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Introduction
Parenthood constitutes a crucial stage and one of the most challenging phases of the life cycle.

Timing of the transition to adulthood has changed across cohorts according to two different patterns,
housing independence and family formation. The most recent cohorts are characterized by increasing school
leaving age and delayed entry into the labour market and these delays show a strong effect in the
postponement of the steps towards family formation. Postponement of childbearing appears as a rational
choice to assure higher educational level (van de Kaa, 1987), labour market participation, but it refers also to
a change of values, as an issue linked to gender equity, housing conditions and economic uncertainty.

Referring to childbearing, when a pronounced postponement is taking place, as it is now happening in
Italy, the average number of children per woman is rapidly lowered. Because of the impact of changing in
the timing of births, a clearer picture of fertility emerges when analysing the cohort trends.

During the latest fifty years women enter in motherhood at increasingly later ages. The delay in
childbearing (Kohler, Billari, Ortega, 2002, Sobotka 2004) has an effect for many women to remain
childless, as women’s fecundity declines at older ages (te Velde, Pearson, 2002, te Velde et al., 2012).

Aims, data and methods
The aim of this paper is to characterize childless people compared to parents, analysing reproductive
behaviours and the system of values.

To describe the general Italian context about fertility most recent data on births are considered. These
individual data refer to all births enrolled in the Italian resident population register; trough this register it’s
possible to obtain information on births according to a set of demographic variables about the newborns and
their parents. Moreover, to adopt a time series perspective it is worthwhile to analyse data contained in the
Italian Fertility Database (IFD), a database built and maintained by the Italian Institute of Statistics (lIstat).
The IFD contains data on births of the resident population since 1952 and it is updated each year with data
drawn from other Istat sources. Data are available at NUTS-2 level and by cohort of mothers (the first
complete cohort is referred to 1933). These data underwent several rounds of adjustments, specific for
different periods, which allowed reconstructing data by birth order.

Using data of the last Italian Multipurpose Household Survey “Families, social subjects and life cycle”
(FSS), carried out by Istat in 2016, it is possible to shed light on reproductive behaviours and choices,
considering the main individual socio-demographic characteristics of people and the crucial steps of their life
cycle.

In order to study the factors influencing these different paths and family behaviours, the analysis draws
differential profiles of childless and childfree people.

Through a multiple correspondence analysis and a following cluster analysis, it is possible to identify
groups in the specific multi-dimension classes in order to produce a synthetic picture of some variables,
classifying persons according to the maximum homogeneity within each group.

Main results

The decision of fulfilling the reproductive process is very important in the life history of a parent, as it
indicates a long-term project that involves not only the parents but also their descendants. This decision
arrives later and later in Italy passing from one cohort to another. This postponement is clearly visible
observing the increase in mean age at first child and consequently at childbearing (Figure 1).

The general idea is to verify if the postponement leads to a recovery due to the most recent cohorts
compared to the older ones, as observed in some other countries (e.g. Norway, Sweden or Western Europe
countries). Theoretically the late-starters in most recent cohorts could achieve slightly more children than the
late starters in the earlier cohorts (Berrington, Stone and Beaujouan, 2015). However this recovery does not
counterbalance, in the Italian case, the collapse in fertility affecting younger ages in most recent cohorts.
Across generations to show a deep change it is not only the timing but also the quantum.

The delay in childbearing is likely to be the cause for many women to remain childless; as a matter of
fact, the postponement at later ages may become a renunciation in having children. A part of childless people
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chose childlessness, so it has to be considered on one hand as a personal preference, and on the other hand
motherhood postponement as a choice for career possibility or other life goals (Blossfeld, Hiunink, 1991,
Andersson 2000, Kneale, Joshi 2008). In order to consider the personal choice in not having children,
childlessness has to be studied as childfree condition (Houseknecht, 1979).

Figure 1: Mean age at first child and mean age at childbearing by mothers’ cohort
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The consistent increase in the number of women without children for the younger cohorts raises many
guestions about its interpretation and its impact on the future evolution of fertility. Is this an increase due to
difficulties in carrying out family projects or adopting a different life model that does not envisage becoming
a parent?

Using data from the Italian survey “Families, social subjects and life cycle” it is possible to analyse childless
people characteristics (Istat, 2017). Considering people aged between 18 and 49, the childless are about 12,6
million in 2016, 51,5% of the people of this age group.

Figure 2: Parents, childless, childfree (percent values)
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Among childless people, about 516 thousand declared that having children does not fit into their life
project (equal to 2.21% of people 18-49 years old).

These results show that the phenomenon of couples without children by choice, is very limited in our
country and that, conversely, the increase in the share of women without children are mostly due to obstacles
to the implementation of family projects; the effect of the postponement that can be transformed into
renunciation should not be overlooked with the approach of the most advanced ages of women's reproductive
life.

Through a multiple correspondence analysis and a following cluster analysis has been possible to point
out different profiles on the basis of a set of variables in which we suppose that to be or not to be a parent
plays a crucial role.



On the other hand, the aim is to observe this feature combining with other variables including health,
main demographic variables, economic resources, social network and some opinions connected to more or
less secularized values.

The first variable is composed by 4 categories particular important for our study.

These categories are parents, childless who intend to have children, childless who don’t intend to have
children (not childfree) and childfree.

Another group particularly interesting is the one that cover the network dimension, an aspect with deep
impact on familiar choices.

We included some illustrative variables in order to read the different clusters in reference to the opinions
of individuals on reproductive and family behavior.

Among them: the agreement and disagreement to the opinions offer elements to enrich the analysis
putting in relationship the value dimension to the structural and network variables.

The plane in which we projected the active and illustrative variables and the clusters are defined by the
first 2 factorial axes. The first could be the ‘age’ (from old to young ones) and the second “education and
network”. This second axe reveals an evident contraposition between on one side low education/weak
network and on the other side high education/strong network.

Through this analysis we obtain a whole framework useful to analyse different profiles.

In the first profile we find parents, with a good network of people to count, close parents, received help,
and good economic resources.

The opinions evidence traditional values, such us the value of the institution of marriage, the importance
for a child to have both mother and father, and that a woman can’t have children if she is single.

This second cluster is the one that shows a great vulnerability.

In this cluster we find both childless (not childfree) and parents, even if the childless are more consistent.
They have low opportunities in term of health, work, economic resources and weak ties. Their opinions are
traditional as well, in particular they believe in the role of caregiver of a daughter, the importance of the
mother in case of divorce, the different rights of homosexuals, and most interestingly, the fulfilling of a
women only if she is a mother. So it means that, for most of them, to be childless is not a real choice, but a
suffered condition.

The third cluster is at the opposite respect the one of shielded in terms of age. Here we find both childless
that intends to have children and childfree. They have a high education but a network not so strong as the
first cluster. They can count on someone, but they do not have parents close or frequent contacts with them.
They are mainly LAT or not in couple. About their opinions they show modern value, such as the same
values for married and unmarried couples, for heterosexual and homosexual couples, that not only daughters
are devoted to take care of parents in case of need, and they do not have an opinion about the institution of
marriage.

The forth cluster is mainly defined by age. All other characteristics are connected to age; they are not in
labour force because they are probably still students, they are not in couple and they have no siblings; maybe
the young generations have a stronger effect the other the reduction of high order fertility.

They shows modern values. In particular, in this cluster, differently from the others, it results the opinion
about the fulfilling of a man only if he is father, where they disagree. Here we considered only ‘young’
people in order to analyze which are the determinants of the intention to have a child or not in an age group
where the reason of not intend to have a child can’t depend mainly by age.

Conclusion

The childless population shows a high degree of heterogeneity (Tocchioni, 2017). Only a part plans never
to have children (Tanturri and Mencarini 2008), and not all of them do not change idea across time (Moore,
2017).

To draw the profiles of different categories of people without children a logistic model will be applied to
estimate the probability to be childfree vs childless (not childfree). Strong network, high opportunities and
traditional values characterize people with children.

The postponement attitude is clearly visible in cohort and period data.

The consistent increase in the number of people without children for the younger generations raises many
guestions about its interpretation and its impact on the future evolution of fertility.

Besides the importance of the age in family projects, network and resources confirmed their relevance.



Modern values characterize both who intend to have children and childfree. The clusters involved are: the
one of the young that shows mainly the intention to have children; the one with high opportunities composed
by childfree and people who intend to have children. Good opportunities allow to make a choice.

On the other hand, the cluster composed by a great part of childless that not intend to have children for
reasons different from childfree attitude is the one characterized by the lowest opportunities and traditional
values. For this category the role of policies could represent a real support in carrying out family projects.
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