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1. Introduction 

Many developed countries have witnessed a concerning  decline in fertility rates to below-

replacement levels (UN 20201; Vollset et al. 2020; Murray et al. 2018). The reasons behind the decrease 

in fertility are mostly attributable to changing attitudes toward parenthood, greater access to 

contraception, and more women in education and employment. However, other factors such as job 

insecurity and job characteristics can also play a role in explaining this trend. 

At the same time, working nonstandard work schedules has become increasingly widespread in many 

developed countries and sectors of the economy (Presser, 2003; Presser et al., 2008; Täht & Mills, 

2015; Letroublon & Daniel, 2018). “Nonstandard work schedules” (NSWS) refers to atypical working 

hours (evening, night, rotating shifts) and/or atypical days (weekend). These working schedules have 

brought challenges for families. The literature has highlighted the negative effects of NSWS on 

relationship quality, parental stress, and leisure time (Lesnard, 2008; Perry-Jenkins et al., 2007; Schulz 

et al. 2004; Presser 2000; White & Keith, 1990). While women continue to participate more in the labor 

market, we must further our understanding of the relationship between working conditions and 

fertility decisions. 

A substantial body of literature has examined the impact of women’s employment on fertility. 

Research has focused on three main aspects of employment characteristics. First, it has looked at the 

role of women’s labor force participation and working hours (amount of time, part-time) (Rindfuss 

2003; Budig 2003; Mills et al. 2008; Begall & Mills 2013). It has also assessed the impact of job instability 

as measured by the prevalence of fixed-term contracts, temporary agency work, and unemployment 

(Laß, 2020; Pailhé & Solaz 2012; Kreyenfeld 2010; Hondroyiannis, 2010).  Finally, other studies have 

analyzed the link between fertility and work control and subjective perception of job insecurity (Clark 

& Lepinteur, 2020; Begall & Mills, 2011). 
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Female labor market participation is, however, not only a question of the number of hours women 

work, but also when they work (Brewster & Rindfuss, 2000). Today, two-fifths of Americans regularly 

work nonstandard schedules (Presser, 2003). In Europe, 34% of the workforce is involved in at least 

one type of nonstandard work schedule (Eurostat 2020). 

The question is whether nonstandard work schedules lead to a lower fertility rate and/or to a 

postponed childbearing. In this sense, there is a lack of research studying the impact of nonstandard 

working schedules on fertility and childbearing. To our knowledge, Begall, Mills and Ganzeboom (2015) 

were the first to empirically assess the relationship between employment in nonstandard schedules 

and fertility outcomes. Drawing on Dutch panel data, they found a lower probability of having a first 

child when the female partner worked a nonstandard schedule, and a higher likelihood of second 

childbirth for couples where either partner worked a nonstandard schedule. 

Our paper contributes to the literature on the relationship between paid employment and fertility by 

examining how women’s employment in nonstandard schedules is related to the birth rate and to the 

likelihood of having children (first and later children) in France. In this paper, we provide evidence from 

the French labor market by exploiting survey data that specifically inquires about working conditions. 

We focus on the French context, which most defining feature is a high fertility rate (the highest in 

Europe) and a high female employment rate. The total fertility rate stabilized at 1.84 children per 

woman in metropolitan France in 2018, contrasting with countries in northern Europe (Pison, 2020). 

The employment rate of women is 68%, with a smaller proportion (26%) of women working part-time 

(Eurostat 2020) due to a generous system of high-quality childcare facilities (Greulich & Thevenon, 

2014). Nevertheless, this system remains poorly adapted to nonstandard working conditions (Martin 

et al., 2005). 

 

The second characteristic is that the incidence of nonstandard work times in France is very close to the 

European average (Eurostat 2020). France stands between very low rates in Sweden and Denmark 

(27%) and very high rates in Greece, Italy, Spain, and the Netherlands (more than 42%). But unlike 

other countries (Täht & Mills, 2015), both men and women in France working nonstandard hours tend 

to do work longer on average (43h/week for men, 36h/week for women), than those working regular 

schedules (39h/week for men and 34h/week for women). 

 

Two mechanisms can explain the relationship between working nonstandard schedules and fertility: 

1. Work-life balance conditions could be harder when working in NSWS, with a desynchronization 

of schedules in dual earner couples (Lesnard, 2008; Boulin & Lesnard, 2016; Carriero et al., 

2009); hence we expect a negative effect on the fertility rate. 

2. Long working hours associated with NSWH could lead to a lower fertility rate for women in 

NSW schedules. 

 

 

2. Data 

Unlike the previous literature, this dataset allows us to examine our question of interest for a large 

and representative sample of French employees, observed over two periods and with a very precise 

measure of NSWS. 



The dataset Conditions de Travail (CT) is a 2-wave panel dataset containing information from 23,000 

active workers observed in 2013 and 2016. The main advantage of this dataset is that it provides very 

precise information about nonstandard working hours. We know if employees worked occasionally or 

usually in the evening, night, early morning, and on Saturdays and Sundays. This allows us to build 

several measures of NSWS that distinguish between nonstandard hours and nonstandard days. It is 

also possible to measure the overlap between different types of NSWS, which is important since 

employees who work on weekends have a higher probability of also working evenings and nights.  

 

 

3. Empirical strategy 

For our empirical strategy, we first select those employees observed in both periods, aged between 15 

and 46 in 2013 and having a partner at the two points in time. This leaves us with a sample of 7,800 

individuals of whom 35% experienced at least one type of NSWS in 2016. We then build an indicator 

of fertility by measuring the presence of any new child between 2013 and 2016. Finally, we regress 

this measure against an indicator variable of NSWS as well as several control variables accounting for 

demographic factors (age, gender, number of children in 2013) and employment characteristics 

(education level, length of work contract, salary). This strategy allows us to test the extent to which 

employees on a NSWS regime are likely to have increased or decreased their fertility over the previous 

3 years. 

 

4. Results 

Table 1 shows that women in NSWS are less likely to have had a child, while the opposite is true for 

men. When we include hours worked as a control variable (column 4), we find that most of this effect 

is attributable to NSWS’s tendency to be associated with longer working hours as a whole.  

Table 1. Probability of having a child 



 

 

Then, we consider the difference between having the first child vs having a second child, as suggested 

by the literature (Mills et al. 2012). Table 2 reveals that the negative impact of NSWH on the probability 

of having a child (result 1) is not different for the first or second child: the coefficient is not significantly 

different for women who already had children at the beginning of the period than for those who did 

not have any children. This suggests that, contrary to the literature, the cost of having an extra child 

on work-life balance is not lower for women working NSWS. 

Table 2. Probability of having a new child 

 

 



In Table 3, we consider different measures of NSWS to see whether certain hours or days were more 

restrictive for fertility: nonstandard hours, nonstandard days, a combination of both and night shifts. 

We find that the effect is stronger for women who combine nonstandard hours and nonstandard days. 

Table 3. Probability of having a new child according to different NSW schedules 

 

 

Finally, we consider the impact of NSWS on the risk of marriage dissolution (Table 4) as it is a 

mechanism that may explain the lower fertility rate of women working NSWS. To do so, we consider a 

larger sample than previously. The new sample includes all employees observed in both periods, aged 

between 15 and 46 in 2013 and having a partner in 2013 whatever their marital status in 2016. Table 

4 reveals that the risk of dissolution is higher but the results are not statistically significant. 

Table 4. Risk of marital dissolution 



 

 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

To conclude, we find a negative effect of nonstandard working schedules on fertility. However, this 

effect is only observed for women and it is partly explained by the number of hours worked. 

In the further development of our analysis, we will include the third wave of the working conditions 

survey (2019) in order to extend the observation period from 3 to 6 years. This period is more 

convenient for the purpose of analysis of demographic events. 

While our dataset provides a good measure of nonstandard working schedules, any changes in the 

working hours regime occurring between 2013 and 2016 is not captured. Similarly, our dataset 

contains no information on the individual work schedules of partners. The literature acknowledges the 

importance of adopting a couple perspective in fertility decision-making (Bauer & Kneip, 2012; 

Carriero, Ghysels, & Van Klaveren, 2009; Corijn, Liefbroer, & Gierveld, 1996). Previous literature 

provides evidence for a negative impact of nonstandard schedules on relationship quality (Perry-

Jenkins et al., 2007; Schulz et al., 2004; Presser, 2000; White & Keith, 1990), except those of Mills in 

the Netherlands (Mills & Täht, 2010). Considering these previous findings, there is a need for further 

analyses on nonstandard schedules, women’s fertility, and relationship quality. 

 

 


