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Short Abstract

Lowest-low fertility in Mediterranean countries has been linked to strong family
institutions that may paradoxically act as barriers to family formation. Using the USA as
a standard for comparison, the present study investigates for Italy and Spain the relative
importance for completed fertility of (1) low rates of childbearing among never-married
women, (2) late entry to marriage, (3) long intervals between marriage and first birth, and
(4) slow rates of parity progression after the first birth. Birth probabilities are estimated
simultaneously by age, marital status and duration since either marriage or the previous
births by combining population and survey data in each country. Synthetic completed
fertility measures are constructed from these birth probabilities to allow for
decomposition of the relative importance of the above four types of factors in
contributing to the much lower fertility of Italy and Spain than in the US.

Extended Abstract

Lowest-low fertility in the Mediterranean countries of Southern Europe has been linked
to strong family institutions that may paradoxically act as barriers to family formation.
Family institutions are both argued to impose greater obligations on parents to support a
child for extended periods extending into adulthood and to discourage childbearing
outside marriage (Bettio and Villa 1998). Such cultural factors may result in delays in
beginning childbearing and reluctance to have more children after the first or second
child. Interacting with these forces are economic contexts in the Mediterranean countries
that make entry to the workforce and into stable employment slower than in other
developed countries (Adam 1996, Adsera 2004). Together these processes can result in a
series of life course stages that are slow to pass through before childbearing can begin
(Baizan, Michielin and Billari 2002). Weak family policy provisions making it difficult to
combine childbearing with employment continuation can further discourage childbearing,
or result in limitation of family size (DeRose and Racioppi 2001; Gustaffson 2001,
Saurel-Cubizolles et al 1999).

Understanding the relative roles of these multiple factors in a comparative
approach is made difficult by the high level of aggregation of measures of fertility used in
most cross-national studies (e.g, Gauthier and Hatzius 1997). This has lead some
researchers to analyze the relationship between timing differences and eventual family
size in a comparative parity progression approach (e.g., Kohler and Ortega 2002). The
use of the parity progression approach has also been extended to the construction of
alternative completed fertility measures based on parity and duration in that parity (Rallu
and Toulemon 1994).



While such approaches are promising for developing a more life-course based
understanding of the processes that generate completed family sizes, the demands they
place on estimation in a national and cross-national context are high. Birth registration
systems are generally insufficient in their detail to allow the construction of such indices,
while survey datasets have sample sizes that are typically too small to allow for reliable
estimation at such levels of disaggregation. In the present study, we use statistical
methods for the combination of survey and population data to achieve the estimation of
the process of completed fertility as a series of life-course stages including first marriage
and full parity progression. We do this for Italy and Spain, using combinations of
retrospective survey datasets for each: the 1995 Fertility and Family Studies in both
countries (United Nations 2002), together with the 1998 Multipurpose Study of the
Family in Italy and the 1999 Fertility Study in Spain. We combine these with age and
parity-specific birth probabilities separately collated and estimated from birth registration
data in the two countries (Giorgi 1993; Ortega 2005). We do similarly for the US to allow
for comparison to a developed country in which fertility is relatively high (approaching
replacement levels). Again, retrospective survey data (from the Survey of Income and
Program Participation and National Survey of Family Growth) are combined with age-
and parity-specific birth probabilities realized from compilations from the birth
registration system (Schoen 2003).

The estimation method for combining the survey and population data involves an
initial step of reweighting of the survey dataset to conform to the population level age-
and parity birth probabilities, followed by estimation using the survey data with this set
of weights. This procedure has previously been developed and applied in both economics
(Hellerstein and Imbens 1999) and demography (Chaudhury, Handcock, and Rendall
2005), and results in both large efficiency gains and potential bias reduction (see also
Handcock et al 2000; 2005).

The final methodological step is the construction and decomposition of a period,
synthetic measure of completed fertility, analogous to the Total Fertility Rate (TFR). The
alternative TFR, however, is an aggregation of birth probabilities not only by age, but
also by time since the last life-course event ---- first marriage, first birth, second birth,
etc. This allows for decomposition of the synthetic index to compare the effects on
completed family of (1) low rates of childbearing among never-married women, (2) late
entry to marriage, (3) long intervals between marriage and first birth, and (4) slow rates
of parity progression after the first birth.
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