the large scale, representative surveys. An important challenge for future studies

is to overcome this limitation.
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Appendix

Basic characteristics of mothers and childless women — Italy and Poland.

Italy Poland

Mothers | Childless | Mothers | Childless
% of women who have not entered a union 3.30 56.26 3.56 55.90
Average time (years) spent in a union — all | 10.63 2.89 12.93 3.93
sample

(10.99) (6.61) (13.41) (8.91)
(only women who have been in a union)
Age of entering a first union — median 25.8 - 22 -
Age of entering a first union — first quartile 21.8 29.7 19 26
% of women who experienced a union | 13.95 15.92 27.22 31.82
disruption (among those ever in a union)
% of women with tertiary education 15.26 19.53 26.25 43.43
% of women with a maximum vocational | 46.3 37.15 28.36 17.37
degree
Age at completing education — median 18.5 19 20 23
% of women who have never worked 23.75 17.41 2.77 10.24
Average time (years) in employment — all | 8.97 9.89 12.28 11.49
sample

(11.76) (11.38) (12.63) (12.80)

(only women who have ever worked)

*Unless stated differently, the statistics are calculated for the period until the age of 37
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Italy — childless women — clusters

Focus on | Working Working Disad- Stay-at-
educ. and | single married vantaged home wives
work
% of women who have not| gz g 68.34 0.00 73.79 0.00
entered a union
Average time (years) spent in a 178 150 9.58 105 12 56
union — all sample ' ' ' ' '
fj?]?c'}a)wome” who have been ina | 51y (4.73) (9.58) (4.01) (12.56)
Age of entering a first union — / / 26.33 / 2363
median ' '
Age of entering a first union —| 4, 74 33.58 23.17 36.58 21.33
first quartile
% of women who experienced a
union disruption (among those | 30.77 55.56 23.73 37.04 22.22
ever in a union)
% of women with tertiary 63.04 1156 18.64 0.00 0.00
education ' ' ' ' '
% of women with a maximum 1.09 36.18 3559 68.93 55 56
vocational degree ' ' ' ' '
Age at completing education — 99.99 18.92 18.58 15.33 16.33
median ' ' ' ' '
% of women who have never 13.04 101 0.00 59,92 38.89
worked ' ' ' ' '
Average  time  (years) in | g op 13.99 14.01 1.68 3.69
employment — all sample ' ' ' ' '
(only women who have ever
worked) (7.19) (14.14) (14.01) (4.11) (6.04)
% of women with chronic health
problem (at the time of the|8.70 9.55 15.25 16.50 16.67
interview)
% of women who declare their
family has low or insufficient | ,, o) 35.68 28.81 57.28 33.33
economic resources (at the time of
the interview)
% of women who still plan on
having children (at the time of the | 50.00 43.22 38.98 36.89 5.56

interview)

*Unless stated differently, the statistics are calculated for the period until the age of 37
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Poland — childless women — clusters

Focus on | Cont. Working | Working | Disad- Unstable
educ. and | Educ. single married vantaged | econom.
work
% of women who have not
entered a union 80.46 63.77 84.71 0.00 88.24 7.81
Average time (years) spent in a 059 1,60 0.41 11.98 032 9.92
union — all sample ' ' ' ' ' '
Ej?]?%)wome” who have beeninal g o0 | 4420 |70 |18 |@72) | (076)
Age of entering a first union — / / / 2 / 26
median
Age of entering a first union —
first quartile / 34 / 21 / 22
% of women who experienced a
union disruption (among those | 5 47 | 5809|5385 | 1974 5000 | 28.81
ever in a union) ' ' ' ' ' '
S - -
% of women with tertiary | g, .5 377 | 118 3553 | 1324 | 50.63
education
% of women with a maximum
vocational degree 0.00 0.00 29.41 15.79 45.59 15.63
Age at completing education — o 30 19 21 18 o5
median
% of women who have never
worked 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 52.94 15.63
Average  time  (years) in |, 4, 14.64 16.48 13.97 252 7.78
employment — all sample
(only women who have ever
worked) (11.70) (14.64) (16.48) (13.97) (5.35) (9.22)
% of women with fertility
problems — aware of infertility or
underwent  infertility  treatment 12.64 26.09 7.06 44.74 14.70 26.69
(data not available for Italy)
% of women who have been
disabled or experienced chronic | 18.39 15.97 15.29 19.73 64.71 15.63
health problem
% of women who declare that
with an income of their household
it is difficult to make ends meet
(with great diff., with diff. or with | 2220 | 2899 5647 3026 16618 | 375
some diff.) (at the time of the
interview)
% of women who still plan on
having children (at the time of | 22.99 28.99 21.18 28.95 20.59 34.38

interview)

*Unless stated differently, the statistics are calculated for the period until the age of 37
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