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How women’s employment instability affects birth 
transitions: the moderating role of family policies in 
27 European countries 
Chen-Hao Hsu*, 

Department of Sociology, University of Bamberg, 96052 Bamberg, Germany 
*Corresponding author. Email: chen-hao.hsu@uni-bamberg.de 

Why women in some countries are more likely than others to postpone childbirth when facing employment instability? This 
study uses 2010–2019 EU-SILC panel data to explore whether the impacts of women’s employment instability, including 
being unemployed or temporarily employed by fxed-term contracts, on the frst- and second-birth transitions differ across 
27 European countries and how governments’ provisions of different family policies moderate such relationships. Results 
showed that while unemployment and temporary employment could generally delay women’s frst- and second-birth transi-
tion, such effects varied across European countries and depended on the levels of family policy provisions. Countries with 
more generous family cash benefts were associated with less negative and even positive effects of women’s employment 
instability on birth transitions. On the other hand, the birth effects of women’s employment instability did not vary signif-
icantly across countries according to the length of paid maternity/parental leaves. Most strikingly, countries with higher 
childcare coverage rates were associated with more negative effects of women’s employment instability on birth transi-
tions. These fndings highlight the importance of family policy contexts in shaping women’s childbirth responses to unstable 
employment circumstances. 

Introduction or being temporarily employed by fxed-term con-
tracts, is more detrimental to childbirth transitionsThe relationship between women’s employment and 
than being stably employed by permanent contracts infertility behaviours has been a prominent research 
most European countries. These recent fndings refect topic in social sciences. At the macro level, theories and 
a shifting family economic foundation towards a moreempirical evidence are converging to suggest a positive 
gender-neutralized pattern in the context of increas-relationship between women’s stable employment con-
ing economic uncertainty following globalization andditions and fertility rates (Goldscheider, Bernhardt and 
labour market fexibilization (Blossfeld et al., 2005). As Lappegård, 2015; Comolli, 2017). However, whether 
women’s paid works become crucial sources of house-such relationship manifests as well at the micro-level 
hold income, their experiences of employment instabil-remains inconclusive. Several theories and empiri-
ity are more likely to discourage fertility intentions andcal studies reach contrasting conclusions regarding 
childbirth transitions.1 

how women’s childbirth transitions are infuenced by 
Nevertheless, people’s fertility responses to uncer-employment instability. While an economic tradition 

tain economic situations may differ across coun-of family research has long argued a negative impact 
tries and population groups (Sobotka, Skirbekk andof women’s employment stability on fertility (Becker, 
Philipov, 2011). Empirical studies in Europe showed 1991), such perspective has been challenged by recent 
that the impacts of employment instability on child-studies, which show that women’s stable employment 
birth due to temporary employment or unemploymentis not always an obstacle to childbirth (Kreyenfeld, 
vary across institutional contexts (Özcan, Mayer and Andersson and Pailhé, 2012). In fact, a meta-anal-
Luedicke, 2010; Adsera, 2011a, 2011b; Matysiak andysis (Alderotti et al., 2021) has shown that women’s 
Vignoli, 2013). A popular empirical strategy to study employment instability, including being unemployed 
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the interplay between female employment, fertility 
behaviours, and family policies is using a comparative 
welfare state approach (Blossfeld et al., 2005; Esping-
Andersen, 2009). Accordingly, researchers drew con-
clusions based on either the effect variations across a 
small number of countries (Özcan, Mayer and Luedicke, 
2010; Matysiak and Vignoli, 2013) or the variations 
across welfare regimes (Blossfeld et al., 2005; Adsera, 
2011b). In general, women in Social Democratic 
(e.g. Sweden and Norway) or Liberal (e.g. the United 
States) welfare states are more likely to delay or forgo 
motherhood when they are temporarily employed or 
unemployed. However, some women, especially the 
lower educated, in Familistic (e.g. Italy and Spain) or 
Conservative welfare states (e.g. Germany) are more 
likely to become mothers facing employment instabil-
ity (see Blossfeld et al., 2005; Kreyenfeld, Andersson 
and Pailhé, 2012 for literature reviews of these earlier 
comparative studies). While these studies provide valu-
able insights, their small-n comparative design cannot 
directly evaluate the degree to which the cross-national 
effect variations are explained by country-level differ-
ences in specifc policy provisions. For policymakers 
and social scientists, it is crucial to understand whether 
people’s childbirth responses to employment instability 
are shaped by family policy contexts. 

To answer the unresolved question, this article uti-
lizes large-scale comparative microdata and applies 
multilevel analyses on the policy moderation effects. 
Its contributions to the literature are threefold. First, 
this article provides a more comprehensive picture of 
the micro-level linkage between employment instabil-
ity and birth transitions for women. Previous work 
usually focuses on the effect of a specifc unstable 
employment status (e.g. being temporarily employed 
compared to permanently employed) and its impact 
on a specifc birth transition (e.g. the frst birth). This 
article, on the other hand, considers the different eco-
nomic implications of having a temporary job and 
being unemployed for women (Adsera, 2011b) and 
investigates their potentially heterogeneous effects 
across women’s frst- and second-birth transitions 
(Andersen and Özcan, 2021). Second, unlike most 
studies featuring single-country cases and overrep-
resenting Western-European countries, this article 
investigates the consequences of unemployment and 
temporary employment on women’s childbirth for 27 
European countries across different welfare regimes. 
Its analyses enhance the generalizability of empirical 
fndings by exploring the childbirth effects of wom-
en’s employment instability both aggregately from a 
European perspective and separately for each coun-
try. Third, building on a comparative framework, this 
article extends the literature by empirically testing the 
moderating role of family policies. Focusing on three 

mainstream family policies that directly affect women’s 
work–family decision-making2—family benefts via 
cash transfers or tax breaks, paid leaves for mothers, 
and early childcare services—our fndings add nuance 
to the ongoing debates over the most ‘effective’ prona-
talist family policies (Billingsley and Ferrarini, 2014; 
Bergsvik, Fauske and Hart, 2021), showing that the 
complex interactions between micro-level employment 
statuses and macro-level policy measures could either 
mitigate or exacerbate the fertility inequality across 
employment subgroups in various ways. 

Theory and hypotheses 
Employment instability and women’s 
childbirth: theory and evidence 
According to New Home Economics (Becker, 1991), 
women’s demand for children is contingent on the 
costs of children. The theory assumes that raising chil-
dren is costly for parents in terms of monetary and 
non-monetary resources. With limited resources, the 
costs of childbirth have to be weighed against the ben-
efts gained from alternative activities, such as employ-
ment. In this economic model, women’s employment 
instability can either depress or facilitate their child-
birth transitions. On one hand, a stable employment 
status increases women’s income, which compensates 
for the direct monetary costs of childrearing. This 
‘income effect’ leads to a negative relationship between 
women’s employment instability and childbirth. On 
the other hand, the indirect opportunity costs of child-
birth are lower for women of unstable employment 
status compared to permanent employees because the 
formers, especially the unemployed, usually have more 
time fexibility to take care of children. This ‘substitu-
tion effect’ encourages women to become mothers ear-
lier when they are facing employment instability. 

Experiencing employment instability may also cre-
ate a sense of economic uncertainty, which has been 
argued as a key mechanism affecting women’s child-
birth behaviours in sociological research (Kreyenfeld, 
2010; Pailhé and Solaz, 2012). Perceiving uncertainty 
may on one hand discourage people’s commitment 
to long-term relationships including parenthood 
(Oppenheimer, 1988; Blossfeld et al., 2005) and on the 
other hand produces psychosocial stress that impedes 
women’s reproductive health (Gleason, Drew and 
Jones, 2020). Moreover, structural constraints accumu-
lated in the past and present economic uncertainty lay 
the foundation for imaginaries of the future, through 
which the negative impact of passive narratives on fer-
tility intentions might be reinforced (Lappegård et al., 
2022). 

In contrast, another sociological theory by Friedman, 
Hechter and Kanazawa (1994) argues that the intrinsic 
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socio-psychological values of children could counter 
the external uncertainty related to employment insta-
bility. Accordingly, women may strategically choose 
motherhood as an ‘alternative career’ when they can-
not establish a satisfying working career in permanent 
jobs (Kreyenfeld, 2010), leading to a positive relation-
ship between employment instability and women’s 
childbirth transitions. 

During the historical period, when the male-bread-
winner system prevailed, earlier economic research 
usually assumed that the income effect of stable 
employment is less relevant to women’s childbirth 
decisions and found a negative relationship between 
female employment and fertility outcomes (Kravdal, 
1992). However, with the rise of the dual-earner model 
in developed countries, the income effect related to 
women’s stable employment could become a dom-
inant factor infuencing women’s fertility decisions 
(van Wijk, de Valk and Liefbroer, 2021). In the era 
of Globalization, people’s perceived economic uncer-
tainty due to temporary employment is also amplifed 
because labour market fexibilization and deregu-
lation not only create more temporary positions but 
also make temporary employees more marginalized 
compared to regular workers (Blossfeld et al., 2005). 
Moreover, with the emergence of individualistic social 
norms during Europe’s second demographic transi-
tion (Lesthaeghe, 2010), the intrinsic value of children 
and social recognition of motherhood are decreasing. 
Drawing on these discussions, the general impact of 
women’s employment instability on childbirth in 
European countries after 2010 is expected as follows: 
H1: On European average, women’s temporary 

employment or unemployment compared to perma-
nent employment has a negative effect on women’s 
childbirth transitions. 

The moderating role of family policies 
There has been much debate over the impacts of fam-
ily policies on women’s fertility outcomes (Gauthier, 
2007; Baizan, Arpino and Delclòs, 2016; Bergsvik, 
Fauske and Hart, 2021). In general, research suggests 
that mainstream family policies, including the provi-
sion of early childcare services, paid maternity and 
parental leaves for women, and family benefts through 
cash transfer or tax breaks, have at least short-term 
infuences on women’s birth timings and parity tran-
sitions. However, studies also show that their under-
lying mechanisms to enhance female childbirth are 
substantially different because they address people’s 
concerns about work and family lives in distinct ways 
(Billingsley and Ferrarini, 2014; Notten, Grunow and 
Verbakel, 2017). Building on two theoretical frame-
works, this section illustrates that country-level differ-
ences in specifc family policy provisions affect not only 

the economic incentives but also the normative condi-
tions for women’s birth decision-making. I argue that a 
country’s reliance on specifc policies may beneft spe-
cifc employment groups, which may enlarge or close 
the fertility gaps between the permanently employed 
and the temporarily employed or unemployed women. 

Focusing on the economic utility of family poli-
cies, scholars have distinguished between traditional 
income support and earner-career support policies 
(Billingsley and Ferrarini, 2014; Bergsvik, Fauske and 
Hart, 2021), depending on whether they are enhancing 
female childbirth by relieving the direct costs (i.e. mod-
erate the income effects) or the opportunity costs (i.e. 
moderate the substitution effects). Another framework 
emphasizes the policy impacts on social norms (Baizan, 
Arpino and Delclòs, 2016; Lohmann and Zagel, 2016), 
arguing that the advocation of specifc family policies 
can either familize or defamilize gender norms and 
childcare arrangements. 

Family and child cash benefts via monthly allow-
ances or tax breaks are categorized as traditional 
income policies, which subsidize the direct costs of 
childbearing (Kalwij, 2010; Riphahn and Wiynck, 
2017). This design operates to increase women’s fer-
tility by decreasing the income threshold to afford a 
child, thus reducing the relevance of income effects on 
women’s fertility behaviour. Therefore, a more gener-
ous family beneft may help to close the fertility gaps 
between the permanently employed, who are more 
economically secure, and the temporarily employed 
or unemployed women, who normally have lower 
incomes. From a sociological perspective, universal 
cash benefts provided to private household implies 
a familization of childcare responsibilities (Lohmann 
and Zagel, 2016). A generous family benefts program 
echoes the logic of the male-breadwinner gender norm 
and reinforces women’s economic dependency. It cre-
ates fnancial incentives for and social expectations 
on women to stay marginally attached to the labour 
market for homecare (Billingsley and Ferrarini, 2014; 
Baizan, Arpino and Delclòs, 2016). According to both 
theories, I expect: 
H2: The childbirth effects of women’s temporary 

employment and unemployment compared to perma-
nent employment are more positive in countries with 
more generous family cash benefts. 

Maternity and parental leaves policies are earn-
er-carer support policies aiming to reduce the oppor-
tunity costs of childbirth (Kalwij, 2010; Billingsley 
and Ferrarini, 2014). According to family economic 
theory, women who interrupt their labour market 
participation for childbearing may face high risks of 
long-term unemployment, downward career mobility, 
and reduced wage returns. Against the background, 
the provision of job-protected leaves for mothers 
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reduces their opportunity costs of losing a career. In 
addition, the wage-replacement benefts during the 
leaves period reduce the opportunity costs of losing 
monthly salaries.3 Because these opportunity costs of 
childbirth are higher for women with an established 
working career, the economic perspective predicts that 
a long and well-paid parental leave scheme is particu-
larly favourable for permanently employed women 
and may strengthen the negative effect of employ-
ment instability on women’s childbirth. In contrast, a 
socio-psychological perspective predicts that tempo-
rarily employed or unemployed women are the major 
benefciaries of a generous leave program because the 
childbirth-related economic concerns embedded in 
these unstable employment statuses are relieved in such 
policy context. Moreover, while paid parental leaves 
aim to support the earner-carer role of working moth-
ers (Billingsley and Ferrarini, 2014), they also familize 
the care responsibilities to home caregivers. Given the 
fact that most women are the primary caregivers, an 
extended maternal leave scheme may create normative 
anchoring effects through which women’s employment 
instability before and after childbirth is justifed (Gangl 
and Ziefe, 2015). This social mechanism could neu-
tralize the negative effect of employment instability on 
women’s childbirth. In summary, the role of paid leaves 
in moderating women’s employment instability-child-
birth relationship is mixed, depending on which the-
oretical mechanism is dominating. Accordingly, I 
propose two counterhypotheses: 
H3a: The childbirth effects of women’s temporary 

employment and unemployment compared to perma-
nent employment are more positive in countries with 
more generous paid leaves for mothers. 
H3b: The childbirth effects of women’s temporary 

employment and unemployment compared to perma-
nent employment are more negative in countries with 
more generous paid leaves for mothers. 

Similar to leave policies, governments’ provision or 
subsidization of early childcare services are earner-carer 
support policies aiming to reduce the opportunity costs 
of childbirth (Kalwij, 2010; Billingsley and Ferrarini, 
2014). However, they use very different designs to 
achieve the goal. Instead of using leave benefts to off-
set the opportunity costs resulting from mothers’ career 
breaks, childcare policies aim to completely avoid 
such costs by ‘outsourcing’ parents’ childcare respon-
sibilities to the public or private sectors. This design 
facilitates women’s combination of work and family 
and allows women with careers to continue working 
after childbirth. Since permanently employed women 
generally have higher involvement in paid work and 
higher wages, they will beneft more from the reduction 
in opportunity costs in a more comprehensive child-
care system. The expansion of childcare services also 

‘defamilize’ the childcare norm, reducing the economic 
dependency of women on the male-breadwinners and 
the care dependencies of children on their mothers 
(Lohmann and Zagel, 2016). This normative change 
toward an egalitarian gender division of labour may 
increase the importance of the income effect on female 
fertility (Kalwij, 2010; Baizan, Arpino and Delclòs, 
2016), and thus enlarges fertility differentials between 
the permanently employed and the unstably employed 
women. Therefore, I expect: 
H4: The childbirth effects of women’s temporary 

employment and unemployment compared to perma-
nent employment are more negative in countries with 
higher coverage rates of early childcare services. 

The interplay between employment and 
policies across parity transitions 
Some studies have argued that women’s frst-birth 
behaviour is infuenced by family policies to a less 
extent than subsequent births (Baizan, Arpino and 
Delclòs, 2016; Bergsvik, Fauske and Hart, 2021). For 
example, the public childcare expansion in Germany 
stimulates women’s fertility by increasing their prob-
abilities of second- and third-birth transitions but 
not the frst birth (Bauernschuster, Hener and Rainer, 
2016). The various policy effects across parity status 
may result from people’s dynamic fertility adaptations 
to the parity-specifc costs of childbirth in different 
institutional contexts. For women with established 
careers, the opportunity cost of having one child is 
already high. Therefore, these women’s second-birth 
transition could be further depressed if childcare sup-
ports to substitute the opportunity costs of childbear-
ing are limited (Bratti and Tatsiramos, 2012). Besides, 
although many family beneft packages are designed to 
support economically disadvantaged groups by sub-
sidizing the direct costs of childbearing, they might 
eventually enlarge the fertility gap because the fertil-
ity-enhancing effects of these policies might be more 
prominent for higher-order births among higher-in-
come families (Milligan, 2005; Riphahn and Wiynck, 
2017). Bearing in mind these parity heterogeneities, 
this study separately examines the interplay between 
women’s employment instability and family policies in 
the frst- and second-birth transitions. 

Data and method 
To test the research hypotheses, multilevel analyses 
using yearly data at both the micro- and the mac-
ro-level are required. Micro-level data are assem-
bled from the 2010–2019 European Union Statistics 
on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC). The 
EU-SILC panel data in each wave compile com-
parable socio-economic statistics from nationally 
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representative samples in European countries. Using a 
rotational panel data design, a new national-represent-
ative sample is drawn every year and is followed up 
for four years before being replaced by another rota-
tion group. Between years 2010 and 2019, more than 
500,000 women from 32 countries are interviewed. 
Macro-level data on family policies and other char-
acteristics come from multiple sources including the 
OECD Family Database, the OECD tax-beneft model 
(TaxBEN), Eurostat, and ILOSTAT. Macro data are 
combined with EU-SILC data from all country-rounds 
between 2010 and 2019. Restricting the analyses to 
country-rounds where macro data are available results 
in a gross sample of 210 country-rounds nested in 
27 countries. Bulgaria, Cyprus, Malta, Romania, and 
Russia are excluded from the analyses because yearly 
data for at least one macro variable are unavailable. 
Supplementary Material S1 provides details about the 
data sources in each available country-rounds. 

Micro-level data and variables 
To utilize EU-SILC data’s longitudinal traits, I select 
women who were frst interviewed between the years 
2010 and 2018 and were re-interviewed at least for 
another wave in the subsequent years. This sample 
selection secures the correct causal temporality for 
modelling the effect of her employment status in year t 
on her probability of a birth transition in year t + 1. To 
include partners’ information as controls, I restrict the 
investigation to heterosexual women who lived with 
their married or cohabited male partners during the 
interview. 

The dependent variables are the frst and the second 
birth events in year t + 1, measured as time-varying 
binary variables (0 = no event; 1 = birth event). I con-
struct two analytical subsamples for parity-specifc 
analyses. All person-years from women who are at risk 
of a specifc birth event are included in the subsample 
until the event occurred, union dissolution, or the date 
of panel exit. Following previous research (Greulich 
and Dasré, 2017; Nitsche et al., 2018), I use the num-
ber of coresident children reported in the EU-SILC 
household roster to specify a woman’s parity status 
at her frst entry. The occurrence of a birth event in 
the consecutive panel years can be identifed using the 
newly-included child’s status identifer—a newborn 
since the last interview. Following Greulich and Dasré’s 
(2017) suggestion, I restrict the analyses to the frst and 
the second birth transitions for women between ages 
16 and 40 because using the number of coresident chil-
dren in EU-SILC data to proximate women’s parity 
status is downward biased for those who aged more 
than 40 or had more than 2 children. The fnal sample 
for the frst birth includes 24,944 observations from 
14,576 women, with a frst-birth transition probability 

of 14.91 per cent (3,719 birth events). For the second 
birth, 25,003 observations from 14,157 women are 
obtained, with a second-birth transition probability of 
12.97 per cent (3,243 birth events). 

The key independent variable is women’s employ-
ment status in year t. I use respondents’ self-defned 
working status to differentiate between the employed 
and the non-employed women. Among the employed, 
the contract status of women’s current job is further 
applied to distinguish between permanent employment 
by open-ended contracts, temporary employment by 
fxed-term contract, and self-employment. Among the 
non-employed, I distinguish between labour market 
inactive and unemployed women. For this research, 
the statuses of self-employment and inactivity are 
excluded from analyses because theoretical discussions 
covered in the previous section do not apply. To test 
the research hypotheses where unstable employment 
is compared against stable employment, the key inde-
pendent variable comprises three categories: 1 = per-
manent employment, 2 = temporary employment, and 
3 = unemployment. 

All analyses control for a set of variables that could 
theoretically confound the relationship between female 
employment and childbirth (Mills et al., 2011). These 
variables include women’s educational background (1 
= low (ISCED 0-2), 2 = middle (ISCED 3-4), 3 = high 
(ISCED 5-8)), women’s self-rated health status (0 = 
good/fair health, 1 = bad health), and women’s age and 
its squared term. 

From a couple perspective, women’s employment 
and childbirth are also infuenced by their male part-
ners’ characteristics (Barbieri et al., 2015; Nitsche et al., 
2018). To rule out these confounding factors, I control 
for the current union status (0 = married, 1 = non-mar-
riage partnership) and the male partners’ age (and its 
squared term), educational level (1 = low (ISCED 0-2), 
2 = middle (ISCED 3-4), 3 =high (ISCED 5-8)), and 
working status (1 = working, 2 = unemployed, and 3= 
I nactive). All control variables are measured in year t 
to align with the key independent variable. Table 1 pro-
vides the descriptive statistics on micro-level variables. 

Some micro-level variables have a small portion of 
missing data. To handle this issue in a multilevel frame-
work, I apply multiple imputations with chained equa-
tions (MICE) to create 10 imputed datasets for each 
country. Multilevel analyses are performed using each 
imputed dataset. The results of coeffcient and standard 
error estimates across 10 analyses are combined using 
Rubin’s rules. Supplementary Material S2 provides 
details about the imputation models and diagnostics. 

Macro-level data and variables 
Time-varying indicators about specifc family policy 
provisions and the institutional background at the 
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Table 1  Descriptive statistics on micro-level variables 

First-birth sample Second-birth sample 

Mean; % SD Mean; % SD 

Dependent variables 

Birth probability 0.149 0.356 0.130 0.336 

Key independent variable 

Women’s employment status 

Permanent employment 70.3 70.3 

Temporary employment 18.3 14.2 

Unemployment 11.4 15.4 

Control variables 

Women’s age 29.827 4.738 32.918 4.282 

Women’s educational level 

Low (ISCED 0-2) 7.2 12.5 

Middle (ISCED 3-4) 38.2 45.1 

High (ISCED 5-8) 53.8 42.1 

Missing 0.8 0.3 

Women’s health 

Good/fair health 95.2 94.7 

Bad health 1.2 1.9 

missing 3.6 3.4 

Marital status 

Married 44.9 73.1 

Non-marriage partnership 55.1 26.9 

missing 0.1 0.0 

Men’s age 32.762 6.334 36.110 5.813 

Men’s educational level 

Low (ISCED 0-2) 12.2 18.6 

Middle (ISCED 3-4) 45.0 51.0 

High (ISCED 5-8) 39.0 28.1 

Missing 3.8 2.3 

Men’s working status 

Working 89.0 90.5 

Unemployed 5.5 6.7 

Inactive 3.2 2.1 

Missing 2.3 0.8 

Observations 24,944 25,003 

country level are used to complement the EU-SILC 
data. The key macro variables of interest are the 
three family policy indicators that are hypothesized 
to moderate the employment instability-childbirth 
relationship. Rather than using policy expendi-
tures as proxies (Kalwij, 2010), this study focuses 
on the contents of the policy measures to emphasize 
their roles in shaping people’s childbirth responses 
(Billingsley and Ferrarini, 2014; Daly and Ferragina, 
2018). 

First, the generosity of family benefts through cash 
transfers or tax breaks is calculated from the OECD 
TaxBEN model, which incorporates detailed bene-
fts and tax rules in the EU and OECD countries for 
income simulation. By setting the parameters regard-
ing household size and income, the TaxBEN calculates 
the sum of family benefts received by the hypothetical 
family. Following the methodology of Gauthier (2007) 
and Thévenon (2011), I measure the generosity of fam-
ily beneft as its equivalent percentage of a full-time 
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earner’s average wages in a country (% AW). To high-
light the wage-replacement effects of family benefts 
for women who interrupt paid work for childbirth, 
the hypothetical family is set as a single-earner 100 per 
cent work-time family with a 2-year-old child. 

Second, the full-rate-equivalent (FRE) paid leaves 
for mothers measure the total length of full-time 
paid leaves during which individuals’ incomes are 
compensated at 100 per cent average rates of salary 
(Thévenon, 2011). The indicator is widely used by pol-
icy researchers to capture the progressiveness of child-
care leave provisions (Baizan et al., 2016; Daly and 
Ferragina, 2018; Bergsvik, Fauske and Hart, 2021). 
It is calculated by multiplying the duration of leaves 
and the wage-replacement rates of benefts during the 
leaves. Following previous studies, both FRE mater-
nity and parental leaves entitled to mothers are added 
up to a single indicator representing the total length 
of paid leaves in weeks. Time-series data on maternity 
and parental leaves since the year 2010 are collected 
from different releases of the OECD Family Database 
on a biannual basis. Missing values in the gap years 
(i.e. 2011, 2013, 2015, 2017) are interpolated using 
the country averages of the nearby years. 

Third, the childcare coverage rate for children under 
three, collected from the OECD Family Database, 
captures the comprehensiveness of a country’s formal 
childcare policies. The indicator measures the percent-
age of 0- to 2-year-old children enrolled in centre-based 
childhood education and care services. It is worth notic-
ing that this indicator refers to the total coverage rate 
from both public and private childcare participation. 
Therefore, some countries with limited public childcare 
provisions may have relatively high childcare coverage 
rates (e.g. the United Kingdom). Nevertheless, this indi-
cator is usually referred to as the central component in 
capturing a country’s policy orientation on care provi-
sions (Thévenon, 2011; Billingsley and Ferrarini, 2014) 
and has been frequently applied to cross-national com-
parative studies (Baizan et al., 2016). 

Besides the three moderators, the multilevel models 
include macro-level control variables that may con-
found the associations between women’s employment 
and childbirth. The purchasing-power-adjusted GDP 
per capita is included to adjust for country differences 
in economic development, which may infuence wom-
en’s employment and fertility behaviours (Mills et 
al., 2011). Yearly data of GDP per capita, measured 
continuously in 1,000 Euro, come from Eurostat. To 
account for the procyclical nature of female employ-
ment and fertility (Sobotka, Skirbekk and Philipov, 
2011), the models include period dummy varia-
bles (years 2010–2012, years 2013–2015, and years 
2016–2018) and country-level unemployment rates for 
active workers aged 15–64 (continuous variable). Data 

on unemployment rates come from either Eurostat or 
ILOSTAT. Finally, to adjust for labour market insti-
tutions that affect the employment status-childbirth 
relationship (Karabchuk, 2020), I include an indica-
tor measuring the strictness of employment protec-
tion against individual dismissals of regular workers 
(EPLR) and an indicator measuring the strictness of 
hiring temporary workers (EPLT). These data come 
from the OECD Employment Protection Database’s 
EPR_V3 and EPT_V3 indicators, which are composite 
indicators of 9 and 8 items scaling from 0 (unregulated) 
to 6 (fully regulated). Table 2 provides descriptive sta-
tistics on the macro-level variables for each country. All 
macro-level variables are measured in year t. 

Modelling and estimation strategy 
Three types of models are applied in this study for dif-
ferent purposes. First, to estimate the average effects of 
employment instability on women’s childbirth across 
Europe, I estimate ordinary least squares regressions 
(OLS) with period and country fxed effects. Linear 
probability models (LPM) are applied for each birth 
transition (see Supplementary Material S3 for the 
application of LPM models in childbirth research). In 
each model, a woman i’s probability of a specifc birth 
y in time t + 1 is defned by the following equation: 

P(y(t+1)i = 1 | Xti) = ˜0 +Xti˜p + ˜t + ˜c + ° i (1) 

where ˜0 refects the grand average of the birth prob-
ability. The vector Xti  includes p micro-level variables 
for individual i measured in time t, such as women’s 
employment status. Their corresponding parameters 
are presented as the vector ˜p. I also include a set of 
period and country dummies in the model to account 
for the period fxed effects ˜t  and the country fxed 
effects ˜c. By specifying these two fxed effects, the 
model controls for the time-variant common factors 
(e.g. common economic shock) and the time-invariant 
country-specifc factors (e.g. cultural regimes). Finally, 
the ˜i is the idiosyncratic error term for each individ-
ual. Given a correct model specifcation, the coeffcient 
estimates ˜p denote the European average effects of 
the micro-level variables on women’s birth probabili-
ties. To account for the nesting structure and potential 
heteroscedasticity, standard errors are clustered at the 
country level. 

Secondly, to reveal the cross-national heterogene-
ity of the micro-level effects, I use the same model in 
Equation (1) but without country fxed effects to ft 27 
country-specifc OLS–LPM models for each country. 
The coeffcient estimates ˜p in these models denote the 
country average effects of the micro-level variables on 
women’s birth probabilities. 

Thirdly, to test the research hypotheses regard-
ing how macro-level policy contexts moderate the 
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micro-level effects of employment instability, I apply 
a three-level mixed-effects LPM model with cross-level 
interactions. The model can be written as follows: 

P(yc(t+1)i = 1 | Xcti, Zct) = ˜0 + ˜t +Xcti˜p + Zct˜q +XctiZct˜pq 

+vc + uct + ecti +UcXcti (2) 

where the left-hand side is individual i’s probability of 
a specifc birth y in time t+1 in country c. Different 
from the pooled model in Equation (1), the mixed-ef-
fects model on the right-hand side accounts for coun-
try variations in micro- and macro-level variables and 
allows such effects to vary across c countries. The ‘fxed 
part’ of the model estimates the following terms: the 
grand average of the birth probability ˜0, the period 
fxed effects ˜t . The effects of p micro-level variables 
Xcit  are denoted by ˜p. The effects of q macro-level var-
iables Zct are denoted by ˜q. The parameter estimates 
of ˜pq for the cross-level interactions XctiZct refect the 
moderating effects of the country- and time-variant 
family policy indicators on the micro-level relation-
ship between employment instability and childbirth. 
The ‘random part’ of the model includes three variance 
components vc  (country level), uct  (country-round 
level), and ecti (individual level) to account for country 
and country-round variances of women’s average birth 
probability (i.e. the random intercepts). It also includes 
two random slopes Uc at the country level for women’s 
temporary employment and unemployment statuses to 
capture the unexplained contextual variations in their 
effects (Heisig and Schaeffer, 2019). I use the restricted 
maximum likelihood estimator for model estimation. 
These models are performed in the statistical software 
STATA (version 17) using the ‘mixed’ command. 

Results 
European and country-specifc effects of 
employment instability on childbirth 
Table 3 presents the frst analysis of the European aver-
age effects of employment instability on women’s frst 
and second births. To evaluate the social signifcance 
and uncertainty of estimated effects, I follow Bernardi, 
Chakhaia and Leopold’s (2017) approach to bench-
mark the point estimates and 90 per cent confdence 
intervals against substantively meaningful values.4 A 
10% increase or decrease in the average birth transi-
tion probability is identifed as the minimum relevant 
value (˜1st birth = ±0.015; ˜2nd birth = ±0.013), while a 
100 per cent increase or decrease in the average birth 
transition probability serves the maximum plausible 
value (˜1st birth = ±0.15; ˜2nd birth = ±0.13). In line with 
H1, Model 1 shows that temporary employment has 
a negative effect on women’s frst-birth transition. On 
the European average, being temporarily employed, 
compared to being permanently employed, decreases 
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Table 3 Pooled ordinary least squares linear probability models of women’s frst- and second-birth probabilities 

Model 1 Model 2 
First-birth transition Second-birth transition 
(n = 24,944) (n = 25,003) 

β 90% CIs β 90% CIs 

Employment status (Ref. = Permanent employment) 

Temporary employment −0.028 [−0.040, −0.017] −0.009 [−0.023, 0.006] 

Unemployment −0.003 [−0.018, 0.013] −0.009 [−0.019, 0.001] 

Control variables 

Women’s age 0.043 [0.029, 0.057] 0.038 [0.028, 0.047] 

Women’s age2 −0.001 [−0.001, −0.001] −0.001 [−0.001, −0.001] 

Women’s education (Ref. = Low, ISCED 0-2) 

Middle (ISCED 3-4) 0.010 [−0.007, 0.027] 0.012 [−0.006, 0.030] 

High (ISCED 5-8) 0.028 [0.007, 0.049] 0.051 [0.032, 0.070] 

Women’s health (Ref. = Good/fair health) 

Bad health −0.059 [−0.093, −0.024] −0.050 [−0.074, −0.025] 

Marital status (Ref. = Married) 

Non-marriage partnership −0.098 [−0.116, −0.081] −0.011 [−0.020, −0.001] 

Men’s age −0.003 [−0.004, −0.002] −0.004 [−0.005, −0.003] 

Men’s education (Ref. = Low, ISCED 0-2) 

Middle (ISCED 3-4) −0.013 [−0.028, 0.003] 0.002 [−0.011, 0.016] 

High (ISCED 5-8) −0.012 [−0.029, 0.006] 0.035 [0.019, 0.050] 

Men’s working status (Ref. = Working) 

Unemployed −0.015 [−0.028, −0.002] −0.005 [−0.018, 0.008] 

Inactive −0.059 [−0.078, −0.040] −0.021 [−0.042, 0.000] 

Country fxed effects ✓ ✓ 
Period fxed effects ✓ ✓ 

Notes: Standard errors are clustered by country. 

women’s frst-birth probability by −2.8 percentage 
points (CI = [−0.040, –0.017]). The negative effect 
is statistically and substantively signifcant, which 
amounts to a 19 per cent decrease in the frst-birth tran-
sition probability in our sample. On the other hand, the 
European average effect of unemployment on wom-
en’s frst birth is neither substantial nor statistically 
signifcant (β = –0.003, CI = [−0.018, 0.013]). These 
results echo the recent fndings from a meta-analysis 
of 34 European studies (Alderotti et al., 2021), which 
showed that women’s temporary employment has a 
more negative effect than unemployment on European 
women’s frst-birth transition. However, comparing in 
terms of odds ratio (OR),5 the estimated effect of tem-
porary employment on women’s frst birth (OR = 0.79) 
is more negative than that in the meta-analysis (OR = 
0.90, from Alderotti et al., 2021: Table 9). 

Among women with one child, Model 2 shows 
that temporary employment compared to permanent 
employment decreases the second-birth probability by 
−0.9 percentage points (CI = [−0.023, 0.006]). Being 

unemployed decreases women’s second-birth prob-
ability also by −0.9 percentage points (CI = [−0.019, 
0.001]). While both effects are not statistically smaller 
than zero according to the 5 per cent one-tailed sig-
nifcance test, their lower CIs overlap with the sub-
stantively meaningful values. Therefore, I suggest a 
cautious interpretation of the minor negative effects of 
employment instability on women’s second birth while 
acknowledging the uncertainty of these estimates. 

The second analysis further explores cross-national 
heterogeneity in the employment instability-childbirth 
nexus. Figure 1 presents the country-specifc OLS–LPM 
results on women’s frst-birth transition. Figure 1a 
shows that cross-national variations in the effect of tem-
porary employment are remarkable. On one hand, neg-
ative effect estimates of temporary employment on frst 
birth are observed in more than half of the European 
countries (18 of 27), among which I identify the esti-
mates for France, Finland, Italy, Luxembourg, Slovenia, 
Sweden, Belgium, the United Kingdom, and Croatia 
as substantively important and statistically plausible. 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/esr/article/39/6/935/7205399 by U

niversitaet Bam
berg user on 20 February 2024 

https://academic.oup.com/esr/article/39/6/935/7205399


945 HOW WOMEN’S EMPLOYMENT INSTABILITY AFFECTS BIRTH TRANSITIONS

(a) Effect of temporary employment on 1st birth 
(ref. = permanent empl.) 

−.
2 

0 
.2

 
.4

 
Pr

(B
irt

h1
) 

HR EE UK BE SE IE SI
LU IT SK FI

FR HU DE PL ES NL DK GR AT PT CZ CH IS NO LV LT
 

Country 

(b) Effect of unemployment on 1st birth 
(ref. = permanent empl.) 
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Figure 1 Country-specifc effects of women’s temporary employment and unemployment on the frst-birth probability 
Notes: Marginal effects estimates with 90 per cent confdence intervals are based on country-specifc OLS–LPM models. The dotted lines 
present the 10 per cent average frst-birth probability deviations from 0 (±0.015), which benchmark the minimum relevant values of the estimates. 
The dashed lines present the 100 per cent average frst-birth probability deviations from 0 (±0.15), which benchmark the maximum plausible 
values of the estimates. 
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The most negative effect is observed in Croatia, where 
temporarily employed women have a −12.3 percentage 
points (CI = [−0.216, −0.029]) lower probability of the 
frst-birth transition than the permanently employed. 
The other substantively negative effects observed 
in Italy (Barbieri et al., 2015; Vignoli, Tocchioni and 
Mattei, 2020), France (Pailhé and Solaz, 2012), Finland 
(Sutela, 2012), and Sweden (Lundström and Andersson, 
2012) are largely in line with previous research. On 
the other hand, being temporarily employed might be 
linked to higher frst-birth probabilities in some coun-
tries. However, all positive effect estimates are either 
lacking statistical confdence or implausibly large (i.e. 
Lithuania). The effect of unemployment on women’s 
frst birth is also heterogeneous (Figure 1b), ranging 
from the most negative effect in Latvia (β = −0.100, CI 
= [−0.177, −0.024]) to the most positive effect in Ireland 
(β = 0.126, CI = [0.031, 0.221]). However, wide conf-
dence intervals are observed in many countries whose 
effect sizes are substantive, indicating rather high statis-
tical uncertainties in these estimates. Nevertheless, the 
cross-national divergent effects of female unemploy-
ment versus permanent employment on the frst-birth 
transition are largely in line with previous country-spe-
cifc studies, such as the negative effect in France or 
the positive effect in Germany (González and Jurado-
Guerrero, 2006). 

Figure 2a presents country-specifc effects of women’s 
temporary employment on second birth. The most neg-
ative effect is observed in Switzerland, where temporar-
ily employed women have –12.8 percentage points (CI 
= [−0.217, −0.040]) lower probability of second-birth 
transition than the permanently employed. While the 
effect point estimates are substantively negative in 
13 countries and substantively positive in six coun-
tries (excluding the implausibly large positive effect in 
Iceland), their confdence intervals mostly contain zero 
and thus cannot confdently rule out the null hypothesis 
of a zero effect. Similarly, Figure 2b shows that although 
women’s unemployment might have substantively neg-
ative effects on second birth in several European coun-
tries, the rather wide confdence intervals or implausibly 
large values indicate high uncertainty in these estimates. 
Despite these statistical uncertainties, Figures 1 and 2 
still provide crucial evidence that the infuence of wom-
en’s employment instability on birth transitions could 
go in both directions (i.e. birth enhancing or depress-
ing effects) and differ considerably across countries. 
To tackle the moderating role of family policies behind 
these variations, the following section applies multilevel 
regressions to test Hypotheses 2–4. 

The moderating role of family policies 
Table 4 presents the results of multilevel mixed-ef-
fects models on women’s frst-birth transition. Model 

1 includes micro and macro control variables as well 
as country and country-round random intercepts. 
Country random slopes for women’s employment sta-
tus are also specifed. Model 1 reconfrms Table 3’s 
fndings: on the European average, women’s temporary 
employment compared to permanent employment has 
a negative effect on frst-birth transition (β = −0.028, 
CI = [−0.039, −0.017]), while the effect of unemploy-
ment is neither substantive nor statistically signifcant 
(β = 0.003, CI=[−0.013, 0.018]). 

Models 2–4 include cross-level interactions between 
women’s employment status and the three family pol-
icy indicators to estimate how micro-level effects of 
women’s employment instability differ across policy 
contexts. First, results from Model 2 indicate that the 
effects of women’s temporary employment and unem-
ployment on frst birth are more positive in countries 
with more generous family cash benefts. The direction 
of the moderating effects is in line with H2, although 
only the moderating effect on the unemployment-frst 
birth relationship is statistically larger than zero. 
Second, Model 3 indicates that countries with longer 
paid leaves for mothers tend to have slightly more 
positive effects of temporary employment and unem-
ployment on women’s frst-birth probability. However, 
both moderating effects are substantively negligible 
and statistically insignifcant. Third, Model 4 suggests 
that more negative effects of employment instability on 
women’s frst-birth transition are observed in countries 
with high childcare coverage rates. These results are in 
line with H4, although only the moderating effect on 
the temporary employment-frst birth relationship is 
statistically negative. 

To better illustrate these fndings, Figure 3 plots the 
effects of temporary employment and unemployment 
on the frst-birth probability (y-axis) against the respec-
tive policy indicators (x-axis). In Figure 3a, the steep 
blue line indicates that more generous family benefts 
may alleviate the negative effect of women’s unemploy-
ment on the frst-birth transition. In contrast to the 
substantively negative effect of unemployment found 
in countries with zero family beneft (e.g. Spain 2015), 
a substantively positive effect of women’s unemploy-
ment on frst-birth transition is found in countries with 
family benefts up to 25 per cent AW (e.g. Slovakia 
2015). Figure 3b shows that the effects of women’s 
temporary employment and unemployment on frst 
birth depend less on the length of FRE leaves. Finally, 
Figure 3c shows that women’s employment instability, 
particularly being temporarily employed, has more 
negative effects in countries with higher childcare cov-
erage rates. While temporary employment decreases 
women’s frst-birth probability only by −2 percentage 
points in countries with 20 per cent childcare cover-
age rates (e.g. Austria 2016), it substantially decreases 
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Figure 2 Country-specifc effects of women’s temporary employment and unemployment on the second-birth probability 
Notes: Marginal effects estimates with 90 per cent confdence intervals are based on country-specifc OLS–LPM models. The dotted lines present 
the 10 per cent average second-birth probability deviations from 0 (±0.013), which benchmark the minimum relevant values of the estimates. The 
dashed lines present the 100 per cent average second-birth probability deviations from 0 (±0.13), which benchmark the maximum plausible values 
of the estimates. 
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Figure 3 Effects of women’s temporary employment and unemployment (vs. permanent employment) on the frst-birth probability by 
level of family policy indicators 
Notes: Marginal effects estimates with 90 per cent confdence intervals are based on Models 2–4 in Table 4. The dotted lines present the 10 per 
cent average frst-birth probability deviations from zero (±0.015), which benchmark the minimum relevant values of the estimates. 

women’s frst-birth probability by −4.7 percentage 
points in countries with 60 per cent childcare coverage 
rates (e.g. the Netherlands 2017). 

Table 5 presents the results of multilevel mixed-ef-
fects models on women’s second-birth transition. In 
line with Table 3’s results, Model 1 shows that wom-
en’s temporary employment (β = −0.008, CI = [−0.022, 
0.006]) and unemployment (β = −0.008, CI = [−0.022, 
0.006]) compared to permanent employment on 
average has negative yet insubstantial effects on sec-
ond-birth transition. 

Models 2–4 in Table 5 further examine the moder-
ating roles of family policies on women’s second birth. 
First, Model 2 suggests that the effect of women’s tem-
porary employment and unemployment on second 
birth might be more positive in countries with more 
generous family benefts schemes. While the estimated 

effects are in line with the predictions in H2, the rela-
tively wide confdence intervals indicate a higher degree 
of statistical uncertainty. Second, Model 3 shows that 
countries with longer paid leaves for mothers tend to 
observe a more positive effect of employment insta-
bility on women’s second-birth probability. Although 
these effect sizes seem to be small and statistically 
insignifcant, their moderating effects could become 
substantial with a large increase in leave provisions. 
Third, Model 4 suggests that higher childcare coverage 
rates associate with a more negative effect of women’s 
employment instability, particularly due to unemploy-
ment, on the second-birth transition (in line with H4). 

Figure 4 illustrates the moderating effects of the 
three family policies on women’s second-birth tran-
sition. Figure 4a shows that while women’s tempo-
rary employment and unemployment might have 
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Figure 4 Effects of women’s temporary employment and unemployment (vs. permanent employment) on the second-birth probability 
by level of family policy indicators 
Notes: Marginal effects estimates with 90 per cent confdence intervals are based on Models 2–4 in Table 5. In each panel, the dotted lines 
present the 10 per cent average frst-birth probability deviations from zero (±0.013), which I use to benchmark the minimum relevant values of a 
negative or positive estimate. 

substantively negative effects on the second-birth tran-
sition in countries with no family beneft (e.g. Poland 
2015), such negative effects diminish as the level of 
family benefts increase. In countries with 10 per cent 
AW family benefts (e.g. Austria 2018), both effects 
diminish to zero. Similarly, the effects of employment 
instability become more positive in countries with 
longer paid leaves for mothers. Figure 4b shows that 
being temporarily employed or unemployed may sub-
stantially decrease women’s second-birth probability 
by 1.6 percentage points in countries with 20 weeks 
of FRE leaves (e.g. the Netherlands 2014); but such 
negative effects vanish in countries with 60 weeks of 
FRE leaves. In countries with very long FRE leaves 
(e.g. Estonia, averaged around 100 weeks), a positive 
linkage between women’s employment instability and 
second-birth probability is found after conditioning 

on other variables. Finally, Figure 4c suggests a strong 
negative moderating effect of childcare provisions on 
the effect of women’s unemployment on second birth. 
In countries with very low childcare coverage rates 
(e.g. Czechia), unemployment compared to permanent 
employment may substantially increase women’s sec-
ond-birth probability. However, in countries where 
childcare coverage rates are higher than 40 per cent 
(e.g. France, averaged around 46 per cent), a negative 
relationship between women’s unemployment and sec-
ond-birth transition becomes dominating. 

Besides these main fndings, an additional analysis 
using couple-dyadic data (see Supplementary Material 
S4) shows that country differences in family policy 
contexts could also moderate the infuences of with-
in-couple employment patterns on birth transitions. 
Specifcally, women’s own employment instability 

http://academic.oup.com/esr/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/esr/jcad037#supplementary-data
http://academic.oup.com/esr/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/esr/jcad037#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/esr/article/39/6/935/7205399
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regardless of their partners’ employment situation 
would be more detrimental to birth transitions in 
countries where family policies are geared to support 
earner-carer combination and defamilization of wom-
en’s homecare roles (e.g. in Belgium and Luxembourg). 
On the other hand, in countries where family poli-
cies emphasize traditional income support and a high 
degree of childcare familization (e.g. in Czechia and 
Slovakia), women’s employment instability combined 
with men’s permanent employment might even acceler-
ate birth transitions. 

Discussion 
This article examines how women’s employment 
instability affects women’s frst and the second birth 
transitions in Europe. Previous studies on this topic 
are mainly confned to single-country analyses, which 
raise concerns about the generalizability of empirical 
fndings. Besides, existing knowledge about how mac-
ro-level contexts moderate the strength and direction 
of such micro-level effect is limited. To fll the gap, this 
article proposes a theoretical framework and empiri-
cally tests whether the impacts of women’s temporary 
employment and unemployment on their frst- and sec-
ond-birth transitions vary across 27 European coun-
tries, and if so, how such cross-national variations are 
explained by the country-level differences in family 
policy provisions. 

Using multilevel analyses on cross-nationally har-
monized data, my frst key fnding is that women’s 
employment instability, on the European average, had 
a negative effect on the frst-birth transition. However, 
such a statement mainly applied to the negative rela-
tionship between women’s temporary employment 
and the frst birth. In contrast, no robust evidence was 
found regarding the negative effect of women’s unem-
ployment on frst-birth transition. These fndings are 
in line with a recent meta-analysis of European studies 
(Alderotti et al., 2021), and the estimated effect sizes 
are comparable. Regarding the second birth, I found 
that women’s temporary employment and unemploy-
ment could negatively affect European women’s sec-
ond-birth transition to some extent. However, these 
effects were rather small and statistically insignifcant. 
In this regard, previous fndings in Alderotti et al.’s 
(2021) meta-analysis and Adsera’s (2011a) compar-
ative study that temporary employment compared to 
permanent employment signifcantly delays women’s 
second birth transition are short of robust support 
from our data. A possible explanation to the incon-
sistency is that our study covers substantially more 
countries across Europe than previous research. Most 
crucially, it is the frst comparative study on the micro-
level relationship between employment instability 

and fertility that includes multiple counties in Central 
Eastern Europe (i.e. CEE, including Poland, Czechia, 
Hungary, Slovakia, Slovenia, Croatia) and Baltic States 
(Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania). In a supplementary anal-
ysis (see Supplementary Material S5), I found that the 
average effects of women’s temporary employment 
and unemployment on second-birth transition both 
became substantively negative once the CEE and Baltic 
countries were excluded from the estimation sample, 
while such effects were averagely near zero in CEE 
and Baltic countries. Such fndings indicate that this 
paper’s enlarged analytical scope not only enriches the 
empirical literature in Europe, which has been under-
representing the experiences of CEE and Baltic coun-
tries (Alderotti et al., 2021), but may also change the 
effect size of employment instability on fertility when 
concluding an aggregate European average effect. 

Taking a closer look into the employment insta-
bility-childbirth linkage in Europe, my second anal-
ysis revealed that the direction and magnitude of 
such relationship diverged across European coun-
tries. For example, women’s temporary employment 
could substantively decrease the frst-birth transition 
probability in France, Finland, Italy, Luxembourg, 
Slovenia, Sweden, Belgium, the United Kingdom, and 
Croatia. In contrast, such effects might be positive in 
Switzerland, Iceland, Norway, Latvia, and Lithuania, 
despite higher statistical uncertainty in the estimates. 
The cross-national divergent patterns were also found 
in the relationships between women’s unemployment 
and the second birth, between women’s temporary 
employment and the second birth, and between wom-
en’s unemployment and the second birth. In line with 
the suggestions from previous studies (Adsera, 2011a; 
Matysiak and Vignoli, 2013; Alderotti et al., 2021), 
I argued that the country-level welfare differences 
could be a key factor shaping the observed cross-na-
tional effect heterogeneity. Building upon but going 
beyond the empirical approach of previous compar-
ative welfare states research (Blossfeld et al., 2005; 
Esping-Andersen, 2009), this study applied multilevel 
regressions and showed specifcally that the effects of 
women’s employment instability on childbirth transi-
tions could be moderated by country variations in fam-
ily policy provisions. 

To this end, my key fndings regarding the moder-
ating roles of family policies on women’s frst birth 
are threefold. First, I found that the effect of wom-
en’s unemployment on frst-birth transition was more 
positive in countries with more generous family cash 
benefts (in line with H2). In the context of generous 
family cash benefts (such as Czechia and Slovakia), 
unemployed women could have higher probabilities 
of motherhood transition in the following years com-
pared to permanently employed women. Second, the 
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effects of women’s temporary employment and unem-
ployment on the frst-birth transition were rather insen-
sitive to country differences in the length of paid leaves. 
This fnding might result from the joint operation of 
opposite mechanisms implied in the counter hypothe-
ses H3a and H3b, which offset the moderating effects 
of each other. Specifcally, longer paid leaves may on 
one hand strengthen the negative effects of employ-
ment instability on childbirth because the opportunity 
costs of childbirth for women with a permanent job 
are largely relieved. On the other hand, a comprehen-
sive leave policy may buffer the socio-psychological 
uncertainty related to unstable employment and create 
a social norm that familizes women’s home childcare 
responsibilities, thereby neutralizing the negative effect 
of employment instability on women’s childbirth. 
Because the effect-enhancing and the effect-reduction 
mechanisms are like to offset each other’s infuences, it 
is not surprising that I only found a negligible moder-
ating effect of paid leaves on the relationship between 
women’s employment instability and frst birth. 
Thirdly, more comprehensive early childcare services 
at the country level could enlarge the negative effect 
of temporary employment on women’s motherhood 
transition (in line with H4). This fnding has important 
policy implications because previous studies usually 
highlighted the fertility-enhancing and the confict-re-
ducing effects of childcare policies but underempha-
sized their potential role in reinforcing the structural 
disadvantages of certain groups, such as women who 
encounter employment instability. 

Key fndings on the moderating roles of family pol-
icies on women’s second-birth transition are similar. 
First, countries with more generous family benefts 
tended to observe more positive effects of women’s 
temporary employment and unemployment on the 
second-birth transition. Second, countries with longer 
paid leaves for mothers were associated with less neg-
ative and even positive effects of temporary employ-
ment and unemployment on second birth. This fnding 
is somewhat different from the patterns observed in 
the frst birth, where I found nearly zero moderat-
ing effects of leave policies. A potential explanation 
is that familization of homecare responsibilities is 
high in countries with very long paid leaves schemes 
(Lohmann and Zagel, 2016), which creates a social 
norm that discourages women’s combination of reg-
ular paid work and childrearing (Gangl and Ziefe, 
2015). Because mothers of two children generally bear 
much higher childcare responsibilities than mothers 
of one child, it is likely that in such context mothers 
with established careers in permanent jobs are more 
reluctant to progress to higher-order births compared 
to mothers with unstable employment statuses. Third, 
a more negative effect of unemployment on women’s 

second birth was found in the context of higher child-
care coverage rates (in line with H4). Again, this fnd-
ing suggests that in addition to discussing the ‘bright 
sides’ of a comprehensive childcare system, policy-
makers should also pay attention to the potentially 
enlarged social stratifcation in fertility across employ-
ment groups. 

Overall, the above fndings about the impacts of 
women’s employment instability on childbirth and the 
moderating role of family policies are largely consist-
ent with the theoretical expectations. Nevertheless, 
several limitations should be noted before concluding. 
First, this study focused only on the objective aspect 
of employment instability by referring to women’s 
employment status as the key explanatory variable of 
childbirth. While this design is in line with the main-
stream literature (see Alderotti et al., 2021), some stud-
ies have argued that individuals’ subjective feelings of 
employment uncertainty may have unique impacts on 
childbirth, which are independent of the impacts of the 
objective instability of employment status (Kreyenfeld, 
2010; van Wijk, de Valk and Liefbroer, 2021). Because 
the EU-SILC data did not have subjective measure-
ments of employment instability or uncertainty, a par-
allel analysis using these variables was not available for 
this study. Second, this study explored policy-specifc 
moderating effects of family benefts, paid maternity/ 
parental leaves, and childcare policies respectively. 
While using policy-specifc evaluations provides clear-
cut results for hypotheses testing (Kalwij, 2010; Baizan 
et al., 2016), this methodology fails to account for the 
holistic constellations of welfare policies (Thévenon, 
2011; Billingsley and Ferrarini, 2014). Future research 
may extend our approach by utilizing composite indi-
cators to capture the latent factors behind different pol-
icy constellations and test their moderating effects on 
the relationship between women’s employment insta-
bility and childbirth. Third, while this study clearly 
illustrated that the effects of women’s employment 
instability on childbirth were contingent on the ‘levels’ 
of family policy provisions, causal interpretations of 
the moderating effects of family policies should be cau-
tious. This is because the mixed-effects multilevel mod-
els cannot reliably partial out unobserved country-level 
heterogeneities that might confound the micro-level 
relationship between women’s employment instabil-
ity and childbirth and the micro-macro interactions 
between such relationship and policies. Future research 
might consider using quasi-experimental designs to 
examine whether within-country policy ‘changes’ may 
act as a factor of stratifcation by changing wom-
en’s childbirth responses to employment instability 
(Bergsvik et al., 2021). From a methodological point of 
view, country-specifc quasi-experimental designs may 
complement the cross-national comparative approach 
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very well to establish both internal and external valid-
ities of empirical fndings. 

Despite these limitations, this study is the frst to use 
multilevel analyses and comparative microdata from 
most European countries to examine the effects of 
women’s employment instability on childbirth and the 
moderating roles of family policies on such relation-
ships. Its fndings contribute to the knowledge about 
whether institutional innovations, such as family pol-
icy provisions, may attenuate the social inequality in 
people’s family behaviours or may reinforce such ine-
quality in an unintended way (Blossfeld et al., 2005; 
Esping-Andersen, 2009). Most importantly, it high-
lights that different family policies may create distinct 
incentives or constraints across employment status 
groups, leading to their divergent fertility outcomes. 

Notes 
1. Following previous research, I consider uncertainty arises 

in a condition where ‘outcomes are not homogeneous 
enough to be estimated through probability calculus, or 
they are purely unknown’ (Vignoli et al., 2020: p. 27). 
Economic uncertainty thus arises when individuals cannot 
expect or feel secure about their future economic outcomes 
in several aspects, such as employment careers, fnancial 
situations, and their ability to handle adverse economic 
situations (Buh, 2023). While the concept of uncertainty 
is inherently subjective, the operationalization of economic 
uncertainty in the empirical literature involves both sub-
jective and objective measurements (Vignoli et al., 2020). 
On the other hand, following Alderotti et al. (2021), I 
defne employment instability as an individual risk fac-
tor related to unstable, insecure employment experiences. 
Empirically, the concept is mostly operationalized using 
objective measurements, such as employment status, con-
tract types, job characteristics, or the intersection of these 
factors (Buh, 2023). Accordingly, this study discusses the 
childbirth infuences of employment instability, with a spe-
cifc focus on women’s objective employment situations, 
in the broader literature linking economic uncertainty and 
fertility. 

2. To this end, I do not discuss a wide range of policies that 
are without a specifc demographic target, such as labour 
market policies, education policies, and social or health 
security policies, although such policies could affect wom-
en’s work–family decisions (Blossfeld et al., 2005; Esping-
Andersen, 2009; Bergsvik et al., 2021). With a focus on 
women, I also leave aside paternity or parental leaves 
reserved for fathers because the infuences of paternity 
quota on mothers’ work and fertility decisions are mainly 
indirect, contingent on how fathers respond to their 
increased efforts at homecare (Bergsvik et al., 2021). 

3. In theory, women’s entitlement to paid leaves does not 
guarantee job protection. In practice, European countries’ 
leave programs generally cover both dimensions; employed 
women who received wage-replacement benefts during the 
leave period are also entitled to job protection. Still, the 
length of leave entitlement and the wage replacement rates 

of the benefts differ largely across countries. This article 
focuses on the length and generosity of paid maternity and 
parental leaves for mothers, assuming job protection for 
employed mothers during the leave period. 

4. When the 90 per cent confdence interval contains only 
values that are more negative than the benchmark of a 
substantively negative effect, it indicates that the p-value 
is less than 0.05 for a one-tailed test of the null hypothesis 
that the effect is equal to or higher (i.e. weaker) than the 
substantively negative value. 

5. See Supplementary Material S3 for the method translating 
predictive probabilities to odds ratios. 
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