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O P I N I O N / C O M M E N T

Today on The Europeans we’ll be looking at the connection
between fertility rates, women in the workforce and eco-

nomic health.
The debate over paid maternity leave that is happening in

Australia at the moment was resolved decades ago in countries
like Norway, France and the Netherlands. The combination of
paid maternity leave, free child care and part-time work has
meant that in these countries women have continued both to
work and have children. 

In Europe, of course, the questions for most women are the
same as those for women in Australia: One child or two? Or maybe
none at all? When to have them? Some women discover that by
the time they want to take the plunge into motherhood it’s too late. 

To us as individuals these choices are crucial, but governments have discovered
that the economic consequences of these personal decisions matter on a national
level as well, because although the family benefits on offer in countries like Finland
and Sweden were a response to the 1970s feminist demand for equity in the work-
place, they’ve meant that women who choose to have children will more often than
not have more than one. And it is this critical difference that has kept the fertility
rates comparatively high in these countries because each couple is, in a sense, dupli-
cating itself. 

We’ll hear why this is significant from Professor Peter McDonald, a Demographer,
who fears that countries with a low fertility rate, where couples are effectively having
only one child, will face a desperate shortage of workers in 30 or 40 years’ time. 

We’ll also hear from Dr Catherine Hakim, a British Sociologist, who believes that
paid maternity leave and good quality child care are not what most women really want. 

Professor Peter McDonald from the Australian National Uni-
versity agrees that some European governments provide the
right incentives for women to remain connected to the world of
work after they begin having children.

PETER Countries like France, the Netherlands and the Nordic
countries – all of the Nordic countries – have very good work and
family policies. They have policies which provide for women to
remain attached to the labour force; they may be taking leave
when the child is very young, but then child care is also very
good – universal and free once the child is three or four years old.
But also they allow part-time work, and one of the most impor-
tant policies is that you can work part-time in your own job – you
have a right to work at 80 per cent in your own job. 

Fertility rates in those countries are about 1.7, 1.8, 1.9 children per woman com-
pared to the rest of Europe where such policies don’t apply, where the fertility rates
are more like 1.3 and 1.2.

KERI So quite significant?

PETER Yes, they are very significant. It doesn’t sound like much maybe. The difference
between 1.3 and 1.7 may not sound like much but it makes a huge difference to future
population.

KERI Yes, well, one is closer to two.

PETER Exactly, and 1.3 is closer to one. And with the fertility rate as one, of course, the
population – or the generation size – falls in half every 30 years. So that you can see
how the population would fall very dramatically under that circumstance.
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KERI Are fertility rates related to economy directly? If you
have a situation where there is a slightly higher fertility
rate, does that mean you have a more thriving economy?

PETER Yes, generally that’s the case. The best example to
look at the impact of the economy on fertility rates is actu-
ally the eastern European countries – the eastern and
central European countries where the economy is in a bad
way, almost universally, and fertility rates are also very,
very low. Certainly the studies that have been done in
those countries, and in Russia, suggest that low fertility is
very much associated with the fact that unemployment is
high. Studies in Spain also have shown that where unem-
ployment has been high among young people that that
contributes to low fertility.

KERI Why should we be worried about low fertility?

PETER Why should we be worried about low fertility? It’s a
kind of long-term question really. In the short-term, if we
don’t have any children around we don’t have to pay for
them, and it’s actually very good for us in terms of the gov-
ernments’ budget etc. The government’s budget falls
because they don’t have to provide schools. 

Eventually however, you need workers, and this is
where fertility really comes into its own. You have to 
produce the next generation of workers. If you don’t do
that then you’re looking for other sources of workers.
Maybe you’re looking for migrants. Migrants are not terri-
bly popular in a lot of European countries and that’s a
problem. But even so, the number of workers that you
would need to supplement a very low fertility rate – about
1.3 – the numbers of migrants you need are huge, and
beyond all reasonable capacity for countries to absorb
them. So it’s about future labour supply more than any-
thing else. 

There’s also an argument that young workers are more
productive workers – that when you’ve got productivity
changing through new technology, younger workers are
better able to introduce that new technology than older
workers, so if you have a great deficit of younger workers,
then you’re going to be in trouble. 

It’s related to international competition as well. If all
countries were experiencing the same situation in respect
of their labour supply then there might be a kind of inter-
national adjustment to this situation. But that’s not going
to be the circumstance. Some countries will have big,
young workforces – the one that stands out most is the
United States. And when you’re in a global competitive
kind of environment it’s not really a good idea to be look-
ing to a future where you have very, very few new entries
to the labour force.

KERI Even countries which currently have very big unem-
ployment problems? Should those countries be worried
about a decline in birth rate?

PETER Yes, they should be. It’s rather ironic certainly that 
a lot of countries in Europe are concerned about high
unemployment rates – Germany and Spain certainly have
been. But what I’m talking about is a situation in 20 or 30
years’ time so it really comes down to what extent do you
care what happens in 20 or 30 years compared to what’s
happening now? 

Another aspect is that it’s very clear that unemploy-
ment these days is not so much related to the number 
of workers as to their skills, so that even in 20 or 

30 years’ time, when there may be a huge labour shortage, 
there’ll still be a lot of unemployment of people who do 
not have the skills – that nobody wants to employ them
essentially.

KERI So we’re trying to peer into the future to see if Euro-
pean countries with low fertility rates will have enough
workers for a vibrant economy. Given that 30 years ago
there were people working in jobs which no longer exist, 
is it possible that a shrinking workforce may not be a 
problem? Technological advances could mean we’ll need
fewer workers.

PETER Yes, that’s seems like a reasonable argument but it
tends to fall apart due to international competition. That
is, in the future, what will be the principal driver of
economies and economic growth are the skills of the
labour force – a skilled labour force. And those skills are
going to come through in each generation with younger
workers so that a European country which has had very
low fertility for a long period of time will have a very old
labour force.

KERI Is there such a thing as an optimum fertility rate,
because obviously if people had six children, for example,
if you look at societies where there are very large families,
often that’s associated with great poverty?

PETER Yes, that’s right of course. Nobody’s suggesting that
you should be returning to very high fertility or to anything
much higher than a lot of those countries in Europe –
France, the Netherlands and so on – 1.7 or 1.8. Those kinds
of fertility rates are fine, so that if you’re looking for an
ideal number it’s around about two because two replaces
one generation with the next, exactly. 

The numbers that are involved are very, very substan-
tial. Falls in labour supply, that’s what you have to
appreciate . . . in the next 40 years, with fertility rates as
they are, the labour supply in Italy would drop almost in
half – it would drop by about 11 million workers, so we’re
talking about big, big numbers. That’s why you can’t use
migration as a way to replace those workers.

KERI To go back to the countries you’ve described that have
these policies of paid maternity leave, good quality child
care and part-time work, is the intention behind those
sorts of policies to keep the fertility rate up? Is it entirely
looking ahead and thinking, yes, we’ll need those workers
in the future?

PETER Well, they’re policies that address two issues. One is
the fertility rate, but the other important one of course is
women’s rights – that is, the right to have a society which
is organised in such a way that both women and men can
maintain attachment to the labour force while they’re hav-
ing children. Certainly a country like Norway and a
country like Sweden, they’re both very direct that these
are policies which will support the fertility rate.

KERI Why is it that some countries identified that as a thing
they wanted to do whereas others in Europe didn’t?

PETER Yes, that’s a very good question. If you look at 
the countries that have put the policies in place against
those that have not, the real difference between them is
what you might call social conservatism as against social
liberalism, and the fundamental reason for low fertility is



Family Matters No.63 Spring/Summer 2002 Australian Institute of Family Studies 52

you don’t work, so that that’s another policy direction that
they have to take. 

It’s related to the fact that with the movement towards
economic liberalism we’ve introduced a degree of competition
among young people in the labour force – a degree of
uncertainty about jobs – and in that circumstance people
have to invest a lot of time, when they’re young, in devel-
oping their own human capital. So they spend a lot of time
in education, and education levels have risen quite dra-
matically even in the 1990s, and in the labour force, before
they have their first child. 

Now when you do that, by the time that a person is con-
sidering having the first child, they already have a fairly
high wage rate, so that if they’re going to be out of the
labour force for a long time, they can see very easily how
much money they’re going to be losing.

KERI Thank you, Professor Peter McDonald. 

Dr Catherine Hakim, Sociologist at
the London School of Economics,
and author  o f  Work Li fes ty le
Choices in the 21st Century, says
that while it is possible for govern-
ments to manipulate fertility rates
and women’s participation in the
workforce through the taxation 
system, paid maternity leave and
access to child care are not really
what women want. 

She says that, perhaps ironically,
what most women want is for gov-

ernments to pay them to stay at home, especially when
their children are very young, and she points to the popu-
larity of the recently introduced Home Care Allowance to
support her argument.

CATHERINE The Home Care Allowance that is being paid to
women in France, in Finland and in Norway is not related
to whether people were working before or not. It is paid to
the woman as a right, and it is explicitly regarded as a pay-
ment to the woman for the work of bringing up a child in
her own home. 

Of all the policies that have been offered to women, 
this Home Care Allowance is by far the most popular – 
a runaway winner. It has achieved almost 100 per cent
take-up rates within the first couple of years of being
offered, which is very rare for a new policy. And so the 
policies that focus always on working women, and 
therefore paid maternity leave, I think are a little bit 
one-sided in ignoring the larger groups of women who 
actually would be very much happier to stay at home 
with their children when they’re small, and be given 
some kind of dignity and recognition for the real work that
involves.

KERI Where does the idea for a Home Care Allowance come
from?

CATHERINE It comes from the recognition in Finland – I think
they were the first country to start it – that some women
don’t use public child care services because they’re staying
at home with their children looking after them full-time.

that all countries have moved to an economic, liberal
regime. But when you try to match an economic, liberal
regime with a social, conservative regime, they clash. And
so it really is the socially liberal countries, the ones in fact
that have quite high labour force participation rates for
women, that have the higher fertility.

KERI Tell me a bit about participation rates for women. Are
they significantly much higher in countries that have those
sorts of policies?

PETER Yes. If you go back about 30 years you find across
countries in Europe the relationship that you would expect
– that where labour force participation rates for women
were high, the fertility rates were low (this is 30 years ago).
It’s quite remarkable in the last 30 years this has exactly
reversed. Nowadays, the countries that have the higher
labour force participation rates for women have the higher
fertility rates, and those that have the low labour force
participation rates, because they don’t make it possible for
mothers to work, have low fertility rates.

KERI What in your opinion does drive fertility rates? Can
governments do a lot to encourage fertility rates?

PETER Governments can do enough to affect fertility at 
the margin, and that’s really what we’re talking about. 
It’s not a matter of governments looking at the 20 to 
30 per cent of women who don’t want to have children
because they’re not going to change their mind. It’s really
about people who, at the margin, make a decision not 
to have an extra child. The difference between a fertility
rate of 1.65 and 1.4 is 25 per cent of women having 
one child, so we’re talking affecting fertility rates at the
margin. And it does seem that the policies that have been
introduced in the northern European countries, and 
in France and the Netherlands, actually do that. They pro-
vide enough incentive for enough women to have that one
extra child.

KERI Presumably some of the other countries in Europe
have looked at the countries with the sort of policies you’ve
described. Is it likely that many of these countries will try
and introduce the same kinds of policies that we see in,
say, Norway?

PETER Yes, that’s starting to happen. One thing about Europe
is that in recent years they’ve done some very, very good
research on the impacts of policies upon fertility, both in
the north and in the south, and I think that research has
been very convincing.

For example, countries like Italy and Spain – for a long,
long time both of those countries refused to say that they
were dissatisfied with their fertility level. From 1980 right
up to about 1999 there was very low fertility, but they
would not say that they were unhappy with this rate, and
to some extent that’s related to the sensitivity of pro natal-
ism attached to fascism in the past. 

But from 1999 both of those countries, for the first 
time, came on board and said that they considered that
their fertility rates were too low. Since then, they’ve
started to introduce policies like paid maternity leave, 
but they’ve still got a long way to go because it’s really
about a package, it’s not just one of these things – paid
maternity leave, for example. But one of the big problems
in southern European countries is that there’s little 
availability of part-time work. You either work full-time or

Catherine Hakim
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But in a kind of a way the public services were biased
towards working women and the services they wanted. 
If one were to be fair, women who stayed at home with
their children should get an equivalent allowance or 
payment. And so it was a new development trying to make
a policy for women neutral as between those who did want
to work and those who don’t want to work outside the
home after they have children.

KERI Are you saying then that the ideas behind maternity
leave and child care are predicated on an unrealistic
assumption about what women want? That women want a
career rather like a man’s career?

CATHERINE It’s predicated on the assumption that most
women are career centred, work centred. And this is not
the case on the basis of all the evidence that I have
reviewed and assembled in my book. It’s simply not the
case that the majority of women are work centred. And I
would say, on balance, the majority of women want some
sort of balance between family and work, and a lot of
women want, actually, to give priority to family work
rather than paid work. 

And the people who make policy tend to be in employ-
ment themselves, and therefore there’s always a bias
towards thinking that the working woman is the norm, or
the majority, or the rule, and in practice that is not the
case, and we have to look at the research evidence that it’s
quite clearly not the case.

KERI Where does part-time work fit into all this? Would this
be something that governments could sensibly do given
what you’ve said about what you think women want?

CATHERINE Part-time work is crucial for a lot of women 
who want to combine paid work and family work without
giving priority to either. But part-time work varies 
hugely between countries. In some countries what is 
called part-time work, particularly in Sweden, is in fact
only nominal part-time work because they simply arrive 
at work a little later and leave work a little earlier so 
they can collect their children from nurseries. It’s actually
a full-time job with a slight reduction at each end of 
the day.

KERI What about women who don’t perhaps have a partner,
whose marriage may have broken down, who still may
have children to raise, may not want to have a full-time
job, but might find it economically impossible to get by
with anything less?

CATHERINE Women who have to be financially independent
obviously will want to do a full-time job, and for women in
that situation child care of some sort is going to be essen-
tial. But I think we still have to recognise that these women
are in the minority. Most women are in a marriage and
therefore there are two people, two adults, to look after 
the children and earn a living, and therefore there’s more
flexibility.

KERI If you look around the countries of Europe, which
country is getting it right in your view in terms of govern-
ment policy settings for women?

CATHERINE I particularly admire France because they’ve had
governments that have veered from the left to the right 
and back again. What you’ve got in France are policies that

support the women who want to stay at home with their
children and full-time mothers, and policies that support
the working woman. 

What we always hear about from journalists and from
academics in France are all the policies that support 
the working woman and they give the impression that 
the work rate for women in France is really very high
indeed, probably one of the highest in Europe. Well this 
is simply not the case. The work rate for women in France
is no different from Germany and Britain where such 
policies don’t exist. So in France you’ve got a balance.
There are fiscal policies and other policies, including the
Home Care Allowance, which strongly support the full-
time mother, and there are other policies which strongly
support the woman who wants to return to work when 
her children are young and provide child care and so on,
and in France you’ve got that balance between the two
groups rather than a focus only on the working woman. So
I think France is closer to getting it right than probably any
other European country.

KERI There’s been quite a lot written here recently in the
press about women who are perhaps so focused on their
career that they put off having children and then discover
at 40 or in their 40s that it’s too late. In that context, per-
haps going back and looking again at what feminists were
agitating for in the 1970s, and maybe rethinking those
kinds of goals, what’s your view on that?

CATHERINE Oh yes, I agree with you completely on that. I
would refer here particularly to the feminist movement in
Anglo-Saxon countries, English-speaking countries – Amer-
ica, Britain, I don’t know about Australia – which I think went
for goals that were very much career centred, work centred,
with an emphasis on the labour market and equality in the
labour market. 

The feminist movement in certain continental coun-
tries, notably Germany, had a very different bias and 
slant, and there there was a lot of emphasis on rights 
for full-time mothers, possibly payments or monetary 
payments like a Home Care Allowance for full-time moth-
ers, – the equal status of the non-working woman and 
the working woman. There was no suggestion in the 
German feminist movement that you had to have a job to
be equal with a man, that you had to have an income to be
equal with a man.

I would also point to the fact that in America there are
two women’s movements. One is the feminist movement as
we know it in Europe which emphasises women’s right to
work and equal opportunity. The other is called the Mater-
nalist Movement because it emphasises the dignity and
importance and value of women’s work in the home, in
particular in bringing up children. 

There is a tendency when we talk about the feminist
movement to think of only one, but actually there have
been several strands to it and it’s just the careerist element
that has been given most attention. I think now the other
aspect needs to be given a hell of a lot more attention. And
the point you’ve made about women thinking they can
always have it all and then discovering at 40 it’s a bit late to
have children is a real wake-up call.

KERI Thank you, Dr Catherine Hakim. 

And that’s The Europeans for this week. Until next week, it’s
goodbye from Keri Phillips.


