What factors increase the likelihood that a woman will have no children in Switzerland?

Are they the same as for remaining single?

Are  men influenced by the same factors?
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Summary of previous investigations using census data

This analysis aims to complement the investigations already carried out on childlessness of women in Switzerland, based on the census of 2000 (see Childlessness slides).

The advantage of using census data is that it is comprehensive; the whole population is studied, not just a sample, which can be subject to bias. However, sample surveys include more detailed personal questions that would be inappropriate for a census. Therefore, analysis of these two data sources is complementary.

In the 2000 Swiss census, the question was posed “How many children have you had?”. This enabled detailed analysis of the number of children people in Switzerland have had -  by cohort, geographical area, educational level and nationality. Similarly, variations in the proportion of people who are childless could also be investigated. This analysis has been completed for women, though not yet for men.

It would be wise to summarise the results already found, as these can then be considered as control variables for the study of the Swiss Panel data. 

The level of childlessness has varied markedly over cohorts. It declined steadily to a minimum of around 15% with the cohort of 1936 before rising again. The most recent cohorts of women who have completed their fertility is around 22% for the 1960 cohort (census data plus birth registration data for after 2000 – see Childlessness slide 3).

There are also significant variations in childlessness across Switzerland, though there is an effect of age too (see Childlessness slides 17-20). Looking at the 20-24 age bracket - women in the early part of their fertile life - there is a patchwork pattern across the country, with no marked pattern of where women generally start procreating early. However, when the pattern for women aged 35-39? is examined, there are two very clear patterns. Childlessness is concentrated in and around the large metropolitan areas; in addition, Ticino has higher levels of childlessness than other areas of Switzerland. An explanation of the increased concentration of childless women with increasing age is because of internal migration: women with families will tend to move away from the crowded urban centres to the countryside, while women without children will move to the cities, either for professional or social reasons. 

Nationality is a problem when used as a variable. It is a (potentially) time-varying variable, though it is often not considered as such, as the life history of a person’s nationality(ies) is rarely known. A more straightforward variable, one that remains fixed over time, is ‘country of birth’. The analysis from census data shows that both having foreign nationality and/or being born abroad reduce the likelihood of remaining childless (compare Childlessness slides 12 and 14 and slides 13 and 15).
Longitudinal analysis of Swiss Panel data

The state of childlessness can be considered as having not experienced (yet) the event of having a child. Survival analysis is therefore an appropriate tool with which to investigate the factors influencing childlessness. 

This study concentrates initially on childlessness. However, the majority of births occur within marriage - and most married couples have at least one child (though the close link between the two has been declining in recent years - see figure 1). Therefore, this analysis also compares the determinants of ‘singleness’ - ie. the state of not being married - to see how closely they parallel those of ‘childlessness’.
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Figure 1: Proportion of surveyed population ever-married and having had a child by age group

The dependent variables, age at first birth and age at first marriage

Survival analysis requires a status and a duration. The status, for the primary analysis, was having had a child (yes = 1, no = 0); in the secondary analysis the status of  having been married was examined.

The duration was calculated as the number of years between the respondent being 15 and having their first child (or getting married). For those who had not had a child, then the duration measure was from being 15 to their age at the time of the survey (similarly for those still single). It was decided to limit the analysis to those born in 1940 or later, ie aged 62 or less (approx.) in 2002, the year in which the survey with biographical details was carried out. The reason for this was that a number of explanatory variables can change over time, eg social integration, political leanings, nationality. It was not possible to deal with these as time-varying variables, and so it was desirable that the length of time between the event (first birth, marriage) and the time of observation was not too excessive.

Explanatory variables – control variables

First we will describe the variables already investigated in the census analysis.

In the census analysis, cohorts could be considered by individual years of birth because of the large sample size. With the Swiss Panel survey having a much smaller sample size, the cohorts were combined into decade-long groups, ie, 1940s, 1950s, etc. through to the 1980s, the youngest group, aged 15 - 22 at the time of survey. 

Nationality was dealt with in a somewhat complex manner, and was generalised to be a cultural ‘influence’ that one could have in different levels. As three nationalities were recordable for the primary respondent, plus two for each of the respondent’s parents, then the algorithm to calculate the German influence (for example) was to obtain one point if ANY of the nationalities of the respondent was German, plus a point for German nationality for each parent. Thus a person can have a maximum ‘influence’ of three points for any ‘culture’.

Geographical influence was examined with two separate variables, Swiss region and commune type. There were 7 regions defined in the survey: Léman, Mittelland, North West, Zürich, East, Central and Ticino. In addition the type of commune was examined. These were consolidated into three typologies from the original nine - rural, suburban and urban. Two of the original types were rather difficult to re-classify, but it was decided to include ‘rich’ communes in the suburban grouping and classify ‘tourist’ communes as rural.

Education could (should) be included as a time-varying variable in the discrete time analysis. However, as only over-22 year-olds were included in the analysis (for reasons given later) then it was simpler to include it as a single fixed variable. 

‘New’ variables

A number of extra variables were included in the Swiss Panel analysis that were not in the census.

Religion was recoded as an ‘influence’ in similar way to nationality, but taking into account the frequency of participation. The three possible religious ‘influences’ were Catholic, Protestant and ‘No Religion’ or ‘Atheist’. Three levels of participation were defined: regular, occasional and rare/none. Someone who defined their religion as Catholic and attends church weekly would be classified as having a Catholic influence of 3. Someone who said they were Protestant, yet only attends church for family events would be considered as having no religious influence.

Three family background attributes were considered: firstly, whether the respondent had lived with any siblings, or if they were an only child. Secondly the effect of traumatic family events while still a child (under 18) was considered - if they were adopted, or if they experienced the separation/divorce of parents or death of a parent. The influence of what could be considered ‘social class’ - calculated from educational level and profession of father and mother - was also included.

The level of sociability was calculated by accumulating scores for associations and clubs in which they were active members and the frequency they met with friends.

Their political tendencies were also stratified into a five-level classification, from extreme left-wing through to extreme right-wing.

Whether a person had ever lived abroad or not lived was the final variable investigated.

Definition of variables

Age Group – four decade-long cohort groupings based on year of birth: 1940s, 1950s, 1960s, 1970s (see discussion elsewhere on why older and younger cohorts were not included)

Region – seven regions of Switzerland: Lemanic, Mitteland, NorthWest, Zürich, East, Central and Ticino. It is the current place of residence of the respondent.

Rural-Urban – three groupings defined by type of current commune of residence of respondent, formed from the 9 groups coded in the survey. Urban includes centres and industrial/tertiary communes. Suburban includes communes defined as suburban, rich and peri-urban. Rural includes those defined as rural and commuter communes, agricultural, agricultural/peripheral and tourist areas.

Foreign nationalities – 6 different foreign nationalities were studied, those with most representation in Switzerland: German, ‘Anglo’ (British and American), Italian, French, Spanish and Turkish . A score of zero indicated that neither the respondent or their parents had that nationality as their first, second or third nationality. A score of 1 meant that one of those three individuals (ego, mother or father) included it as one of their nationalities; a score of 2 meant that 2 of the people did; a score of 3 indicated that all three had that nationality.

Swiss nationality (‘Pure Swiss’) – a two-way dichotomy. If the respondent and both parents had Swiss nationality and no other nationality, then the person was considered ‘pure Swiss’; if any of the three people had any other nationality, then they were considered not ‘pure Swiss’.

Educational level – The original survey classified respondents by levels 0 to 10, plus several for special education situations. For this analysis, the level ‘Basic’ was considered to be levels 0 to 4 of the original groupings, plus codes -6 and -4 for special education. ‘Intermediate’ covered groups coded 5, 6 and 7, and ‘Advanced’ as groups 8 to 10.

Catholic/Protestant influence. To be considered ‘Catholic’ the respondent had to classify themselves as either ‘Roman Catholic’ or ‘Christian Catholic’; if they attend religious services a few times a year or just for religious festivals, they were considered as ‘occasional’ (level 1); if at least once a month, then as ‘practising’ (level 2). There was a similar grading for ‘Protestants’; they had to define themselves as ‘Protestant or Reformed’.

If Religious – a two-way dichotomy. For a person to be ‘not religious’ they had to either say they had no confession or religion or never attend any religious services or only for family ceremonies. For a person to be considered ‘religious’ they had to both classify themselves as having some confession and attend religious services at least for some religious festivals.

If Sibling – a two-way dichotomy. Considered positive only if the respondent has lived with a sibling, otherwise negative.

Trauma – this quantified the number of traumatic events a person had experienced: separation/divorce of parents; death of mother or father before the respondent was 18. They were summed, so a maximum score of 3 was possible (though in reality a maximum of 2 was observed in the sample).

Background – scores were awarded for mother’s and father’s educational level plus the status of the father’s job (of the original 13 levels of parent’s education, the bottom 2 levels were grouped into ‘low educational level’ and the top 4 into ‘high educational level’). A score of 0 (for low level of parent’s education and low status of father’s job) to 6 (highly educated parents and high status of father’s job) was possible.

Sociability – 4 variables were combined and the score from each was summed. From the frequency of meeting with friends, then a score of 2 was given if this was at least once a week or every day; a score of 1 was given if the frequency was at least once per month. A score of 1 was added if the respondent was an active member of a sport/leisure club, a cultural association and/or an ‘association caritative’. Although other types of associations were listed in the questionnaire, they had fewer participants, so were not considered.

Politics -  the original coding for responses gave scores of 0 to 10. A score of 0 and 1 were recoded as ‘left wing’; 2 and 3 ‘socialist; 4, 5 and -4 (‘no strong political leanings’) were coded as ‘centre’; 6 and 7 as ‘conservative; 8, 9 and 10 as ‘right wing’; and other (negative) codes as ‘unknown/undeclared’.

If Lived Abroad – a 2-way dichotomy for any period lived abroad.

Data issues

The data sources of the different variables were as follows:

· The ‘bindices’ file supplied the following variables: age at first child; age at first marriage; whether the respondent’s parents had separated or divorced; the age of the respondent when their mother/father died; whether the respondent had ever lived with a brother or sister; whether they had ever lived outside Switzerland.

· The household data supplied the following data: region of residence; typology of the commune of residence.

· The personal data files (shp02_p) provided the data for nationalities of the respondent and their parents; the educational level of the respondent and their parents; the socio-professional classification of the respondent’s father; political views; frequency of meeting friends; membership of clubs and associations; confession or religion; frequency of participation in religious services.

· The year of birth was included in all the personal files, so it could be used as a cross-check that the correct individual had been identified in each wave.

Two checks to ‘clean’ the data were carried out. For the first, the two variables, ‘gender’ and ‘sex’ were cross-checked. A very small number of individuals had a mismatch between these, and these entries were simply deleted. A much larger number of entries had the household data missing; these were selected out by checking whether there was a valid ‘idhous02’ value.

The problem of missing values in any of the fields is that when they occur, the Cox and time-discrete models ignore the whole data set for that individual. Therefore was a surprisingly high number of ‘missings’ for the fields ‘Sibling’; less surprising were the number of ‘missings’ for the ‘Politics’ field, as quite a lot of respondents either did not want to give their views, or had no idea what their views were. Many of the questionnaires were completed by proxies (the spouse or other household member) and although they would be happy to give personal details of many aspects of the person’s life, their political views are less well-known. So that these ‘missing’ values did not mean the whole data set for that person was ignored, a different ‘valid’ modality was created; ‘not known’ for ‘Sibling’ and ‘unknown/undeclared’ for ‘Politics’.

It was decided to limit the upper age limit of respondents considered to be 62, ie. those born in 1940 and later. This was because a number of variables are really ‘time-dependent’, eg sociability, religious participation, political views. They do not generally change quickly, but they may change over the decades. Therefore, it was desirable that the time between marriage and having a first child was not excessively long.

The respondents were then grouped into cohorts by decades, ie those born in the 1940s, 1950s, 1960s, 1970s and 1980s. However, when checking the youngest cohort group, it was found that none had had a first birth and only two were married (probably to each other, as it was a household survey). Therefore, the youngest cohort group was also discounted, and so the final age band selected was those aged 22-62.

One final concern is over the representativeness of the of the data. From the census data (which is assumed to be the best estimate, if not a perfect representation of the population), the proportion of women remaining childless who were born in the 1940s was around 16-19%, and for those born in the 1950s it was between 19 and 22% (see Childlessness slide 3). However, from the life tables analysis in this study, the proportion remaining childless was calculated to be 32% the 1940s cohort, 30% for the 1950s cohort, and 26% for the 1960s cohort (at age 42 ,not quite the end of their fertile life). There are therefore two concerns: the proportions appear to be too high, and the proportions of childless do not increase with more recent cohorts, but decline.

It has been noted in other surveys that more highly educated people tend to be over-represented, as they are more motivated to respond to surveys (Betts, 1996; Lenoir, 2003). This could well explain the higher-than-expected proportions who are childless, as more educated women are more likely to remain childless (see Childlessness slide 12); however, it does not explain why the proportions of childless seem to be going down with successive cohorts, while the census returns would imply the opposite.

Summary of analyses

The primary interest of this research was the ‘final outcome’ after a period of time ‘at risk’, ie the proportion of individuals still childless or still single at age 50 (the period between them being 15 and 50 was considered the period ‘at risk’). The life tables method of survival analysis was therefore considered to be the most appropriate, as opposed to Kaplan-Meier, which looks at the ‘intensity’ of the events over time.

Life tables analysis, like Kaplan-Meier, considers a single variable at a time. Therefore, for the first analysis (women and men remaining childless) we looked at the different modalities of the 20 variables discussed before.

From that analysis, it became clear that a number of variables were problematic. For several of the variables attempting to measure the influence of certain nationalities, the number of individuals in each category was too low to draw meaningful conclusions. Therefore for the subsequent life tables analysis on singleness, the nationalities ‘Anglo’, Spanish and Turkish were not included. The German, Italian and French variables however, were kept.

The two variables Catholic and Protestant showed rather similar results (the greater the level of participation, the lower the likelihood of remaining childless). Therefore, it was decided to use just one bi-modal variable in subsequent analyses to study the effect of religiosity (some religious influence/no religious participation).

In this first analysis, it was discovered that for the variables ‘Sibling’ and ‘Politics’ there were a significant number of ‘missing cases’. So that these would not be simply discounted in the subsequent analyses, the missing cases were recoded as an extra grouping ‘unknown’.

After producing summary sheets of the percentages childless/single at age 50, then a summary table was produced showing which factors had the greatest influence, by simply ranking the variables by percentage childless/single. Those that ranked highest and those that ranked lowest were listed as having the greatest influence.

It was also instructive to examine the survival curves for the main variables, as produced by the life tables SPSS analysis. Some variables show curves that cross, such as educational level in men; more highly educated men start having children later, but in the end a lower proportion of them are still childless than men who have had just a basic education.

Because variables can and do interact, then a multi-variables analysis was also desirable – although these essentially look at ‘intensity’ rather than ‘final outcome’. Fifteen variables were entered in to a Cox analysis (Anglo, Spanish, Turkish, Catholic and Protestant were not included for the reasons given above) and the forward stepwise and backward stepwise methods were used to see which factors had most influence and which had least. 

To then obtain comparative Cox models for all four cases to be studied (women and men, having a child and getting married), it was desirable to have exactly the same set of variables in the final analysis. These were selected as those variables shown in the forward and backward stepwise analyses to have a significant influence on at least two of the cases. Therefore nine variables were included: age group, region, rural-urban, pure Swiss nationality, educational level, religiosity, sibling, background and political leaning. The following were not included as they had an insignificant effect on most of the cases studied: foreign nationality, traumatic events while a child, sociability and whether an individual had ever lived abroad or not.

In general the reference category (as all the variables were considered to be categorical) was selected to be that associated with the lowest levels of marriage/childbearing, so that the exponent of B was generally greater than 1 for other categories. For the variables ‘background’ and ‘politics’ it was considered more logical to have the centre value as the reference category (and so the more extreme modalities tend to have an Exp(B) value of  less than 1 for those variables).

The problem with the Cox analysis is that it cannot consider age as a variable – and it is clear that for marriage and for having a child the effect of age is huge. The pattern of likelihood by age is roughly a bell-shaped curve, with the apex at the late 20s/early 30s. The analytical tool that can include the effect of age is the discrete-time piecewise constant risk model, and so this was used for the final analysis. There were not enough individuals for a year-by-year modelling, so ‘age slices’ were chosen. These were of unequal length as the intensity of risk is particularly marked. Therefore the ‘age slices’ were 15-24, 25-28, 29-31, 32-41 and 42-50. One of the problems is that the peak age of marriage is different from having a child, it is also different for men and for women, and it has changed (got later) over the last decades. However, it proved to be a useful analysis, and naturally the ‘age slice’ variable is highly significant. The effect of the other nine variables – as used in the Cox analysis – were found to have remarkably similar coefficients to the Cox models; there are only minor differences in the level of significance of certain variables.

Influence of each variable

These variables are discussed in approximate order of influence on the propensity to marry/have a child. The Wald values give a good idea of which variables have most influence on the model.

Age group

As expected, this factor has a major influence on all four variables. For both men and women, the successive cohorts have been getting married and having their first child later. This confirms the patterns seen in the census data and is one of the main features of the ‘Second Demographic Transition’. 

However, although the survival curves clearly show the increasing delay for each cohort, the proportion of women who have remained childless has apparently declined somewhat, from around 32% for the 1940s cohorts to 26% for the 1960s cohorts. As this result is at odds with the census data, this puts into question whether the individuals observed in the Swiss Panel Survey are truly representative of the Swiss population. Could it be that the highly educated sectors of society are over-represented, a problem seen generally in surveys, as documented by Lenoir (2003)? For marriage, the median age for a woman has gone up from 26 to 29 between the cohorts of the 1940s to those of the 1970s. For age at first birth, it has progressed from 29 to over 32. These seem rather high. It would be interesting to compare these figures with those from birth and marriage registration data, to see whether there appears to be an upwards bias in the age, which again would suggest an over-representation of the better educated.

Religion

This is the other factor that has a major influence across all four variables. The strength of the association is quite remarkable, especially considering so many other covariates are considered at the same time (age group, rural-urban residence, sociability, etc). This analysis considered a combination of both belief and practice; it would be interesting to see which was more important. As questions on frequency of religious practice are not included in the census (and are unlikely to ever be) then this is a significant finding that could not have been deduced from other data sources.

The life tables analysis for childlessness, in which three levels of religious participation were considered for Catholics and Protestants suggest that there is indeed a progression in level of participation and effect on likelihood of having a child. And are there differences between Catholics and Protestants? Life tables analysis suggests that being an active Protestant or Catholic increases the likelihood of both men and women having a child, but being an active Protestant has an even greater effect. The differences between two are not great, though are larger for men than for women  (22% Protestant v. 24% Catholic women remain childless; 13% v. 22% for men).

So does religious involvement influence likelihood of marriage more or likelihood of having a child? It has the strongest influence on whether a man will have a child, somewhat less for a woman getting married, and less again for a woman having a child or a man getting married. This may, perhaps, be due to the fact that couples are much more likely to divorce if they do not participate in religious activities – and this will reduce their chances of having a child, although probably a divorced woman is more likely to remarry and have a child in her second marriage than a divorced man.

Region

The reference category was taken to be Zürich canton, which tends to have low levels of marriage and child-bearing compared to other cantons. Ticino competes with Zurich in these low levels (it is not significantly different – but Zürich was chosen as reference as its population is higher). The Lemanic region shows significantly higher rates for both marriage and child-bearing, affecting both men and women. The other cantonal groupings that show significantly higher childbearing levels are the Eastern region (for women and men) and the Central and North-Western regions for men.  For marriage there are significantly higher levels in Mittelland for men and women, in the Eastern cantons for women, and in the North-West for men. It is interesting that the Central cantons have significant higher levels of child-bearing for men, but have a low level of marriage for men and women.

Rural-urban

The influence of place of residence is much more marked for women than for men. As discussed in relation to the findings from the census, there appears to be a physical movement of women between rural, suburban and rural areas depending on their marital status: if a woman remains single and childless, she will tend to move from the countryside to the city. At the same time, women with families will tend to move out from the city centres to the suburbs or to rural areas.

It has been noted before by Murard (2003) that women who are single tend to be concentrated in urban centres (and are highly educated), while for men there is no noticeable flow (lower educated men staying in the rural areas, while remaining unmarried). 

Education

This is an interesting variable as his has a significant influence on propensity for marriage for both men and women, but only on women for having a child and not on men. The reference category was those with higher levels of education: having had only an intermediate level of education increases the likelihood of marriage, and only a basic level of education increases the likelihood still more: the effect is particularly marked for women compared to men.

The most interesting effect can be seen from the survival curves (Appendix 2). Both men and women with higher educational qualifications get married and have children later. At around age 30 (15 years along the ‘duration’ axis) there is a huge difference in the proportion of women who have had children (and got married) depending on educational level. However, the curves then converge again, though for women the difference in level of childlessness remains significant (in fact the difference of 30% compared to 32% as calculated from life tables may be an underestimate if the census results are a better indication). For men the curves actually cross, suggesting that although well-educated men have children later, they are less likely to end up childless by age 50.

It should be noted that there is not necessarily agreement in what constitutes which level of education between the census categories and those used in my groupings of the Swiss Panel data.

Sibling

This variable could not be deduced from census returns,  and it shows some very interesting effects. This is the one variable that affects propensity for childbearing in a noticeably different way to marriage. There would tend to be some support for the facetious assertion “Infertility is hereditary”. Both men and women who have never lived with a brother or sister (the vast majority of these presumably being ‘only ones’) have a significantly lower chance of having a child of their own.

However, the link to marriage is much lower, having a lower level of significance for women getting married, and so effect at all on men getting married. Therefore, it is the transition of these only ones from marriage to parenthood that appears to be difficult. Is the fact that their parents were only able to have a single child that means that there is a streak of sub-fertility running in the family. It is interesting that the effect is roughly equal on both men and women, a 40% increased likelihood of having a child if you yourself had a brother or sister.

Background

Are those coming from a lower social class more likely to have a child - and have it while still young - as those from a higher social stratum, as is commonly perceived?

The levels of background were based on father and mother’s academic level and the status of the father’s job. The reference category was a middle level (4th out of 7 classes).

What was reasonably surprising - perhaps very reassuring - is that background had very little effect in general. However, although the overall propensity for marriage and childbearing varied little between backgrounds, the timing did vary: those coming from a higher class background married later and had a child later than those from lower class backgrounds (a delay of 2-3 years).

There is some indication that coming from a higher level background lowered a women’s likelihood of marrying and having a child (and this is controlled for educational level). For men there really is almost no influence of background on their chance of marrying or having a child.

Political leanings

While it was considered likely that sociability would have an influence on marriage and childbearing - although it was found hardly to be the case - it was not thought likely that political leanings would have a significant effect, except perhaps on the single variate analyses where it may be a proxy for another variable, such as rural-urban living or age group. It was also thought possible that those holding extreme views may have noticeably different behaviours than those holding ‘middle if the road ‘ views.

However, these hypotheses were not fully supported. In the multi-variate analyses, it was shown that women holding socialist views (though not extreme left-wingers) had a lower propensity to marry than those with more centrist views. Left-wing men are also slightly less likely to marry. However, socialist men are slightly more likely to have a child. Women who do not want to declare their political allegiance, or who are undecided are slightly less likely to marry, and significantly less likely to have a child – is decisiveness with life’s big decisions a problem for them? 

Nationality

How to attribute a nationality to a person and differentiate between the influences of different nationalities? If a person has a German father and an Italian mother and they themselves were born in the USA, and so gained American nationality; that person came to Switzerland at the age of 2 and gained Swiss citizenship at the age of 25 - what nationality are they? And which has most influence?

The life tables analysis that looked at different levels of certain nationalities attempted to do this, but lacked large enough populations to really be meaningful. There were hints that German and Italian nationalities had a lower propensity for childbearing than others (and they have their children at a higher age), and this would reflect the results from the regional variations across Switzerland. It would seem possible that the low birth rates of Germany and Italy may ‘seep’ across the border somewhat. However, French nationals do not seem to bring their higher rates of childbearing with them into Switzerland – or are other factors, such as educational level involved?

The division of the survey respondents into ‘pure Swiss’ and ‘others’ (who may only have a single parent with a second nationality) showed a marked influence only on the propensity for women to marry: women who have some ‘foreign-ness’ in their family have a 20% higher chance of marrying than their ‘pure Swiss’ counterparts! However, the survival curves show how similar the two ‘populations’ are.

It is certainly not the case that ‘foreigners breed like rabbits’! In fact there are some suggestions the opposite is closer to the truth. The likelihood of remaining childless is slightly greater for non-pure Swiss women and men (though this is not a significant difference). It must remembered that this analysis looks only at whether a person has had at least one child, and not the number of children.

Trauma

In the single variate life tables analyses, and also when the forward and backward stepwise Cox models were tested (see Appendices 1 and 4), trauma did not come out as a significant influence, except for men having a child. This could be because the population numbers are rather small. However, in the life tables summaries, there are suggestions that traumatic events increase the likelihood of remaining childless and single for both men and women. 

Sociability

It is assumed that the level of sociability is roughly constant through a person’s life, from before they married until after they had a child: this might be a completely false assumption. How much does the size of one’s social network change between 22 and 62 (the age range of this analysis)? The level of sociability of a person may change (perhaps quite dramatically) when a person gets married – and particularly when they have a child. This really would be best studied as a time-dependent variable – but no data is available for such an analysis, unless one looked at the different waves of a longitudinal study (and the same question was asked at each wave on social networks).

One of the surprises of this study was the finding that the level of ‘sociability’ of individuals appears to have little influence on their likelihood of marrying or having a child. This is especially surprising in the light of such a strong influence of religious participation. It could have been hypothesised that being involved with ‘church’ was just like being an active member of a football club or a group to help the homeless or a cookery club. It could be expected that the more social contacts that a person has, through friends and different social groups, then the more likely a person would be to find a marriage partner. And having found a partner, that same social network would give ‘support’ for having a child, as at least some other member of the network would be at a similar stage in life.

However, these scenarios have not been borne out by this analysis. It would seem that even attending the occasional church service is more likely to increase your chances of getting married or having a child than joining multiple social groups - so long as you also acknowledge that you ascribe to that religion.

Sociability, when studied as a single-variate does show some correlations, but these completely disappear when a multi-variate analysis is done. The only case where sociability is slightly correlated as an independent factor is for men marrying – and it is in the opposite sense to what would be expected! The men with a middling level of sociability have more probability of remaining childless than those who are highly sociable or who have very little social life.

Lived abroad

In the single variate life tables analyses, having lived abroad seems to have an effect for women on marrying and having a child: they have slightly more propensity for each of these if they have lived abroad. However, this effect is shown to be completely insignificant when multi-variate tests are carried out.

Many, if not most, of those who have lived for part of their abroad would be immigrants into Switzerland, having been born elsewhere. It night be considered that having spent part of one’s life in another country would widen one’s social circle, and so could increase the likelihood of marrying, and concomitantly, having a child. However, this was shown not to be true.

Age slices

 The effect of age was included in the discrete-time analysis, and as expected this had a huge influence on marriage and childbearing. The only difficulty was that the peak age is different for the two events (first marriage and first child); it is also different for men and for women; it has also changed over time (ie. for different cohorts). Perhaps the age boundaries should be changed for each case?

Summary of difference in median ages

Life table analysis provides estimates for median ages and these can be informative. 
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As the median had not been reached at age 30 for men marrying or having their first child, and for women having their first child, then the relevant boxes in the table are left blank.

This shows the progression in median age over the successive cohorts. It also shows that the average delay between marriage and first child has declined, though for women more than men. It can be expected to shrink even more in younger cohorts as marriage is now not at all uncommon after the birth of the first child.

It is interesting that the age gap between men and women at marriage and at first birth has been widening across the cohorts, going up from roughly 2 years to roughly 3 years.

Conclusions

So what are the answers to the questions posed in the title?

What factors increase the likelihood that a woman will have no children in Switzerland?

This analysis has confirmed that the factors seen in the census results have a significant effect: cohort; place of residence (region of Switzerland and, even more importantly, whether rural or urban); and level of education. The effect of nationality was difficult to determine because of low sample sizes.

Two other factors were discovered to have a major impact on whether a women has a child or not: her level of religious participation; and whether or not she grew up with a sibling. 

There are also small effects of background, with higher or lower than average social backgrounds producing less propensity to have a child. Women who do not declare a political leaning are also significantly less likely to have a child, for some reason.

Are they the same as for remaining single?  

The main variables are essentially the same, although the positive effect of having a sibling is a little less for marrying than for having a child. Being a socialist women also seems to reduce her likelihood of marrying! However, have some foreign ‘blood’ somewhat increases a woman’s chance of marrying.

Are  men influenced by the same factors?

The main factors  - in particular cohort and religious participation are the same. The effect of region is somewhat more significant for men for marrying and having a child; but conversely the effect of rural or urban residence is much smaller than for women. Perhaps men stay put, while women move to the city if they remain single?

Educational level has a quite different effect on men than on women; although lesser educated men are more likely to marry than more highly educated ones, it has no effect on child-bearing. Well-educated men may have their children later in life, but they are less likely in the long run to end up childless.

Siblings have no effect on men marrying, though they influence women to some extent. This is a much more important variable affecting whether a person will have a child or not.

Variables with little influence

It is interesting that sociability and childhood trauma appear to have very little influence on childlessness or singleness, and background has only a slight influence. This study was not able to see any major influence of nationality, though there may be some indications that German and Italian backgrounds lower the chance of marrying and having a child, and push these events later in life.

Time-dependent variables

It would be ideal if several of the variables studied here could be properly analysed as time-depending variables to better understand if they have a causative effect, or if they are the outcome. These would ideally include: religious beliefs and participation; area of residence and whether rural, suburban or urban; nationality; political leanings; and sociability.

This study has made it clear that some variables have much more influence than others. Two of these could not have been deduced from census data: the strong effect of religious participation and having a sibling. This makes this analysis particularly rewarding and worth-while.
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Appendix 1: Life Table Results

Women having first child
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Men having first child
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Women entering first marriage
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Men entering first marriage
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Appendix 2: Survival curves 
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Appendix 3: Main determinants, from life tables analysis, of women and men remaining childless/single and having a child/getting married
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Appendix 4: Investigation, using Cox analyses, of significant variables
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Appendix 5: Summary of Cox analyses with selected variables
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