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Introduction

Recently, much attention has been paid to the theoretical aspects explaining the relationship
between gender equity and fertility (Esping-Andersen and Billari 2015; McDonald 2013,
Goldsheider, et al.2015; Mencarini 2018; Neyer et al., 2015). Much of this literature was
motivated by the fact that fertility decline when women entered the labour market on a massive
scale, though appeared to increase again as societies moved towards improved gender equality
(McDonald, 2000; Esping-Andersen,2009, Goldsheider, et al.2015). One strand in this literature
has focussed on the relationship at the macro-level, thereby comparing countries in terms of
gender equality and their fertility level, or, looking at trends in fertility and gender equality over
time. Another strand has focused on the micro-level, which instead considers gender equality at
the household level and fertility-related decision-making. No matter the perspective taken,
gender equality and equity appears important in understanding fertility dynamics (e.g., Mills et
al. 2008; Myrskyla et al., 2011). However, low fertility has also become an important feature of
several countries where women did not enter the labour market in large numbers. Italy for
instance, has one of the lowest female labour force participation rate in Europe, yet fertility is
among the lowest. It is less clear how the gender equity — fertility nexus plays out in these
settings. Italy is in other word an interesting case study. First, institutions and policies to
reconcile work and parenthood for women such as public or subsidized childcare services are
limited. Second, the persistence of the “male-breadwinner” model, which reinforces a highly
unequal division of household labour, remains strong. Third, a persistent engagement of women
in domestic chores (reflecting a high standard in domestic comfort or rather a patriarchal view
of family roles) with respect to other countries is still very much present (Paihlé, Solaz and
Tanturri 2019; Mencarini, Pahilé, Solaz and Tanturri 2017). An unequal division of unpaid work
within the household can accentuate women’s burden and thus discourage fertility. Mills et al.
(2008) showed that in Italy an unequal division of household labour significantly impacts fertility
intentions, but only when women have already children and a heavy load at home. Following up
on the study by Mills et al, this paper uses recent data to test the gender theory of fertility
behaviour by examining whether the unequal division of household labour still leads to lower
fertility intentions in the Italian context.
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Theoretical background

The gender equality perspective has both a macro (in education, labour market, structures) and
a micro perspective (family sphere, i.e., gender division of domestic tasks). More specifically,
gender equality within the family and its possible mismatch with gender ideology/gender equity
(the perceived fairness of treatment) has gained considerable traction in explaining fertility
intentions. To what extent the lack of sharing of family responsibilities affects the intentions to
have a(nother) child in the Italian context?

Research hypotheses

RH1. Other things being equal, we expect women to be more likely to intend to have one or
another child when: a) they bear a lower domestic burden or when b) women bear the domestic
burden on agreement with partner.

RH2. Other things being equal, we similarly expect that among men, fertility intentions are
positive when: a) men bear less domestic burden and b) they bear a higher domestic burden as
a result of an agreement between partners.

Data and methods

Data is drawn from the last available survey on Families, Social Subjects and Life Cycle conducted
in 2016 by the Italian Institute of Statistics (ISTAT). In order to accurately disentangle gender
relations within the private sphere, our analyses look at couples not at individuals. Thus, our
sample was selected to consider only partnered individuals, with or without children, aged 20-
45. In figure 1 we show fertility intentions for the selected men and women.

Figure 1. Short-term fertility intentions by gender.
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Source: Own elaboration FSS 2016.

We construct an indicator measuring the domestic burden that women carry based on five
items. For each one of these items, the respondents selected -on a 6 points scale- who -within
the couple- is in charge of the following activities: shopping, cooking, cleaning, making laundry
and ironing. A previously established value is applied to each response of the scale in order to
measure the domestic burden carried by women, where 1 indicates the maximum burden and
0 no burden at all. For women respondents, if the activity is: always done by the respondent the
indicator is equal to 1, usually done by the respondent = 0,75, equally shared = 0,5, usually done
by the partner= 0,25, always done by the partner or outsourced = 0. For men respondents, the
contrary holds, if the activity is: always done by the respondent or outsourced the indicator is
equal to 0, usually done by the respondent = 0,25, equally shared = 0,5, usually done by the
partner= 0,75, always done by the partner = 1.



After computing the average of all five activities, we can measure women’s burden in terms of
domestic chores: the indicator varies between 0, when women’s burden is null, and 1, when it
is maximum and all the domestic activities are performed always by the women themselves).
The indicator thus constructed is the main independent variable of multivariate models.

Other independent variables of interest are the disagreement on the division of household
chores within members of the couple. Our dependent variables are respondents’ intentions to
have a child within the next three years, coded using the possible answers: “definitely not,”
“probably not,” “probably yes,” and “definitely yes.” Considering the distribution of fertility
intentions by gender (Figure 1), we specify binary logistic regressions model predicting women’s
and men’s short-term “strong” positive (definitely yes vs. rest) or negative (definitely not vs.
rest) fertility intentions.

Additional Interaction terms between women’s burden and disagreement with the division of
household chores (also by parity) indicate whether and how the relationship between fertility
intentions and this burden might vary when considering if the division are in accordance with
own expectations.

Further analyses also add a variable aimed at capturing the importance of values regarding
gender roles throughout the agreement with the statement: “when old parent need for care is
natural that daughters provide it rather than sons”, together with the number of hours worked
by the respondent and by the partner to approximate also the productive burden. Robustness
checks will include ordinal logistic regressions to compute predicted probabilities for each value
of the dependent variable.

The control variables included are those already identified by the literature as important
determinants of fertility intentions. They include age, parity (0, 1 or 2+ children), couple type
(distinguishing among dual income and male breadwinner couples), number of hours worked,
level of education of both the respondent and the partner and geographical residence.

Preliminary results

As shown in Table 1, the likelihood of having strong positive fertility intentions diminishes with
the domestic burden of women. Reported fertility intentions also decrease when parity
increases. Predicted probabilities of positive fertility intentions by women’s burden and parity
give some interesting preliminary results (Figure 2). First, the higher the women’s burden the
greater the intentions of childless men to want children. Second, women’s burden depresses
positive fertility intentions of childless women, but not those who already have one child.



Table 1. Italy. Couples. Results -Odds ratio- of the BLR on strong positive fertility intentions (def yes
vs. rest).

MEN WOMEN
OR Sign. OR Sign.

Woman’s burden 2,65 0,14 **
Number of children
0
1 0,67 0,05 ***
2+ 0,07 *** 0,01 ***
N 1457 1886
Loglikelihood -679 -721
Pseudo R2 0,27 0,34

Notes: Models control for respondent’s and partner’s education level; respondent’s and partner’s age class; Couple’s typology,
Geographical residence, Agreement on division of domestic work.

Figure 2. Italy. Men & Women. Predicted probabilities by women’s burden and parity on strong
positive fertility intention.
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Source: Own elaboration FSS 2016.
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