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Open session 
Vanessa Cunha 

 
The persistent low fertility in the West is a meaningful social issue, as it is linked 
– along with the increase in life-expectancy – to the demographic drift towards 
an ageing society. But if the second trend is perceived as a civilizational 
progress, the first represents a threat to the population balance itself, but also to 
the welfare-state model, as it’s rooted in a well-established intergenerational 
contract. This explains the political concern addressed to this topic and 
legitimates the inclusion of the fertility endorsement in the political agenda of 
developed countries. 
 
This agenda has been setting in motion, in the words of Peter McDonald1, a 
tool-box of public policies. Policies that back up the message that having 
children is an individual right as well as a social good, and, therefore, that the 
State is somehow co-responsible for bringing up children, embodying a public 
recognition of the social value of the parental role. 
 
But, as we all know, periods of economic recession and job instability – as 
several European countries are facing at the moment – prove to have a 
negative effect on fertility. Unemployment, decrease in family income and the 
cutback in financial benefits or subsidized services, which amplify the direct 
costs of children to parents, but also the climate of uncertainty and pessimism 
regarding the future, may well promote a defensive behavior by reshaping 
childbearing intentions through postponement or even withdrawal. 
 
On the contrary, periods of economic prosperity wherein a consistent and wide-
ranging public policy is settled can encourage a raise in fertility to levels around 
1.7 and 2.0, but not more. And why is that? Because in western societies, with 
one or two exceptions, the “two-child norm” still comprises the most prevailing 
childbearing ideal that most men and women would like to reproduce in their 
own lives2. Therefore, considering the overall delay in family formation, the 
success of modern contraception and the childbearing preferences  it’s not 
reasonable to expect rises above the fertility threshold (2,1 child per women). 
 
Consequently, it’s important to understand the limits of public scope in 
influencing a private sphere of citizens’ life, such as their childbearing behavior. 
In fact, if there have always been forms – more or less institutionalized – of 
social regulation of reproductive sexuality, today there is a strong belief that this 
is a private sphere made of legitimate choices and intimate decision-making 
processes, anchored in reliable contraceptive tools.  
 
Precisely because it is no longer a fate of marital sexual life, reproduction has 
became into a chain of choices implying some amount of agency: having 
children or remaining childless; having 1, 2 or 3 children; going into a more 
permanent or intermittent contraceptive surveillance; choosing a strict 

                                                 
1
 McDonald, Peter 2002/3, “Sustaining Fertility through Public Policy: The Range of Options”, 

Population, vol. 57, pp. 417-446. 
2
 Testa, Maria Rita 2007, “Childbearing preferences and family issues in Europe: evidence from the 

Eurobarometer 2006 survey”, Vienna Yearbook of Population Research, pp.357-379. 
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childbearing agenda, with the right time to have each child, or a more released 
version; looking for medical assistance when conception is mistimed, or not 
welcomed, or, in reverse, when it is desired but fails to succeed.  
 
This new reproductive regime represents, with no doubt, a great achievement 
for individuals and couples, and, in this context, small offspring or childlessness 
may reflect a genuine preference. In fact, some authors came across data from 
the most recent Eurobarometer Survey that disclose the emergence of sub-
replacement family size ideals in German-speaking younger cohorts, as a result 
of their embeddedness, for some time now, in a culture of small families3 4. 
 
However, we do believe that small offspring and childlessness, in a context of a 
widespread receptiveness to the “two-child norm” as is still the Portuguese 
case, are also stemming from the complex decision-making process that 
surrounds having a child nowadays5 along with the insufficient or misleading 
action of public policy. 
 

  

                                                 
3
 Lutz, W, Skirbekk, V and Testa, M T (2006). «The low fertility trap hypothesis: forces that may lead to 

further postponement and fewer births in Europe», Vienna Yearbook of Population Research 2006: 167-

192. 
4
 Goldstein, J, Lutz, W e Testa, M R (2003). «The emergence of sub-replacement family size ideals in 

Europe», Population Research and Policy Review, 22: 479-496. 
5
 Cunha, V. (2010),. «Projectos de paternidade e a construção da fecundidade conjugal», in K. Wall, S. 

Aboim e V. Cunha (coord.), A Vida Familiar no Masculino, Lisboa, CITE: 265-312. 
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Session 4: Low Fertility, Family Issues and Recent Public Policies in Southern Europe 

Vanessa Cunha & Karin Wall (OFAP/ICS-UL) 

 

“The second child in the balance: Portuguese low fertility and pro-natalist concerns in 

family policies” 

 
 
Introduction 
 
The persistent low fertility in the West is a meaningful social issue, as it is linked 
– along with the increase in life-expectancy – to the demographic drift towards 
an ageing society. But if the second trend is perceived as a civilizational 
progress, the first represents a threat to the population balance itself, but also to 
the welfare-state model, as it’s rooted in a well-established intergenerational 
contract. This explains the political concern addressed to this topic and 
legitimates the inclusion of the fertility endorsement in the political agenda of 
developed countries. 
 
This agenda has been setting in motion, in the words of Peter McDonald6, a 
tool-box of public policies. Policies that back up the message that having 
children is an individual right as well as a social good, and, therefore, that the 
State is somehow co-responsible for bringing up children, embodying a public 
recognition of the social value of the parental role. 
 
But, as we all know, periods of economic recession and job instability – as 
several European countries are facing at the moment – prove to have a 
negative effect on fertility. Unemployment, decrease in family income and the 
cutback in financial benefits or subsidized services, which amplify the direct 
costs of children to parents, but also the climate of uncertainty and pessimism 
regarding the future, may well promote a defensive behavior by reshaping 
childbearing intentions through postponement or even withdrawal. 
 
On the contrary, periods of economic prosperity wherein a consistent and wide-
ranging public policy is settled can encourage a raise in fertility to levels around 
1.7 and 2.0, but not more. And why is that? Because in western societies, with 
one or two exceptions, the “two-child norm” still comprises the most prevailing 
childbearing ideal that most men and women would like to reproduce in their 
own lives7. Therefore, considering the overall delay in family formation, the 
success of modern contraception and the childbearing preferences  it’s not 
reasonable to expect rises above the fertility threshold (2,1 child per women). 
 
Consequently, it’s important to understand the limits of public scope in 
influencing a private sphere of citizens’ life, such as their childbearing behavior. 
In fact, if there have always been forms – more or less institutionalized – of 
social regulation of reproductive sexuality, today there is a strong belief that this 

                                                 
6
 McDonald, Peter (2002/3), “Sustaining Fertility through Public Policy: The Range of Options”, 

Population, vol. 57, pp. 417-446. 
7
 Testa, Maria Rita (2007), “Childbearing preferences and family issues in Europe: evidence from the 

Eurobarometer 2006 survey”, Vienna Yearbook of Population Research, pp.357-379. 
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is a private sphere made of legitimate choices and intimate decision-making 
processes, anchored in reliable contraceptive tools.  
 
Precisely because it is no longer a fate of marital sexual life, reproduction has 
became into a chain of choices implying some amount of agency: having 
children or remaining childless; having 1, 2 or 3 children; going into a more 
permanent or intermittent contraceptive surveillance; choosing a strict 
childbearing agenda, with the right time to have each child, or a more released 
version; looking for medical assistance when conception is mistimed, or not 
welcomed, or, in reverse, when it is desired but fails to succeed.  
 
This new reproductive regime represents, with no doubt, a great achievement 
for individuals and couples, and, in this context, small offspring or childlessness 
may reflect a genuine preference. In fact, some authors came across data from 
the most recent Eurobarometer Survey that disclose the emergence of sub-
replacement family size ideals in German-speaking younger cohorts, as a result 
of their embeddedness, for some time now, in a culture of small families8 9. 
 
However, we do believe that small offspring and childlessness, in a context of a 
widespread receptiveness to the “two-child norm” as is still the Portuguese 
case, are also stemming from the complex decision-making process that 
surrounds having a child nowadays10 along with the insufficient or misleading 
action of public policy. 
 

The second child in the balance 

 
As we all know, several European countries came into the 21st century with low 
or even very low fertility, some experienced slight increases during the last 
decade, such as Spain and Bulgaria, while Portugal underwent a steady 
decline: from a TFR of 1.6 in 2000 to 1.3 in 2009, one of the lowest in the 
European Union, and despite the most recent national political measures 
towards work-family balance and gender equality.  
 
An explanation for this persistent fertility trend may be linked to the increase in 
only-child parities along with a cut-back in 3rd and higher birth orders. In fact, 
Portuguese fertility encloses this distinctiveness: a high proportion of one-child 
families, and a minor incidence of childlessness.  
 
Considering the cohort of women born in the middle sixties – which are at the 
end of their reproductive life – the rate of childlessness is the lowest in Europe 
(only 5% didn’t have children), while the one-child parity is one of the highest 

                                                 
8
 Lutz, W, Skirbekk, V and Testa, M T (2006). «The low fertility trap hypothesis: forces that may lead to 

further postponement and fewer births in Europe», Vienna Yearbook of Population Research 2006: 167-

192. 
9
 Goldstein, J, Lutz, W e Testa, M R (2003). «The emergence of sub-replacement family size ideals in 

Europe», Population Research and Policy Review, 22: 479-496. 
10

 Cunha, V. (2010). «Projectos de paternidade e a construção da fecundidade conjugal», in K. Wall, S. 

Aboim e V. Cunha (coord.), A Vida Familiar no Masculino, Lisboa, CITE: 265-312. 
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(32% had only one child)11. So, we can say that in Portugal, unlike what is 
happening in countries like Germany for instance, there is still a great 
propensity to make the transition to parenthood. In other words, there is a 
cross-cultural responsiveness to the parentalization of identity. But if the “two-
child norm” is by and large the mainstream childbearing preference, the step 
towards a 2nd child seems to be not so easy to take. 
 
In fact, in Portugal, the transition to parenthood is not being severely postponed 
as in happening in other countries, as most women have the 1st child below age 
30. What has been making a major difference is, therefore, the pattern of 
postponing the 2nd child, a consistent upward trend at least since the cohorts 
born in the early 50s. Postponing it several years became a common 
reproductive pattern and a pathway to forgo the wish for a 2nd child. 
 
In a national survey on family life that was conducted at the end of the 90s12, 
data confirmed precisely the consolidation of the “2-child ideal norm”, but also 
the growing difficulty in achieving childbearing ideals. This research, 
coordinated by Karin Wall, was based on a representative sample of almost 
2000 women between age 25 and 49, which had made the transition to 
parenthood between the early 70s and mid 90s. We found that for those who 
became mothers in the early 70s, childbearing ideals were still oscillating 
between 2 and 3 children, while for those who became mothers from late 70s 
onwards, the “2-child norm” gradually polarized ideals in a very consistent way. 
But it is also important to notice that contrarily to what one might expect 
regarding the Portuguese fertility trends, childbearing ideals such as one-child 
parity or even voluntary childlessness were as absent in the 90s as they were in 
the 70s. And more recent data from Eurobarometer survey seem to confirm this 
trend13 . 
 
Concerning childbearing behaviors, what these cohorts showed was the 
profound change that took place in the sphere of reproduction, through the 
increasing proficiency in family planning, but also the increasing difficulty in 
accomplishing ideals. Indeed, having more children than the ideal offspring was 
a common reproductive experience for those women that made the transition to 
parenthood in the early 70s. The prevalence of this pattern decreased, 
especially from the 80s onwards, and was replaced by the opposite experience: 
the experience of having fewer children than the childbearing ideal.  
  

Therefore, the gap between the two-child norm and the one-child parity is an 
important phenomenon that is taking place in Portuguese society, and 
investigating the choices and circumstances that are hanging in the balance 
regarding a 2nd child seems to be an interesting pathway to understand the 
Portuguese low fertility and the scope for action of public policy, as well as its 
limits. 
 
                                                 
11

 Frejka, T. (2008), “Parity distribution and completed family size in Europe: incipient decline of the 

two-child family model?”, Demographic Research, 2008, vol. 19. 
12

 Wall (2005), Cunha (2007). 
13

 Testa, Maria Rita (2006), Childbearing Preferences and Family Issues in Europe, Special 

Eurobarometer, European Commission. 
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In order to enlighten this issue, we are going to share with you some data on 
the childbearing intentions of a representative cohort of Portuguese men and 
women that are in their late 30s, which represents, in one’s biography, a turning 
point for making reproductive choices as they are coming close to the end of 
reproductive life, which is especially true for women. 
  
Data comes from a recent national survey for the research project “Family 
Trajectories and Social Networks:”. One of the main aims of this research 
project is, precisely, to reconstitute the life trajectories, within a life-course 
analytical approach, of Portuguese men and women from 3 generations.  
 
And we chose those generations because they were born, grew and made the 
transition to adulthood in very different historical settings: the older generation 
was socialized and made their major transitions within the authoritarian and 
conservative political regime of Salazar; the middle generation was caught in 
their early adulthood by the democratic revolution of 1974; and the youngest 
generation grew in this new political, social, economic and globalized 
environment. 
 
But interestingly these 3 generations also represent different reproductive 
regimes, if I can put it like this: the first one was prolific and prior to the pill; the 
second took part of the contraceptive revolution and the fertility decline; and the 
third one is undergoing childbearing postponement and very low fertility 
outcomes. 
 
So, we are going to look at the ongoing reproductive trajectory of the younger 
generation, in order to understand the childbearing intentions of these men and 
women. But also at the choices and circumstances that surround the decisions 
to delay or miss a 2nd child, subscribed by those who had already made the 
transition to parenthood and are now near their 40s.  
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But just to give you a glimpse of the intense change that took place in family 
formation, we are going to show you the parities distribution in the 3 
generations.   
 
As you can see, if 44% of the Portuguese born between 1970 and 1975 have at 
least 2 children, 35% have only one child and 22% are still childless. And this is 
a quite different picture when compared with the previous generations, because 
permanent childlessness - closely related with the lack of a partner - was fairly 
uncommon, and having 2 or even more children was much more frequent than 
having just one. 
 
So, even though it is not very reasonable to compare the fertility outcome of the 
younger generation with the other 2, since these young men and women are 
still in their reproductive years, the trend seems to be clear: having one child 
and postponing the transition to parenthood until the late thirties are becoming 
common features of current reproductive trajectories. And this is especially true 
for men as the incidence of childlessness is higher for them.  

Childlessness at age 35, by generation and sex - Survey on 

Family Trajectories, 2009/10, ICS-UL 
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In fact, when we compare childlessness at age 35 - the upper limit for an 
accurate intergenerational comparison – we confirm that not only the 
postponing trend is much more consistent for men than for women, but also that 
the gender gap is stronger in the younger generation. 
 
Another main difference in the reproductive experience of the 3 generations is, 
in fact, the time-span between the birth of a first and a second child, confirming 
the postponing trend. Therefore, having a second child soon after the first was a 
key element of the weakly protected reproductive trajectory of the older 
generation. Delaying the second child as a symptom of a higher control over 
reproductive life was an accomplishment of the individuals born in the fifties. But 
this feature became even more intense in the younger generation, as close 
births are becoming more unusual. 
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Time-span between the 1st and the 2nd childbirth, by 

generation - Survey on Family Trajectories, 2009/10, ICS-UL 
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But what are the present childbearing intentions of these men and women from 
the younger generation, now that they are in their late thirties? 
 

Childbearing intentions, by current parity distribution and 

sex - Survey on Family Trajectories, 2009/10, ICS-UL 
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As you can see, the number of children already had is very important to 
understand current childbearing intentions. While those that have at least 2 
children are not very receptive to the idea of having another child, the childless 
and to a lesser degree those with one child are open to that idea. As a curiosity, 
men are, in general, more receptive than women, confirming not only the 
postponing trend, but also the widespread awareness of the gendered and 
desynchronized childbearing agenda, since the reproductive length is more 
generous for men than it is for women, if I can put it like this.  
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We are now going to look into those men and women that have only one child – 
35% of the sample – in order to understand what is emphasized when the step 
towards a second child is in the balance.  
 
For those who were receptive to having a second child (46%), the survey 
included a set of Likert scale statements on reasons for childbearing 
postponement, while for those who were not receptive (also 46%), there was 
another but similar Likert scale on reasons for refusing to have another child. 
The reasons covered choices and circumstances, of structural nature as well as 
biographical, marital and parental ones. 
 
To have a very first picture of how they interact in these two situations, we are 
going to share with you the results of 2 Principal Component Analysis. We 
excluded from both the 2 statements related with women’s negative experience 
of pregnancy, delivery and miscarriage, since very few of them considered it 
important in their decision-making process. 
 

Receptive to a second child, but… (Postponement) 

Survey on Family Trajectories, 2009/10, ICS-UL 

C.1

,847 High cost of education

Daily Scarce Resources
,681 Financial worries (present or expected)

,656 Lack of public support

,606 Demanding professional life

C.2

,855 Parenthood not a goal in life
Ambivalence towards 

Parenthood
,834 Lack of family support

,733 Partner doesn’t want

C.3

,735 Child still very young

Family Wellbeing 
Safeguarding

,676 Children disturb couple’s intimacy

,661 Personal and family life okay

,542 Job instability

C.4

,887 Problems in couple’s relation

Relational and Role Strain
,818 Unable to take care of another person

,607 Problems with children

,528 Parenthood not very positive

C.5

,872 Health problems
Childbearing Agenda 

Disadvantages
,803 Fertility problems

,620 Too old

PCA, 5 components, Eigenvalues > 1, total variance explained = 69%

 
So, for those who were receptive to the idea of having a second child, the 
procedure extracted 5 components with Eigenvalues higher than 1, with 69% of 
the total variance explained. The first two components explain above 40% of the 
total variance.  
 
The first component brings together what we do know, for some time now, 
about the difficult step toward the second child in the Portuguese society14. On 
the one hand, the financial cost that raising children represents for families, due 
to the insufficient public support (in providing subsidized day care services as 
well as in allowances), the high cost of education and economic precariousness 
and worries. But this perception of financial burden goes hand in hand with the 
demands of professional life, pointing to the difficult family-work conciliation 

                                                 
14

 Cunha, V. (2007), O Lugar dos Filhos, Lisboa, Imprensa de Ciências Sociais. 
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based on daily scarce resources, such as time, money and psychological 
willingness. 
 
The second component encloses what we can label as resistance to 
parenthood, the idea that motherhood or fatherhood is not a goal in life, for 
oneself or for the partner. Therefore, postponing a second child can be the 
outcome of different childbearing intentions within the couple. And when this 
asynchrony takes place, the lack of family support (having someone to rely on) 
seems to underpin the less receptive position. 
 
The third component concerns, most of all, family wellbeing safeguarding, as 
it combines the attempt to protect 3 domains of family life from disruptive 
childbearing: the couple’s intimacy, which was probably distressed by the birth 
of the first child; the family organization already built up; and the first child’s time 
to grow, since he or she is still very young. But if the importance of family 
wellbeing seems to reflect a choice, it may also result from a risk aversion 
decision linked to structural circumstances, such as the lack of job stability. 
 
Relational and role strain make up the fourth component. In this way, 
problems within the couple or in the relation to the child; feeling insecure in the 
caring role or upset with parenthood, since it turned out to be an experience 
less gratifying than expected, may also perform as a second child postponer.  
 
Finally, the fifth component is on childbearing agenda disadvantages, as it 
concerns reasons that are closely linked to postponement: fertility and health 
problems, and the feeling of being too old to start all over again. 
 

Non receptive to a second child, because… 

Survey on Family Trajectories, 2009/10, ICS-UL 

C.1

,906 Financial worries (present or expected)

Daily Precariousness

,866 High cost of education

,834 Job instability

,734 Lack of public support

,551 Lack of family support

C.2

,896 Problems in couple’s relation

Distressing Partnerships,839 Partner is not the rigth person (or didn’t find)

,792 Partner doesn’t want

C.3

,838 Unable to take care of another person
Personal Ambivalence

and Regret 
,769 Parenthood not a goal in life

,656 Parenthood not very positive

C.4
,841 Health problems Childbearing Agenda 

Disadvantages,677 Fertility problems

C.5
,850 Children disturb couple’s intimacy

Distressing Children 
,687 Problems with children

PCA, 5 components; Eigenvalues > 1; total variance explained= 73%

 

Now in relation to those men and women who do not intend to have a second 
child, the PCA procedure extracted 5 components with Eigenvalues higher than 
1, with 73% of the total variance explained.  
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The first component is very similar to the one of the previous analysis, as it also 
highlights the difficult family-work conciliation based on daily scarce resources. 
But here, scarcity is even heavier:  economic worries, the high cost of education 
and the insufficient provision of public support act together with job instability 
and lack of family support. It is, therefore, a picture of an extensive daily 
precariousness.  
 
The second component is about distressing partnerships, embodied by the 
partner’s opposition to the idea of a second child, or the perception of the 
partner’s incompetence to perform the parental role (probably discovered with 
the experience of the first child), or even by marital conflict. It is the recognition 
that it doesn’t make sense to have children when there is no conjugal quality, 
relational as well as in parental skills. 
 
The third component refers to personal resistance and regret in relation to 
parenthood, since it gathers the idea that motherhood or fatherhood was never 
a goal in life with the feelings of disappointment or incompetence in the parental 
role.     
 
The fourth component is on childbearing agenda disadvantages, but now in a 
more restrict way than in the previous analysis. 
 
And the fifth and final component is on distressing children in personal and 
conjugal lives. The difficult relation with the first child may as well perform as a 
driver for rethinking the intention of a second child.   
 
To conclude, I want to stress a couple of things. 

The first is that, nowadays, having a child is no longer a requisite of conjugal 
life, as it was until recently due to the weakness of the control over nature and 
the strength of social conventions. In this way, having children has become a 
sphere of life implying an intense and sometimes long-lasting decision-making 
process. And this is true for the first child, as well as for the second, as we have 
just seen. 
 
Moreover, if nowadays childbearing preferences still emphasizes the “two-child 
norm”, the truth is that data revealed a non-normative disposition that we can 
label of ambivalence towards parenthood: a mix of resistance and the need 
assure  vital conditions: a supportive  and receptive partner, a family entourage 
or job stability. Obviously, further research on childbearing negotiation and 
decision-making is required to understand the meaning and extent of this 
phenomenon.  
 
But in the balance we do find, in the first place, considerations on the difficulty 
to assemble a wide-ranging set of conditions to guarantee the well-being of 
each individual inside the family, and not only the child. Some of them, as we 
have seen, are of relational and psychological nature, and as such, not directly 
in the scope of public policy. But others, concerning structural circumstances of 
daily life, precisely those that are more referred to, are those that public policy 
must take into account in order to support the parental role and provide a 
consistent background for these men and women to be able to meet their 
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childbearing intentions, since childbearing preferences are perceived as an 
important key engine of reproductive behaviors. 
 


