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1. Introduction

The free choice of life partner; the free choice of how many children to have; and the free choice (or rejection) of religion and how to practise it at an individual level: these are all seen as hallmarks of free, developed societies. If everyone is free from societal constraints or pressures, then do all people have similar ideals and choose similar life courses? Secularisation and fertility decline have both been marked trends across Europe, although with nuances between countries and regions. The question that this study examines is whether family size is still affected at an individual level by religious belief and practice in the post-modern world of Europe today.

The number of children that people choose to have may seem to be a free choice in today’s Europe. Studies have consistently shown that the vast majority of people at the start of their reproductive life desire, on average, two children. However, the number of children actually borne falls short of this, in some countries by a considerable margin. 

So are there still echoes of influence from the pro-natalist policies of past communist regimes and the Catholic church? At the country-scale, the answer is surely no: the countries with the lowest fertility rates at the present time are those that either used to have communist regimes or were dominantly Catholic. In contrast, the countries with higher fertility rates (even if they do not reach the replacement level of just over 2 children per woman) are the Scandinavian countries and France, and these are the most secular countries in Europe.

Large scale associations may, however, be different from individual-level correlations. This study looks more closely at the latter and determines country and regional-level variations. Before looking at the specific analysis, an overview of the trends in fertility and religiosity is presented, together with a summary of the primary determinants of each at an individual level, as found from previous studies.

2. Trends in fertility and religiosity

2.1 Fertility. The overwhelming trend across the whole of Europe – and increasingly embraced by the rest of the world – is the post-war rise of the “two child family”. The diversity in family sizes varies somewhat, with eastern European women showing the highest conformity to this norm (for example, in Bulgaria, well over half of all women have two children) while women in western Europe have both a greater propensity to remain childless and to have slightly larger families.

The ongoing postponement of childbearing is another phenomenon which has touched all the countries of Europe, and this automatically depresses the total fertility rate (TFR), the measure of average number of children per woman. Minimum TFR levels were commonly seen in the 1990s or early 2000s, with a slight rise in recent years, but still remaining below “replacement level”.

Childbearing has also become “de-institutionalised”, with large increases in extra-marital births. The acceptance of childbearing to older women, and medically-aided conception, also offer increasing freedom for women to choose when and how to conceive, and be able to compensate for their increasingly long period in education and the labour force. The fertility of immigrants – often perceived as having large families – has become a political issue.

2.2 Religiosity. Secularisation has been the general trend across much of Europe; however, this generalisation hides regional variations. Some Catholic countries still have a large proportion of their population still attending services regularly, and although in some the move away from the church has been considerable (eg. Ireland), in others there is stability (eg. Italy). The Scandinavian countries have had low participation rates for decades. For many eastern bloc countries, there was a surge in church attendance with the fall of communism; in some of these, growth has been maintained (eg. Ukraine, Romania, Russia), while in others attendance has fallen again (eg. Latvia, Bulgaria).

Although attendance at religious services has become quite rare in many countries, especially amongst young people, the number of people who classify themselves as “atheists” is also low, usually fewer than those who are involved in religious practice. However, a much larger proportion do not consider that they “belong” to any religion or denomination. The exact phraseology of survey questions relating to these matters is clearly quite important! Only a few countries (eg. France) have seen a large growth in “convinced atheists” (the World Values Survey wording).

3. Determinants of fertility and religiosity

A wide variety of determinants have been shown to influence fertility and religiosity: some of them are discussed here.

3.1 Cohort. This is the primary determinant of each: older cohorts have larger families and are more religious. In general, attendance rates for cohorts stay stable over a long period (although individuals may come and go from church attending, it seems normally they balance out).

3.2 Age or life stage. Clearly the number of children one has depends on one’s age; in addition men are on average older than women when they have children. The change in age of childbearing has been considerable since the end of the Baby Boom. In Switzerland, for instance, the age at first birth for women has risen almost constantly by a month per year over the whole period since 1970, and this postponement shows no sign of abating – so it is now over 30.

Separating the age and cohort effects on religiosity is difficult, but where it has been attempted, it tends to show that there is a significant dip as young people pass through their 20s. It has been suggested that marriage and having a family then tend to bring them back to the church.

3.3 Gender. Although men and women in developed countries have, on average, the same number of children, if we look at a young age band (eg. 25-40, as is done later in this report) then the fertility of men will be less than women, as they generally have later childbearing.

In most (non-Muslim) countries, women are more likely to be religious attenders than men and, in parallel, men are more likely to b non-affiliated with any religion. Some small anomalies to this generalisations can, however, be seen (see later discussion).

3.4 Education. Higher education delays childbearing among women especially, and tends to increase the likelihood of childlessness.

More highly educated young people have both an increased likelihood of being atheists and of being religious attenders; it would appear that they are more committed to their beliefs.

3.5 Immigrants. Many immigrants bring with them their home country norms, although these tend to diminish in strength over time. Therefore, the particular source of immigrants in a country will determine their behaviour to some extent. Those coming from countries where religious practice is very common, such as Poland, will tend to be more religious than the local population. Similarly, immigrants from less developed countries may wish to have larger families as is the norm in their home country. However, immigrants are also commonly childless as they have been sent abroad to support their extended family back home.

3.6 “Happiness”. The cross-country variations in life satisfaction have been highlighted by Inglehart. Billari has found a significant positive influence of happiness on fertility. The association of greater happiness with religious participation is also well-documented.

3.7 Divorce. Most European countries have seen rising divorce rates, although these may be stabilising with the decline of marriage and increase in non-marital cohabitation. Divorce has traditionally been associated with lower fertility, but more recently, with the increase of post-divorce re-partnering, and the desire for children from this new partnership, then the relationship may be reversing in some countries.

Divorce rates amongst those who are actively involved in religion is significantly lower than for those who are not.

3.8 Personality and lifestyle. Obviously there are many other factors than can influence a person’s choice of family size and religious involvement: “family values”; urban/rural environment; traditional/modern outlook; introversion/extroversion; interests and employment, etc.

3.9 Case study of Switzerland. It is clear from the above discussion that some determinants of religiosity and fertility work in the same direction, while others are potentially opposing. An initial study (Burkimsher 2007) on the determinants of singleness and childlessness in Switzerland found that religious non-participation was a significant determinant for both men and women (see Appendix 1).

4. Specification of research question

As detailed above, many determinants influence religiosity and fertility, all are in a state of flux, and the interdependencies are evolving. The question that will be examined is: Are there differences (for men and women) in the average number of children that people have, depending on their level of religious commitment?

5. Data source

The data source for this study is the European Social Survey, wave 3, carried out in 2006. This included 23 countries across Europe, and all the major European countries are included, plus some rarely studied countries such as Cyprus and Ukraine. The responses to the following two questions on fertility were analysed:

· Have you ever given birth to/fathered a child?

· How many children have you ever given birth to/fathered?

The two questions relating to religiosity were the following:

· Do you consider yourself as belonging to any particular religion or denomination?

If a person responded that they attended at least once a month, they were classified as an “Attender”; this is irrespective of what religion they adhere to.

· Apart from special occasions such as weddings and funerals, about how often do you attend religious services nowadays?

If they responded “No” to this, they were classified as “Non-religious”. For the group of people who do not regularly attend, yet do consider themselves as belonging to a religion / denomination, they were classified as “Fuzzies” (a term coined by Voas, 2009). For the few people who said they did attend regularly, but also said they did not belong to a religion / denomination, then they were included in the “Attenders” group. 

Because fertility rates have changed considerably in the lifetime of the survey respondents, it was considered most appropriate to focus on the age band who are in their peak reproductive period, the 25-40 year-olds, ie. the cohorts of 1966-1981. It is particularly relevant that the majority of the young adults in Eastern Europe had reached their reproductive age after the fall of communism in 1989.

The analysis separates the data by gender, as men have a lower fertility level at this early stage in their adult life, and in many countries  they are also markedly less religious than women. The sample size per country for this age group varies from 100-310 men and 102-320 women. Weighting was applied, as provided by each country.

6. Results of differential fertility analysis

Table 1 gives a summary of the mean number of children per woman / man, classified by religious commitment. Figure 1 shows in graphical form the percentage of each sample which fell into the attender / fuzzy / non-religious group.

Although each country in the sample is quite different, and there is a wide range of religious involvement, it was found easiest to look at regional / typological groupings. These categories are somewhat arbitrary, as are their titles; some countries could equally well have been placed in several different categories.

Table 1: The average number of children already born to the young people, aged 25-40 in the ESS 2006 sample
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Figure 1: The proportion of the ESS sample of young adults who were regular attenders at religious services / considered they belonged to a religion but did not attend (fuzzies) and those that did not consider they belonged to any religion
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The Scandinavian countries, where religious participation of young people in particular has been very low for decades show relatively low differentials of fertility compared to some of the other country groupings. There is generally little difference in religiosity between young men and women in these societies renowned for their gender equality.

The “practising” Catholic countries are at the opposite extreme, with high overall affiliation, but a much larger proportion of young women attending than men. However, in these countries, the fertility differentials between the religious and the secular are not great, perhaps again because of the selection effect of the limited sample of non-religious people.

The “secular” group of countries is diverse; many have similar patterns of religious commitment to the Scandinavian countries. The fertility differentials between the non-religious and those actively involved is quite high for women, though less so for men.

The “diverse” group is another very varied collection of countries which cover a swath of central Europe between the generally secular north (Poland being the exception) and the practising Catholic countries of southern Europe. The have somewhat higher attendance rates than the “secular” group, and all have higher attendance rates for young women than men. For these countries, the fertility differentials are the highest, attenders having significantly more children than the non-religious, with Switzerland (for women) and Ukraine (for men) being the most extreme examples.

Finally, looking at the ex-communist countries of Bulgaria, Hungary and Russia, these show a quite different pattern, with the fertility differentials by religiosity being small or even reversed to the “normal” pattern. All have experienced a modest revival in religious attendance rates of young people since 1989. I t is possible that the “new behaviour” of church attendance is being paralleled by the “new, non-traditional behaviour” of having a small family. It could also be that the discrimination (or even persecution) of religious adherents in the communist era limited their family size, and this legacy remains. For these countries, which have experienced very low fertility rates in recent years, it is interesting that the non-religious group has the highest fertility compared to the non-religious in all the other country groupings.

7. Critique

It is clear from the overview of results presented in the previous section that fertility differentials are, across most of Europe, significant between those practising their religion and those with little or no religious commitment. Associations between two variables do not, of course, imply a relationship of cause and effect, or if there is, it can work in either direction. As mentioned earlier, getting married and starting a family can draw people back into church. The alternative causative mechanism could be that people involved in religion find it easier to find a stable life partner and subsequently, in a family-friendly community, start or enlarge their family. Another approach would be to say that yet other factors – personality, for instance – may increase the propensity for both religious attendance and the desire for a family – and the attributes needed to realise that ambition.

Yet another proposal would be to postulate that there is simply a delay for some people in starting their family – they could be the highly educated, who may, in some societies, also be the most secular. Because this study only looks at the 25-40 age band, it does not consider completed fertility, which will only be achieved in the late 40s for women, and later still for men.

If we accept that young adults in Europe today, at the start of their reproductive career want, on average, two children, we could also consider the fertility differentials in a different light: are the most secular facing more barriers to achieving their fertility goals, and what might these be?

8. Further research

There are clearly many strands that could be investigated in this work. The ESS database provides an excellent data source for looking at some important questions, eg. 

· Are there differences in fertility behaviour between practising Catholics, Protestant and Orthodox adherents?

· Do immigrants have a higher propensity to be active in their faith, and does this affect the fertility differentials?

· In the countries with significant Muslim populations (eg. France and Russia), what is their fertility level, and does this affect the fertility differentials?

· Is there an association between “happiness” and fertility? But do happy people have more children or do children bring happiness?

· Can we see similar differentials in earlier cohorts, or have they changed over time?

9. Conclusion

This short study has looked at one important product of individual belief systems: the number of children borne. The differences in family size between secular and religious men and women are significant in most of the 23 European countries studied. Further investigations into the reasons for these differences would be valuable, and will be undertaken in the coming months.
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Appendix 1: Main determinants, from life tables analysis, of women and men remaining childless/single and having a child/getting married
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