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1 — Introduction and Objective

Institutional support for working women has generally been rather poor in Italy. The limited
part-time employment opportunities have additionally supported the prevalence of the male
breadwinner/female carer model. Although no effective political actions have been taken so
far to ease the incompatibility between motherhood and work, the dual earner model is
becoming more and more established, and in some regions is nhow competing with the sole
male breadwinner model. The contrast generated by women'’s increasing desire to participate
in paid employment and the traditional family-oriented welfare state, requires adjustments to
be made in several spheres of women’s life. One strategy resulted in reducing the number of
children, as reflected in contemporary low levels of fertility (McDonald 2000, 2002). It has
been argued that not only has the conflict between being a mother and pursuing work career
resulted in the very low fertility levels registered today, but it has also been influential in Italy
lagging behind other European countries in terms of women’s employment rates.

The degree of compatibility between the role of mother and the role of worker has to be
regarded as a key feature when discussing the Italian lowest-low fertility. Most recent Italian
data clearly support this statement: Women’s (aged 35-44) labour force participation stands at
83.0% for single women; it decreases to 75.4% for women with partner; it further declines to
56.9% for those women in couples with one or two children; and it drops to 40.5% for women
in couples with three or more children (Canali et al., 2007). Besides, the gender system
prevailing in a society is deeply related to the way these aspects are managed within the
couple. It affects, for instance, the possibility of combining paid work for mothers with young
children and men’s contribution to childcare and housework (Baizan, 2004, 2005). From this
perspective, it is significant to analyse the labour force status of each partner within the
couple, as fertility and labour force options are closely related.

The ltalian pattern is remarkably interesting and deserves special attention. The main
processes underlying recent changes in family formation are driven to extremes (Rosina and
Sabbadini, 2006). In fact, while experiencing very low fertility rates and marked delays in the
major transition events into adulthood — especially the entry into the first union - Italian society
lies on a very traditional framework if compared to other countries of the Western World. The
great value given to the family and the important role played by the institution of marriage
produce direct effects: few informal cohabitations, out-of-wedlock births and family
dissolutions, even if all these phenomena are currently increasing.

This research examines the effects of women’s labour market participation on
reproductive behaviours in ltaly, from a couple-level perspective. Few studies, in fact, have



been focusing on the couple-level, although for most parent, employment decisions are
negotiated within the context of heterosexual couples, where gender difference is created and
maintained (Singley & Hynes, 2005). Particularly, this paper aims at investigating the impact
of both members’ labour force status on fertility outcomes.

In addition, the hypothesis of “Self Selection” (Kreyenfeld, 2002) in contemporary lItalian
fertility development is tested. Namely, because the intensity of second and third birth
concerns the selected group of women who already have one child, it can be advocated that
this group has shown a preference for motherhood and committed to a child-oriented “life
plan”. In order to investigate the “self-selection” hypothesis we will proceed by estimating the
transition to the first, second and third child jointly, including a common unobserved
heterogeneity factor (similarly to Kravdal, 2001 and Kreyenfeld, 2002).

2 — Analytical framework

The study is based on a retrospective survey conducted in ltaly by the Italian National
Statistical Office (ISTAT) “Families and Social Subjects” (FSS) 2003. This retrospective
survey covered 24,000 households, for an amount of about 50,000 individuals. It included
partnership, fertility and employment histories for each member of the family.

Job information allowed a detailed work history reconstruction of both members of the
couple, and working time schedule data exemplified the qualitative aspects that may help to
understand couples’ fertility choices.

At the outset women’s chances to give birth to first, second and third births are studied
separately through an event history model. Fourth and higher births order are ignored due to
their small number. The follow-up is the time elapsed since age 15, and up to age 45 in the
first birth model; from previous birth, and up to age 45 in second and third birth models. Time
to pregnancy (and not to birth) is measured in order to look closely at employment status at
the time the woman got pregnant. For the specification of these baseline hazard durations we
use a piecewise linear spline (also known as a generalized Gompertz formulation), instead of
the more common piecewice constant specification. A linear spline is a flexible form of
representing the effect of a continuous independent variable.

At a second step of the analysis, in order to investigate the hypothesis of self-selection,
a simultaneous-equations model estimates jointly the three fertility equations, and a person-
specific heterogeneity term is included in each equation.

Finally, we also want to make out the mutual effects of participation in paid work and
fertility decisions from spurious association due to joint determination. We therefore need to
address the issue of the possible endogeneity of the processes of entering/exiting the labour
market and the fertility — norms and values concerning the attachment to labour force
participation and to family building as well as the extent to which the roles of mother and
worker are incompatible may determine both fertility and work decisions. In countries where
the conflict between family and work is highest, such as the Italian context, it is very likely that
women jointly determine their behaviour in the two domains. The chosen modelling strategy
to count for this situation is to employ a joint multiprocess model of fertility and labour market
participation. Namely, a heterogeneity component is included in each parallel equations, and
the possible correlation between these heterogeneity factors allows to account for the
existence of endogeneity between fertility and paid work.



3 — Preliminary findings

As expected, the analysis proves that women’s permanent or temporary employment has a
strong negative impact on fertility outcomes. One of the main findings is therefore the
confirmation of serious difficulties in combining motherhood and career. This negative impact
on fertility is particularly pronounced in permanently employed women. The strong conflict
between motherhood and work may be generated by women being polarized between full-
time working and not-working, which can be a factor underlying Italian low fertility rates.

Women working with temporary jobs are much less likely to postpone the first childbirth
than not-working women; this finding is in line with contemporary literature (Blossfeld et al.,
2005; for Italy: Bernardi and Nanio, 2005; Salvini and Ferro, 2006) that shows how temporary
employment is amongst the primary forces behind the postponement of childbearing in
Europe.

Moreover, the results proved that in a “male-breadwinner context” like Italy, the male
partner earning potential (measured on his position in the labour market) fosters fertility,
regardless of the modality of work. This result is consistent with author's expectations. It
shows that women’s employment and childbearing decisions are also determined by a series
of external opportunities and constraints. The possibility of high income generated by the
labour market status of the partner can, for example, persuade women to take leave from
work for the period of delivery and care. However, this finding appear irrespective to the
typology of man’s work — i.e. both temporary and permanent jobs display a rather similar
pattern. In other words, couples postpone parenthood until the man has established a position
in the labour market, no matter if this position is not yet stable. This outcome, thus, is in line
with the traditional micro-economic interpretation that emphasis the husband’s breadwinner
capacity and, on the contrary, do not provide evidence that Italian low fertility may reflect
growing uncertainties in male employment careers.

After controlling for a common unobserved heterogeneity factor in each fertility transition,
the significant (negative) impact of women’s employment on the probability of second and
third birth is stronger. The interpretation of these results, in line with Kravdal (2001) and
Kreyenfeld (2002), refers to the “self-selection hypothesis”. Namely, women giving birth to the
second, and afterward to the third child, have already shown a preference toward motherhood
during the life-course. This “selection effect” may particularly concern the role played by
women’s employment on the probability of second and third birth under structural and/or
institutional constraints. Namely, women who choose to set up a family in a not family-friendly
institutional context such as the Italian one, should either have low career ambitions or a high
family orientation. Thus, the impact of women’s work on Italian fertility development appears
even more negative when it is not mitigated by women'’s orientation toward childbearing.

Looking closely at the impact of employment careers from a couple-level interaction,
single-earner couples are still the most suitable environment to give birth to a child,
maximising on one hand, men’s income security and on the other, women’s time availability at
home. In general, although no clear political action is taken in order to help women to
combine motherhood and career, dual-earner couples are steadily increasing in the country.
A special attention is paid to the gender-specific combination of men with permanent jobs and
women with temporary jobs. This case is associated with a positive and significant influence
on second-order fertility risk.

Among dual-earner couples, therefore, does the increase of gendered uncertain
employment correspond to a roll-back to the male-breadwinner model that sustains



parenthood, when the conciliation between motherhood and career is not supported by the
institutions?
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