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Incertezza lavorativa e fecondità: una meta-analisi degli studi europei
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Abstract The impact of employment uncertainty on fertility represents a prominent topic in demographic research since ever. With the advent of the Great Recession, papers addressing this relation are now booming. Although uncertainty is usually deemed to be a negative condition, however, different fertility reactions are both advocated by sociological theories and supported by micro-level evidence, which is still fragmented and contradictory. In this article, we perform a meta-analysis (i.e., a quantitative literature review) of previous research findings for Europe in order to synthesize the existing literature and offer general conclusions about the (changing) size and direction of the impact of employment uncertainty on fertility across time and between countries. 
Abstract Il tema della relazione tra incertezza lavorativa e fecondità ha sempre avuto un ruolo centrale nella ricerca in ambito demografico, e la Grande Recessione lo ha reso ancora più nevralgico negli ultimi anni. Sebbene l’incertezza sia spesso considerata con accezione negativa, può infatti generare diversi tipi di reazione a livello di fecondità. Tali reazioni trovano supporto sia nelle teorie sociologiche, sia nell’evidenza empirica a livello micro, incompleta e talvolta contraddittoria. In questo lavoro, ci proponiamo di realizzare una meta-analisi (cioè una rassegna quantitativa della letteratura) degli studi europei, con lo scopo di sintetizzare i risultati sull’argomento e offrire conclusioni generali sul cambiamento della direzione e dell’impatto dell’incertezza lavorativa sulla fecondità nel tempo e tra paesi.
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1 Introduction and objective
The role of economic uncertainty as a key driver of fertility decision-making has long been part of demographers and sociologists’ research agenda. The notion of economic uncertainty refers to clarity, or the lack thereof, about future economic activities (Bloom, 2014; Moore, 2016). For individuals, economic uncertainty reflects the likelihood of experiencing adverse labour market conditions over the life course. The crisis of the fordist model during the 1980s led to a structural incapability of jobs creation in Europe and a dramatic increase of (especially youth) unemployment rates. On the other side of the Ocean, the United States showed successful occupational outcomes. This success was imputed by social and economic observers to the ‘flexibility’ of the North American labour market, as opposed to European ones that were described as too ‘rigid’, i.e., protecting excessively permanent jobs (Cutuli and Guetto, 2013). Consequently, in the last two decades of the past Century, European labour markets experienced a strong process of deregulation, leading to a significant change in the international division of labour. The “re-regulation” of the labour market and other aspects of the globalization wave (such as privatizations and liberalizations) generated an unprecedented level of structural uncertainty in contemporary societies (Mills and Blossfeld, 2005; Standing, 1997, 2014). Such condition affected many workers and has been shown to have an impact on family formation as well (Blossfeld et al., 2006; Esping-Andersen, 1999). Since the advent of the Great Recession, then, papers addressing the effects of economic uncertainty on fertility intentions and behaviours are booming.
The magnitude and direction of the relationship between economic uncertainty and fertility are debated, because both negative and positive effects are supported by sociological theories and empirical evidence. An important contribution comes from the work of Prija Ranjan (1999), who concluded that increasing uncertainty about the future income leads young adults to postpone irreversible, long-term decisions, such as childbearing. On the other hand, the work by Debra Friedman and colleagues (1994) advocated that uncertainty may have a positive effect on fertility: when a woman has limited chances in the labour market, she might choose the “alternative career” of mother. Empirical evidence on this topic is mixed too and, at times, contradictory: some studies pointed out that economic uncertainty negatively affects fertility (e.g. Pailhé, 2012, Sutela, 2012, Hofman, 2013), others found a positive effect (e.g. Gutierrez, 2008, Perelli-Harris, 2006, Kreyenfeld, 2009), while some others a non-significant effect (e.g. de Lange et al., 2014).

All things considered, there is a sensible need to get a closer understanding of previous research to draw general conclusions about the size and the direction of the impact of economic uncertainty on fertility in Europe. To this end, we performed a quantitative literature review, namely a meta-analysis (e.g., Matysiak and Vignoli, 2008), to synthesise, merge and interpret all the evidence coming from the available literature on the topic. This technique allows for a systematic analysis of results coming from heterogeneous studies, standardised for the country of interest, the method applied, the sample selected, the control variables, the period covered by the study, and so forth.
2 Data and method
Economic uncertainty is a very broad and multifaceted concept, and it cannot be directly observed and measured. Nevertheless, employment uncertainty, intended as experiencing adverse labour market conditions, can be directly observed. It translates into a feeling of economic uncertainty for individuals because flexible working arrangements are often related to economic penalties (Scherer, 2009). Furthermore, a growing number of studies pointed to a connection between economic uncertainty, in the form of unemployment, temporary work contracts, and unstable labour market situations with fertility (Mills et al., 2011). Hence, in this work, we focus on employment uncertainty, measured through individuals’ employment condition and type of contract. In detail, we consider: (i) fixed-time contracts, (ii) part-time employment, and (iii) unemployment as “treatments” opposed to a permanent employment position.

Four inclusion criteria were used to select the articles that could enter our meta-sample. First of all, we included articles and book chapters, disregarding conference papers and working papers to ensure a high-quality meta-analysis. Next, qualitative works are excluded as they did not test the effect under interest from the statistical point of view. Third, we included only micro-level studies to avoid ecological correlation fallacy. Finally, we restricted the search to studies in European countries because they display an interesting variation in fertility and labour market patterns, while also sharing certain economic, social, and cultural characteristics that minimize heterogeneity. 
We collected articles using the electronic database Scopus (www.scopus.com), which is the largest abstract and citation database of peer-reviewed literature, summing up to more than 60 million records. After the search through electronic database, we performed a backward research to find articles that were possibly not included in the database. Finally, we sent the list of articles retrieved to a group of experts of the field, asking them to check if any important contribution was missing. At the time of writing, 76 articles have been coded and included in the meta-sample.
We perform separate meta-analyses for every treatment considered (i.e., fixed-time contracts; part-time employment; and unemployment). For each treatment, we conduct specific analyses considering the key moderators: gender and welfare regimes. In fact, the impact of economic uncertainty on fertility has been shown to present different connotations between genders (Blossfeld et al., 2005). In addition, it is a well-established fact that the pressures towards increasing labour market liberalizations in Europe have been moderated by country-specific institutions (Esping-Andersen, 1999).
3 Preliminary results and next steps
Preliminary results about the relationship between fixed-time contracts and fertility show that, on average, employment uncertainty has a significant negative effect on fertility. The OR of having a child for people with a fixed-time job with respect to people with an unlimited-time contract is 0.91. Such negative effect is even stronger for women (OR 0.88, highly significant), while it is weaker, on average, for men (OR 0.98, still significant). Interestingly, there are also important differences depending on the welfare state. For example, the OR of having a child for fixed-time workers compared to unlimited-time workers goes from 0.92 in countries such as the Netherlands and the UK, to 0.86 in Southern Europe, while it is not even significant in Germany. As a second step, we studied the role of other covariates by performing meta-regressions. Results show that fixed-time employment is more detrimental to childless individuals’ fertility with respect to those who already have a child, and that some characteristics of the study (e.g., controlling for perceived economic uncertainty) play significant roles. 
The next step is to move toward a Bayesian approach. The Bayesian meta-analysis (e.g., Baccini et al., 2008) makes heterogeneity assessments more robust. As a last step, we aim to perform a network meta-analysis (NMA). The NMA has been proposed as an extension of pairwise meta-analysis to facilitate indirect comparisons of multiple competing treatments – here identified by different markers of economic uncertainty: fixed-time contracts, part-time employment and unemployment – that have not yet been studied in head-to-head studies. Compared with pairwise meta-analyses, network meta-analyses allow the visualisation of a larger amount of evidence, estimation of the relative effectiveness among all treatments, and rank ordering of the treatments (Tonin et al., 2017).
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