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Family Policies in Low Fertility Countries:
Evidence and Reflections

ANNE H. GAUTHIER AND STUART GIETEL-BASTEN

Family policies, defined as measures designed to support families with children, are
part of modern welfare states. They range from punctual measures provided at the
birth of a child to measures aimed at making it easier for parents to combine work
and family responsibilities. The actual goal of these measures varies largely, being
explicitly pronatalist in some cases while embracing a more equalitarian principle
in others. Despite the variations in the nature of these policies and their stated goal,
they are nonetheless all generally assumed to have a positive effect on fertility. The
aim of this paper is threefold. First, the aim is to summarize the main findings from
the literature on the impact of family policies on fertility. This is done by adopting a
historical perspective, including the review of the early studies in this field of research
and by distinguishing different methodologies. Second, the aim is to reflect on these
findings, including the role of national context and the framing of policies. Third, the
aim is also to reflect on the limited impact of policy interventions on fertility, stressing
that their “success” should instead be measured in terms of their ability to support
families holistically including their work-life balance.

Introduction

Family policies, defined here as measures designed to support families with
children, are part of modern welfare states. They range from punctual mea-
sures provided at the birth of a child through to measures aimed at making
it easier for parents to combine work and family responsibilities. The actual
goal of these measures varies largely. If historically they were aimed at pro-
tecting the health of mothers and children, they nowadays mostly embrace
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equalitarian principles. This includes the reduction of income inequalities
and the promotion of gender equality. Only in some cases do family policies
embrace explicit pronatalist goals.

Despite the variations in the nature and stated goals of these family
policies, they have increasingly been perceived by policymakers and various
other stakeholders and commentators as being part of “tool kits” to increase
fertility. Sustained and/or rapid expansions in family policies, it is believed
by many governments around the world, is a key component to ‘solving’
the so-called “low fertility problem.” But is it the case?

Measuring the impact of family policies on fertility has emerged as a
significant field of research in the past decades. From a handful of studies
in the 1970s, it nowadays forms a large body of literature. It also forms
a heterogeneous body of literature concerning the specific policy and/or
country analyzed as well as the methodological approach. Despite this large
variation, some main findings regarding the impact of policies on fertility
have been emerging—but also some unresolved questions.

The aim of this paper is threefold. First, we review the empirical ev-
idence on the impact of policies on fertility and summarize the main con-
clusions emerging. In doing so, we draw heavily on recent reviews, but also
attempt to bring together different methodological approaches to gauge the
consistency (or inconsistency) of findings. We also highlight the contribu-
tions of some of the early studies in this field of research. This is important
especially since these earlier studies provided the first estimates of the effect
size of policies on fertility. Second, the paper reflects on the generalizability
of the findings and the possible role of the context of policy interventions.
This is crucial because not only have studies focused mostly on distinct sub-
sets of countries, but many have also stressed the cross-national differences
in the effect of policies. This suggests an important role of other institutional
and contextual factors, as well as the possible role of the framing of policies
in terms of goal and ideology. Finally, the aim of the paper is also to revisit
the stated goals of policies and to propose other indicators of success.

The structure of the paper is as follows: first, we further set the stage
for this paper by examining the nature and aims of family policies and the
changing discourses surrounding them. We then review the main findings
from the literature regarding the effect of family policies on fertility. We
highlight the consistent findings emerging as well as their limitations. We
conclude that the direct, immediate impact is relatively modest. Following
this observation, we explore why this impact might be so modest, and
focus specifically on the possible role of national context in affecting the
impact of family policy. This is an under-developed area of research but a
very crucial one to better assess the mechanisms by which family policy
can impact fertility. In the final section, we then reflect on the findings and
renew the debate on whether the increase in fertility is the right measure
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of the success of family policies. We argue that full consideration of the
other aims of policies, including gender equality, may be appropriate.

Setting the stage: family policies as a mainstream policy tool
for low fertility

Family policy is a global term which captures various governmental mea-
sures to support families with children. This encompasses a wide range of
measures, including various forms of cash transfer for families (and tax re-
lief), work-related measures, childcare provision, as well as measures in
other sectors (e.g., housing, education, health) which can also affect the
well-being of families. These policies have a long history, starting at the end
of the 19" century with the first family allowances (such as widow’s and
orphan’s allowance) and the first maternity leave schemes (Rothman and
Wheeler 1981; Finkel 2018; Gauthier 1998). These measures were part of
policies to reduce poverty and to protect the health of mothers and children
(Thane 2024; Galbraith 2018; Daly 2013; Bock and Thane 1994). They were
gradually expanded to all countries in the following decades, and especially
after World War II, and came to be a key component of modern welfare
states (e.g., Friedman and Rein 2000 for the USA; and Bock and Thane
1994 for Europe).

At the same time, it is important to note that family policies seldom
constitute a coherent set of measures. Instead, family policies often encom-
pass an uncoordinated set of measures which come under the responsibility
of various ministries (e.g., labor, housing, education, etc). They also tend to
pursue different aims, namely increasing the financial well-being of fami-
lies; the labor market participation of working parents; gender equality, and
children’s development. In fact, family policies can even pursue contradic-
tory aims, with some measures encouraging the labor force participation of
mothers, and others penalizing dual-earner families.

This diversity in the nature and aims of family policies undoubtedly
precludes any simple definition and complicates their cross-national com-
parison. According to Daly (2020, 26), the prevailing literature conceives
family policies as “a varied set of measures [that] has been developed for
the purposes of supporting families and regulating family life”—often with
a tension between these two motivations. They are also usually understood
as being associated with families with children. This involves other aspects
of family life, for example, care for older persons, but also links to how other
aspects of social policy impact on the family, such as housing or education
policy. In some countries, people without children are a target of policy inter-
ventions. These include pro-marriage policies in some countries of Central
and Eastern Europe and, more specifically, matchmaking programs in Sin-
gapore, Japan, and Korea. Defining, then, what policies we are referring to
is an extremely difficult question which we do not have space to adequately
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delve into here. However, we can at least state that there are “broader and
narrower perspectives on what it is that family policy may aim to do and
that family policy is always part of a wider social policy constellation” (Daly
2020, 27).

In some countries, and at various periods of time, family policies have
also pursued pronatalist objectives, that is, the promotion of larger families.
Historically, this was the case during and immediately after World War II
in France and in several Eastern European countries, and more recently in
a wider set of countries (Frejka and Gietel-Basten 2016; Huss 1990; Girard
1983; Andersen 2020). Often these pronatalist policies consisted of a single
measure (e.g., baby bonus or tax incentive) while in others they consisted
of a package of measures, and/or a combination of facilitating and restrict-
ing measures: all of them aimed at increasing fertility (Milligan 2005). This
pronatalist goal, in turn, was—and continues to be—linked with other de-
mographic considerations. For example, according to the most recent sur-
vey of global population policies by the United Nations (UNDESA 2021),
responding countries reported that the major underlying reasons for poli-
cies to raise fertility were to counter population decline and slow population
aging.

In some cases such pronatalist policies may appear harmless, having
only indirect effects on fertility, such as the Singapore government’s at-
tempts at matchmaking for couples (Sun 2012). Contemporary direct demo-
graphic interventions are relatively uncommon: in 2019, Iran, the Russian
Federation and Serbia, for example, had policies to lower the age at first
birth, with a handful of low fertility countries having explicit policies to re-
duce the spacing between births and/or lower age at marriage (UNDESA
2021). Indeed, according to the UN World Population Policies Report, some
countries are implementing direct demographic interventions which may
seem at odds with a policy of raising fertility, such as raising the age at mar-
riage/first birth and increasing the spacing between births (e.g., Albania,
Armenia, and Georgia; UNDESA 2021).

Other policies go even further. In some countries—most notably Iran—
restrictions on accessing sexual and reproductive health services have been
imposed as well as limitations on divorce (Ladier-Fouladi 2021). Some
stakeholders have even called for taxes on the childless, for example, in
Germany (Muller 2018) and China (Gao 2018). Again, while the idea might
seem novel, all of these “new” interventions have roots in the “old” family
policy, for example, in the link between eugenics and family planning sys-
tems. Even a tax on the childless has been seen before in the Soviet Union
and post-war Poland and Romania (Haupt 1987). These policies have a long
and painful history, which is often intertwined with the worst human in-
stincts, such as eugenics and nationalism.

Historical population and family planning policies have often been
found guilty of excesses and the curtailing of rights carried out in the name
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of either economic growth or a neo-Malthusian agenda (Rao and Sexton
2014). Lessons from the past show these policies are rarely successful in
their ultimate aims of demographic engineering and tend to lead to a slew
of unforeseen, unfortunate consequences (David and Wright 1971). De-
spite this, sexual and reproductive health services are being pushed back
in many parts of the contemporary world today. Often, these are justi-
fied by the need to “demographically engineer” a response to the apparent
“demographic crisis.” For example, the Patriarch of the Russian Orthodox
Church recently stated that “The population [of Russia] can be increased
as if by waving a magic wand: if we solve this problem and learn how to
dissuade women from having abortions, statistics will go up immediately”
(Shevchenko 2023).

In reality, many such policies are the result of fears about the con-
sequences of population decline and global changes in family norms. Col-
lectively, these “demographic anxieties” have often become packaged to-
gether to what Armitage calls “demographic imaginaries” of a population
crisis, to which pronatalism forms a natural response (Gietel-Basten 2023;
Armitage 2021). In Poland, Russia, and Hungary, for example, recent prona-
talist pronouncements and family policy interventions have been strongly
linked to an agenda of implementing conservative family and gender norms
as well as pushing back on reproductive health services (Cook, Iarskaia-
Smirnova, and Kozlov 2023)—perhaps more about “regulating” than “sup-
porting” family life. In Hungary, and to a certain degree Italy, the family
policy push towards higher fertility rates in recent years is driven as much
by an antimigrant sentiment and the notion of “replacement” of nation-
als through differential fertility rates (Walker 2020). This message is noth-
ing new, but there is no doubt that it has found renewed traction in the
twenty-first century, not least through the ubiquity of populist politics and
the so-called “great replacement theory” (Rose 2022).

Much more common, however, are family policy interventions which
appear, at least at first glance, to be primarily designed for the purpose of
supporting families. This includes policies to support families financially, and
those to help them combine work and family responsibilities (which may
also aim at increasing gender equality in paid work). Against this backdrop,
and especially the widespread concern about the persisting very low lev-
els of fertility, the question of how to address population stagnation/decline
and aging through increasing fertility, and specifically about the impact of
family policies on fertility, has re-emerged as a major societal and scien-
tific challenge. This is in fact particularly interesting considering that such
policies typically do not aim at increasing fertility. From an economic per-
spective, they can however be expected to increase fertility. This could be
the case if they reduce the direct (out-of-pocket) cost of children, and/or if
they reduce the indirect cost (i.e., income foregone when mothers need to
withdraw from the labor market to take care of children). From this per-
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spective, policies that help families financially and/or help them combine
work and family responsibility could therefore have an impact on fertility.

In what follows, we review and reflect on what has become a very large
field of study. The review is structured around three parts: one which traces
the origins of this field of research, one which reviews the findings regarding
three specific types of policies: cash transfers, work-related leave schemes,
and childcare, and one which reflects on empirical evidence coming from
more subjective approaches.! This is then followed by a reflection on the
role of the national context in influencing the impact of policies on fertility.

The review of the empirical findings

In their recent systematic review of the literature on the impact of policies
on fertility, Bergsvik, Fauske, and Hart (2021) mention the close to 20,000
unique hits generated by their search of the literature. This gives a good idea
of the size of this field of research. At the same time, what this also makes
clear is the impossible task of summarizing, but especially comparing, the
results of these various studies. In their case, they applied a predefined set
of inclusion and exclusion criteria and restricted their review to studies that
used individual-level data and a quasi-experimental design. This resulted in
35 studies.

In our case, we extended the scope of the review in two ways. First,
we included a historical dimension by tracing back the early studies of the
impact of family policies on fertility. We felt that it was important to do
this to provide a more complete picture of this field of research but also to
document its methodological developments. Second, and in contrast to the
systematic review by Bergsvik, Fauske and Hart (2021), we did not restrict
our review to one specific methodological design. Instead, we opted for a
more comprehensive approach and included three different categories of
studies: (1) country-specific studies using individual-level data, (2) cross-
national studies using individual-level data, and (3) cross-national studies
using aggregate-level data. Not only does this reflect the scope and diver-
sity of this field of research but it also provides a way of triangulating the
results to see the extent to which a consensus (or not) emerges from the
various studies. Moreover, to further complete the review, we also added a
fourth category which captures the perceived impact of policies. Although
this evidence is more subjective, it nicely complements the other types.

The clear drawback of our broader approach is that it would have cap-
tured too many studies. To make the task more manageable, we restricted
the first category to the two systematic reviews that have been published
in recent years. For the other types, we first queried the literature using
different search engines, databases, and keywords and then selected studies
which appeared to be most relevant and which best illustrated the specific
methodological approach. This is not systematic and, moreover, it neglects
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hundreds or even thousands of other studies. But in the absence of any cen-
tralized repository and any standardized way of reporting findings, this was
the only option. We also carried out additional targeted searches to illus-
trate the impact of specific policies (e.g., tax relief and housing) or specific
countries which were not well covered by the other studies.

Finally, to provide some structure to the review, we distinguished three
categories of family policies: cash benefits, work-related leave schemes, and
childcare. We also considered studies that had attempted to construct a
global index of family policies. We also refer in the review to other poli-
cies that usually fall outside the scope of family policies but can also have
an impact on fertility (e.g., housing).

Earlier studies on the impact of family policies

As mentioned earlier, the introduction of the first family policy measures
dates back to the late 19th and early 20th century. The analysis of the im-
pact of these policies on fertility, however, came much later, mainly from
the 1970s. These early investigations fell into two categories: those focused
on Western European countries, especially the case of France and its ex-
tensive set of measures to support families, and the others on Eastern Eu-
ropean countries where a mix of pro- and anti-natalist policies had been
introduced. In both categories, the aim was to assess the extent to which
the introduction of new measures (or the reform of existing ones) had an
impact on fertility trends.

The French demographers Girard, Bastide, and Roussel (1976) appear
to be among the first to have carried out such an analysis. This was done
at the request of the French government which wanted to know the ef-
fectiveness of measures implemented to arrest the steep decline in fertility
experienced since the mid-1960s. To do so, the authors used a descriptive
approach consisting of detailed analyses of the trends in fertility rates (at
the aggregate level). Their conclusion was that the policies introduced by
the French government were effective in raising fertility, especially when
comparing the trends before and after World War II. They reached a similar
conclusion when comparing the fertility trends of public- and private-sector
employees who benefited from differential levels of financial support over
time. Importantly, they also concluded that the financial support for families
should be sufficiently large in order to have an impact on fertility.?

Similar descriptive analyses of the impact of policies on fertility, also
by French demographers, were subsequently presented at the International
Population Conferences: with Festy (1981) at the Manilla conference, and
Chesnais (1985) at the Florence conference. They reanalyzed the French
case but also extended their analysis to that of other countries. Their
conclusion was that the policies most likely had a positive impact on
fertility but mainly on the timing of births rather than on the longer term
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cohort fertility. Moreover, Chesnais (1985) restated that the policies should
be sufficiently generous to have an impact on fertility and added that they
should also be visible.

The other group of studies instead focused on Eastern European
countries where major changes in policies were analyzed in parallel to
those in fertility trends. This includes analyses of the policies in the Czech
Republic (Frejka 1980), Hungary (Andorka and Vukovich 1985), and
Romania (Teitelbaum 1972) as well as numerous reviews of policies and
the demographic situation across the region (e.g., Berent 1980; Festy 1981;
Macura 1974; Pressat 1979). The rapid and complex changes in policies,
combined with large changes in the socioeconomic composition of the
population, and a reliance on period data, made however the assessment
of the effectiveness of policies difficult (Demeny 1986). While studies
reported that the policies did increase the level of support for some families
(excluding here the restriction to abortion laws), the overall assessment of
their effect on fertility was mixed. While some concluded that the effect was
“short-lived” (David 1982), others concluded that it was “nil or negligible”
(Demeny 1986, 350), or inconclusive (Council of Europe 1982).

Around that time, the case of Germany also attracted attention. This
was prompted by the introduction of a large package of benefits in East
Germany in 1976-1977, and the seemingly resulting divergent trends
in fertility observed in East and West Germany. The policies themselves
included a longer maternity leave, an extended paid leave for working
mothers of two or more children, and a reduction of the number of weekly
hours of work also for mothers with two or more children (Buttner and
Lutz 1990; Chesnais 1985, 1987; Vining 1984). They were deliberately
aimed at increasing fertility. While both Vining (1984) and Chesnais (1987)
concluded that the policies most likely had an effect on fertility, Buttner and
Lutz (1990) more precisely estimated that they resulted in an increase in
the total fertility rate (TFR) of 15 percent (about 0.2 children per woman)
and that the effect was strongest on the second and third births.

Following these early studies, the field of research expanded rapidly
from the mid-1980s. Importantly, the field also moved away from the ear-
lier descriptive approaches towards a greater diversity in the types of data,
research designs, and analytical techniques. This includes the increasing use
of micro-level data (e.g., fertility histories) and econometrics techniques to
track and capture the impact of policies. Some examples include the analy-
sis of the impact of child benefits on fertility in Britain (Barmby and Cigno
1990; Ermisch 1986), the analysis of the impact of childcare cost on fer-
tility in Britain (Ermisch 1989) and the USA (Blau and Robins 1989), and
the impact of tax benefits in the USA (Whittington 1992). In general, these
studies concluded a positive effect of policies on fertility but mostly on the
timing of births. In addition to country-specific studies, this period also saw
the first cross-national analysis by Ekert-Jaffé (1986) in which she analyzed
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the impact of cash benefits (family allowances) of eight European countries
for the period 1971-83 (using aggregate-level data). She concluded that fi-
nancial support similar to that of France raised fertility by 0.2 children per
woman. She further concluded that this effect could reach 0.5 children per
woman if the total cost of children was covered.

These early studies are important for diverse reasons. First, they not
only marked the beginning of what would become a large field of research
but they also introduced the first methodological approaches to the study
of the impact of policies on fertility. Second, they also provided the first
estimates of the effect size of policies (around 0.2 children per woman).
Third, they also suggested that the family policy measures likely had an
impact on the timing of birth, with a less clear impact on cohort fertility.
This is an issue which continues to dominate many findings today.

In what follows, we turn to the analysis of the impact of specific types
of benefits. The main findings are summarized in Table 1 and which is or-
ganized based on the three methodological designs discussed earlier. For
each study, we report information on the data used (geographical and time
coverage), the fertility indicator, and the main findings (for each type of
policy). In the text, we also report some information on the effect size. This
effect size is, however, problematic to compare across studies considering
that different fertility indicators are used and that the policies are measured
in different ways.

Cash benefits

Cash transfers to families are in itself a broad range of measures including
universal child or family allowances, means-tested benefits, and tax relief.
Some are paid only at the birth of a child, some are paid throughout the
childhood years, and many of them vary depending on the number and
age of children. In the studies reviewed below, what is often measured is
the total expenditures on such cash benefits (expressed per child or as a
percentage of the countries’ gross domestic product), or the average amount
received by families (often expressed as a percentage of the average wage).
In recent studies, these cash-related benefits have been labeled as “passive
support” (Billingsley, Neyer, and Wesolowski 2022) or as “traditional family
support” (Billingsley and Ferrarini 2014).> These labels reflect the fact that
cash transfers for families are meant to support families financially, but—
in contrast to other policies (e.g., parental leave)—they are not meant to
encourage labor market participation and that they tend to be associated
with a traditional gender division of labor (e.g., home care allowance).
Results from the systematic review of Bergsvik, Fauske, and Hart
(2021) suggest that cash benefits have a positive effect on fertility.
However, they included in their analysis both regular cash benefits
(e.g., family allowances) and those provided at the birth of the child
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(baby bonus). As discussed below, the latter constitutes a very specific
case of benefits. Such a positive effect is, however, not corroborated by
the other studies: about half of the studies in Table 1 report a positive
impact of cash benefits on fertility and the others none. Mixed results are
also obtained when using broader measures of financial support (Billings-
ley and Ferrarini 2014; Billingsley, Neyer, and Wesolowski 2022). The
results are also mixed when it comes to the effect of cash benefits by
parity: being larger on first births in some studies (e.g., Billingsley and
Ferrarini 2014) and on higher order births in others (e.g., Harknett, Billari,
and Medalia 2014). There is also a lack of evidence regarding the longer
term impact of these cash benefits on cohort fertility (Sobotka, Matysiak,
Brzozowska 2019).

Baby-bonuses are another type of cash benefit but a very specific one:
they are paid as a one-off transfer at the birth of a child, their amount is
usually larger (as compared to the regular family allowances), and they
are often more visible, especially if part of an explicit pronatalist policy.
In recent decades, such baby bonuses have been introduced in various
countries (e.g., Australia, Canada (Quebec), Singapore, and Russia) but in
many cases only for a relatively short period of time. Overall, these birth
grants have been found to increase fertility but mainly in the short term and
mainly through a tempo effect (see Sobotka, Matysiak, and Brzozowska
2019; Gray et al. 2022).

Finally, there are some studies that have focused on the impact of tax
relief on fertility. The evidence is here more limited and usually analyzed
alongside other types of cash transfers to families. The evidence from both
Hungary and Norway suggests that large fiscal support for families has a
positive impact on fertility (Hart and Galloway 2023; Spéder, Murinko, and
0Ol4h 2020).

In terms of magnitude, most studies suggest that the impact of cash
benefits on fertility tends to be small (if any). For example, the recent cross-
national analysis by Zhang et al. (2023) estimates that a one percentage
point increase in public expenditures on family benefits (as a percentage
of the GDP) would result in an increase in the TFR of 0.069 children per
woman.* In other words, and considering that the spending on family ben-
efits in OECD countries is around 2 percent of the GDP, this means that
a doubling of such expenditures would increase fertility by 0.14 children
per woman (OECD 2022). One plausible explanation for such a relatively
small effect is that these cash benefits are simply too small, as compared to
the total cost of children, to make a difference in people’s fertility decisions.
The evidence is however lacking to conclude how large should the finan-
cial help be to make a difference in people’s fertility decisions, whether the
impact is the same across parity and educational groups, and whether the
impact is long term.
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Work-related leave schemes

Work-related leave schemes are measures which allow parents to temporar-
ily withdraw from the labor market to take care of their newborn child. This
includes leaves immediately before or after childbirth (i.e., maternity and
paternity leave) and longer leaves of absence often to be shared between
parents (i.e., parental leave). As mentioned earlier, these policies were origi-
nally aimed at protecting the health of mothers and children. In more recent
years, they have been part of measures to promote gender equality in the
labor market—and to some extent also in the private sphere in the shar-
ing of unpaid work between spouses.” These parental leave schemes vary
largely across countries in duration and payment and have been subject to
numerous changes over time.

In two recent systematic reviews, work-related leave schemes have
been found to have a positive impact on fertility (Bergsvik, Fauske, and
Hart 2021; Thomas et al. 2022).° In the other types of studies, most also
reported a positive effect both in terms of duration of the leave and payment
(replacement rates). However, there are also studies that reported no effect
of such policies (e.g., Harknett, Billari, Medalia 2014). Where the literature
is less clear is regarding the differential effect of leave policies for different
population subgroups. For example, there is no clear conclusion regarding
the effect of policies by parity and education level. Some studies suggest that
the effect appears to be mainly on the first birth (e.g., Brini 2020; Kalwij
2010) as opposed to higher order births, and some suggest that the effect
is larger for more highly educated individuals (Baizan, Arpino, and Delclos
2016).7

It is also unclear if the effect of leave policies is similar across regions
(Bergsvik, Fauske, and Hart 2021). This is an important point, especially
considering that most studies (including those in Table 1) are based on
European countries. The evidence is far more limited when it comes to
other low fertility regions, especially Asia. Studies have reported a positive
effect of parental leave in Japan (Lee, Ogawa, and Matsukura 2009) and
Korea (Kim and Parish 2022), but there are also suggestions that this effect
may be dampened by broader institutions and social norms such as long
working hours and limited workplace support (Boydell et al. 2023; Rindfuss
and Choe 2016). There are also suggestions that the impact of parental
leave may be influenced by the availability (or not) of adequate childcare
provisions, and whether or not such a leave is aiming at increasing gender
equality or at keeping mothers longer at home (Sobotka, Matysiak, and
Brzozowska 2019; Kocourkova 2002).

Finally, while the duration of the leave and the payment received dur-
ing the leave likely matter, there is limited evidence regarding the potential
impact of other dimensions such as the flexibility in the use of the leave and
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the targeting of fathers (such as in the daddy’s quota, which reserves part
of the parental leave exclusively for fathers).?

In terms of magnitude, studies suggest that the policies need to be
generous to have an effect (Thomas et al. 2022) (although what generous
means is not defined). But to illustrate: more than doubling the maternity
leave index (number of weeks of leave multiplied by their cash replacement
rates) from 12 to 25 weeks is estimated to result in an increase in the TFR
by 0.15 children per woman (Adsera 2004). In another study, an increase
in paid leave from 10 to 75 weeks would result in an increase in fertility of
0.09 children per woman for the low-educated subgroup and 0.24 for the
higher educated one (Baizan, Arpino, and Delclos 2016).

Childcare

Childcare-related measures have been introduced in most countries since
the 1970s in response to the rapid increase in female labor force partici-
pation. This trend then accelerated in the 1990s and is nowadays a major
component of family policies. Empirically, the impact of such measures is
usually captured by the provision of childcare (e.g., proportion of children
enrolled in formal childcare) and by its cost. Other elements, including the
quality of childcare (e.g., the ratio of staff to children) and its flexibility
(e.g., opening hours, possibility of using it part-time) are rarely included in
studies.

Results almost consistently suggest a positive impact of childcare on
fertility. This appears to be especially the case for the provision of child-
care for very young children (under the age of three) (Luci-Greulich and
Thévenon 2013). Positive results were also found in a study using an index
which combined leave-related schemes and childcare for very young chil-
dren (Billingsley and Ferrarini 2014). Importantly, what these combined
indicators may suggest is the importance of coherence and complementar-
ity across the support for families, in this case, the provision of work-related
leave schemes and childcare services.

This impact of childcare services on fertility appears, moreover, to be
larger for more highly educated individuals. For example, Baizan, Arpino,
and Delclos (2016) conclude that increasing childcare coverage from 20
to 50 percent results in an increase in completed fertility of 0.2 children
for low-educated women and 0.4 for more highly educated ones. The re-
sults are, however, less clear regarding the differential impact by parity. For
example, Kalwij (2010) reported a positive impact of the expenditures on
childcare on the first birth, while Billingsley and Ferrarini (2014) reported a
positive impact of their earner—carer support index on the first and second
births, but not on the third.

But if most studies report a positive impact of childcare on fertility, the
extent to which this impact is the same across countries remains unclear.
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While Bergsvik, Fauske, and Hart (2021) report that evidence is lacking
for the Anglo-Saxon countries and Southern Europe (in their systematic
review), Luci-Greulich and Thévenon (2013) show a strong effect in the
Nordic countries, but a nonstatistically significant one for Southern Europe.
There is also limited evidence regarding the impact of childcare policies on
fertility in East Asia (Hart et al. 2023). While there is some evidence of a
positive effect (e.g., Fukai 2017) for Japan), there are also suggestions that
the perception of the quality and reliability of childcare services may also
impact their actual use (Park et al. 2020, for South Korea).

Other benefits

If cash benefits for families with children, work-related leave schemes, and
childcare constitute the traditional core of family policies, other types of
benefits can also potentially have an impact on fertility. In a recent “toolkit”
report, some of these other benefits were labeled as “complementary poli-
cies” (The Economist 2023). This includes broader community and work-
place support, housing policies, and dating programs. To this list, one would
also add education benefits, especially in countries where regular education
is not only expensive and competitive but where parents face additional ex-
penditures by enrolling their children in additional (cram) programs.

The empirical evidence regarding these other types of benefits is much
more limited. In fact, in their systematic review, Bergsvik, Fauske, and Hart
(2021) indicated that despite their extensive searches no studies on the im-
pact of housing policies matched their selection criteria. At the same time,
there is some literature on the relationships between different dimensions
of housing and fertility, including housing affordability, cost, size and type,
home ownership, and perception of housing stability (e.g., Brauner-Otto
2023; Du, Hui, and Chen 2024; Sobotka, Matysiak, and Brzozowska 2019;
Tocchioni et al. 2021; van Wijk 2024). But these do not specifically tackle the
impact of housing policies per se. An exception is the recent vignette study
in China by Wang, Wang, and Shen (2023), which suggests some positive
effects of housing policies on fertility. This is a relatively unexplored area of
research.

Perceived impact of policies

The empirical evidence regarding the impact of policies on fertility reviewed
in the previous sections is all based on “indirect” approaches, that is, descrip-
tive or statistical techniques that assess the correlation between the changes
in policies and fertility. A somewhat different approach consists instead of
directly asking people about their perceived effect of policies on fertility, or
about their own experience.
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Such a more “direct” approach is again not new. Already in 1975,
a survey was carried out in France to capture the knowledge of the pop-
ulation regarding different demographic trends and to ask respondents
about their opinion on various demographic-related topics. One of the
questions asked in this survey concerned the perceived effect of policies on
fertility. The results revealed a much-divided opinion with half the people
responding that there are indeed measures which can influence people
to have more children, and the other half responding negatively (Girard,
Bastide, and Roussel 1976).

Questions on the perceived impact of policies on fertility were also
included in the Population Policy Acceptance Surveys (PPAS) of the early
1990s and 2000s and carried out in 12 European countries. In this survey,
respondents were first asked to identify the three family policy measures
which they supported most (among a list). They were subsequently asked
whether they thought that the introduction of their three preferred policy
measures would influence their fertility intention and behavior. The analy-
sis of the data from the second PPAS (carried out in 2003) revealed that be-
tween 2 to 35 percent of respondents stated that they would probably decide
to have a(nother) child (Fokkema and Esveldt 2008).° In turn, this would
result in an estimated increase of the TFR by 0.15 children per woman on
average.

Most likely these figures overestimate the impact of policies since they
refer to hypothetical situations. Moreover, the association between poli-
cies and fertility remains vague since the survey items did not specify what
for example “improved” parental leave would or should be nor how much
“higher” cash transfers would or should be. Nonetheless, the results are in-
teresting as they confirm some of the “indirect” evidence reviewed in the
previous section. What the results also suggest is that what may work best
in one country may not necessarily be the case in another one and that this
may be related to cross-national differences in peoples’ needs and prefer-
ences.

In recent years, some semi-experimental work has also been carried
out in an attempt to further capture individuals’ responsiveness to policies.
One example is the study by Lui and Cheung (2021), which used a multifac-
torial vignette design to estimate the effect of policies on fertility decisions.
The survey, carried out on a sample of Hong Kong respondents, exposed
them to various hypothetical policy scenarios. Results suggest a positive ef-
fect of childcare support and housing policy but also highlight the impor-
tance of broader “family friendly organizational norms” in strengthening
the effect of individual policy measures. Using a similar approach, Guetto,
Alderotti, and Vignoli (2023) asked survey respondents in Italy to deter-
mine the short-term fertility intentions of hypothetical couples exposed to
different family policy packages. Results confirm some of the earlier find-
ings, including the potentially greater impact of childcare than cash benefits
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but also reveal the importance of a consistent package of policies. And while
these two studies refer to two specific countries, they further support the
importance of broader support for families.

Finally, mention should also be made of a very small number of qual-
itative studies that have explored in greater depth people’s perception of
fertility obstacles and the possible enabling role of policies. This includes
the study by Salles, Rossier, and Brachet (2010) on French and German
participants, and that of Brinton et al. (2018) on American, Japanese, Span-
ish, and Swedish participants. In both studies and in contrast to the semi-
experimental work reviewed above, participants in the qualitative studies
were not exposed to hypothetical policy scenarios nor asked about their
perception of the possible efficacy of policies. However, the participants’
own narratives of their obstacles to fertility and their ideals provide some
insights on the possible impact of policies. This includes financial consider-
ations (cost of children and cost of childcare), job stability, housing, work-
family conflict, and gender equality. The narratives, however, varied across
countries, emphasizing the importance of context and match between peo-
ple’s needs and policies.

Summary

The study of the impact of family policies forms nowadays a major field
of research—even though in the large majority of cases the policies did not
aim at increasing fertility. The findings of these studies vary largely and often
provide mixed evidence. However, taken as a whole this body of literature
does suggest that family policies may have a positive impact on fertility.
This appears to be especially the case for measures that help reconcile work
and family responsibilities (leave-related schemes and childcare) and less
so for cash-related transfers. This result appears, moreover, to be consistent
across methodologies. In contrast, the magnitude of this impact is much
more difficult to compare across studies. It, however, tends to be relatively
small, around 0.1 to 0.2 children per woman. Variations in the effect of
policies on fertility by parity, household income, and national context were
also found.

Several of the above studies were focused on the impact of single poli-
cies, especially the introduction of a new policy measure or a major change
in policies. In reality, one could argue that what matters for people are not
single policy measures but rather larger packages of policies. This seems
to be supported by studies that have used combined indicators related to
work support. Moreover, there is some evidence that suggests that the pol-
icy packages need to align with people’s needs and preferences.

While the literature on the impact of family policies on fertility is very
large, there are also noteworthy limitations including the overrepresen-
tation of some countries and regions (including Western Europe and the
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Nordic countries) and the underrepresentation of others (e.g., Southern
Burope, East Asia, Latin America).'° This considerably restricts the possibil-
ity to generalize the findings across other contexts. It also leaves open the
question of the extent to which other institutional, economic, and social
factors may be moderating the impact of policies on fertility.!!

Family policies and fertility: Why the limited “success”?

In the previous section, we outlined some of the various types of family
policies and explored the extent to which they might interact with fertil-
ity outcomes. However, judging the success of these policies is challenging.
Above all, it involves defining what “success” means from their goals. As we
have discussed earlier, in some cases the goal is very clear: the aim of the
tamily policy interventions is clearly to raise fertility rates. This reductive
view of family policy and the link to fertility seems to predominate much
of the literature and discussion of this sphere. In turn, it inevitably informs
the way we determine the “success” of family policies.

First, there is a methodological challenge in terms of measuring the
effect on fertility. The period TFR is most used in scientific and policy circles.
However, this measure is highly susceptible to fluctuating changes in tim-
ing, or tempo (Sobotka and Lutz 2009; Sobotka 2004). This means a sharp
rise in TFR following a pronatalist intervention could, in fact, reflect couples
deciding to have their already desired/intended child earlier than initially
planned. This means the intervention has only affected the timing of birth
and not the guantum, or total number of births (which is, in fact, the usual
intent). Furthermore, such a rise in fertility may, in fact, have nothing to
do with the intervention: postponed births before the intervention may be
recuperated organically at a time coincidental with the policy change. This
can occur through processes of education expansion, labor market instabil-
ity, and changing values and preferences, which, in turn, lead to delayed
parenthood and a shift towards childbearing at older ages (Mills et al. 2011;
Yoo and Sobotka 2018; Sobotka and Beaujouan 2018). This point has been
recently made forcefully in the case of Hungary, where the “the seemingly
impressive upturns in the TFR” which have been linked in the media and
political narrative to pronatalist policies have, in fact, “been largely fueled
by a slowdown in the shift to later parenthood and have not been mirrored
in corresponding upturns in cohort fertility or tempo-adjusted period fer-
tility indicators” (Lutz, Sobotka, and Zeman 2024). Such uncertainty and
“noise” not only cloud period TFRs but also affect how we interpret cohort
measures as well. This only serves to emphasize the limited direct and im-
mediate impact upon affecting patterns of childbearing which we observed
earlier.
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The question, therefore, is why have policies which have been de-
signed to shape family formation through spurring childbearing met with
such limited direct success?

Much focus has been placed on the direct and indirect costs of child-
bearing as a reason for low actualized fertility. Against this backdrop, it
could be anticipated that interventions which lessen the financial burden
of childbearing have a positive impact on raising fertility. This is not, as we
have seen, the case. The amount in a baby bonus package can never fully
offset the lifetime direct and indirect costs of raising a child (Malak, Rah-
man, and Yip 2019; Chuard and Chuard-Keller 2021; Sinclair, Boymal, and
de Silva 2012). However, the issue is more significant than that. The reason
for this is that family formation is the outcome of a complex navigation of
social, economic, romantic, biological, and cultural factors. This, in turn,
is shaped by a multitude of factors, choices, and attitudes regarding family
formation: the cost and nature of education systems, political and economic
stability, the fragility of work, working hours and culture, gender roles at
home and the workplace, expectations regarding caring for older family
members, and so on. Many of these factors are more concentrated for spe-
cific groups of people (Ross and Roberts 2017). When we see low fertility as
a downstream consequence of these multiple intersecting institutions, the
policy response becomes ever more challenging and perhaps denotes the
need for wholesale institutional and cultural reform (Gietel-Basten 2019).

It is in this kind of more holistic approach to understanding family for-
mation that it is critical to look more closely at national contexts. Indeed,
there are other critical intervening variables at the national level which are
often overlooked when trying to map out a simplistic relationship between
family policy and fertility. This is linked not only to the “framing” of fam-
ily policy but also to the history and contemporary context in which they
operate at the national level.

Nordic family policy systems are among the most comprehensive in the
world, for example. While period TFRs have declined in recent years across
the region, the relatively stable, relatively high cohort of TFRs has led the
policies in the region to often be seen as a “goal,” or “beacon” for policy-
makers around the world who wish to see a higher fertility rate. However,
these contemporary family policies in the Nordic region (and, to a certain
extent, in other historically “higher” fertility settings such as France, the
United Kingdom, Ireland, Australia, and New Zealand) are not explicitly
pronatalist—even though they did, in the past, often have links to prona-
talism, or at least, demographic engineering in response to concerns about
national growth, the labor force and so on. Indeed, many of these coun-
tries do not have an explicit population policy at all. However, over the
course of many decades, these family policies have worked to adapt cul-
tures and attitudes regarding gender roles and support for the family from
the state and employers. As such, while these policies might not be prona-
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talist in their current intent, their long history, and the cultural milieu in
which they operate inevitably lead to such family policies having a fertility-
supporting effect (Bjorklund 2006; Andersson 2008; J. M. Hoem 2005).
These policies have gone hand-in-hand with other policies in education,
housing, health, and care (for instance), which have served to lower the
perceived risks and opportunity costs associated with starting and growing
a family (Kalwij 2010). The alignment between these contemporary fam-
ily policies, other relevant social and economic policies, and aspirations of
citizens further enhances the likelihood of supporting both family forma-
tion but also (and perhaps more importantly) many other measures of well-
being. But, again, the recent collapse in period TFRs in the Nordic region
(and in England and Wales, Scotland) demonstrates that the long history
of wide-ranging family policy and social support mechanisms is not a com-
plete failsafe when it comes to maintaining steady birth rates (UNPD 2022).
Indeed, this is nothing new: the contrast between Sweden’s stable cohort
TFR and its “rollercoaster” period TFR has long been observed (B. Hoem
and Hoem 1996).

Yet, it is not only in the Nordic and “older welfare states” that we
see the implementation of more holistic, positive approaches to the family.
In 2023, Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), an intergovernmen-
tal forum for 21 member economies in the Pacific Rim, published a “Menu
of Policy Options” for countries which are concerned about their demo-
graphic situation. However, rather than the typical pronatalist narrative,
this was rather about building “a rights-based policy approach” to “compre-
hensively and proactively support family planning and fertility planning”
to build “demographic resilience” (APEC 2023, 1). Such a more bottom-up,
supportive approach is much more in line with the principles set out in the
1994 International Conference on Population and Development.

Elsewhere, other countries (such as Estonia and Slovenia) have sought
to introduce explicitly gender-responsive family policies which aim to shift
the narrative away from fertility as an outcome and rather address some
of the core inequalities which shape family formation and childcare and
domestic work (UNFPA 2022). Moldova, for example, has long faced low
fertility rates and high emigration, compounded by limited economic de-
velopment that hindered the establishment of comprehensive welfare sys-
tems (Bodrug-Lungu and Robila 2014). Childcare and domestic responsi-
bilities remain disproportionately shouldered by women, restricting their
participation in the labor force (UNFPA 2021b). Previous pronatalist poli-
cies largely failed to boost fertility rates, prompting a significant policy shift
in recent years. Instead of framing demographic issues through a security
lens, Moldova now prioritizes individual rights and choices (UNFPA 2021a).

The new approach focuses on rights-based and gender-transformative
family policies aimed at fostering women’s economic empowerment and
gender equality. This includes advocating for women'’s rights to work, access
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education, and engage in decision-making (UN 2022). Key interventions
involve updated childcare laws, enhanced maternity benefits, and a recently
extended paternity leave from 56 days to one year. Many private sector
companies have adopted these policies, offering well-paid parental leave,
care allowances, and antidiscrimination measures for pregnant employees,
along with flexible work arrangements and facilities for lactating mothers
(UNFPA 2023a).

Despite the TFR remaining relatively flat, the primary goal of these
gender-responsive policies is to challenge discriminatory gender norms and
redistribute unpaid care work. Success will not solely be measured by TFR
but by attitudes toward work-family balance and the realization of fertility
intentions (UNFPA 2023b). To assess these impacts, Moldova conducted the
Generations and Gender Survey (GGS) in 2020 to explore the complexities
of family creation, work-life balance, and fertility desires (UNFPA 2021Db).
Future GGS rounds will be essential for evaluating how these policies influ-
ence fertility intentions and broader social and economic dynamics.

On the other hand, there are many other examples of countries which
have implemented large-scale family policy programs, and there has been
relatively little overall impact on fertility. In recent years, these have been
found to a great extent in East Asia, now home to some of the lowest TFRs
on earth (Frejka, Jones, and Sardon 2010; Straughan, Chan, and Jones
2008). These policy interventions cover the wide range outlined above,
including baby bonuses, childcare, maternity leave, and so on. It is widely
reported, for example, that South Korea has expanded dramatically its
family policy program in recent years and has done so largely (at least in
the past) as a response to its very low fertility (Lee 2018). For example,
news reports suggest that “South Korea’s government budget for tackling
the nation’s low birth rate has risen to 2.25 percent of GDP,” rising from
2.1 trillion won ($1.5 billion) in 2006 to 51.7 trillion won in 2022 (Global
2023). Given that TFR in the country continues to fall to historic lows, it
is easily argued that the tremendous expansion of family policy has been
a costly waste. This, however, involves multiple misunderstandings. First,
again, we must go back to what family policy expenditure means. Of this
huge figure cited above, 38 trillion won went towards housing support and
purchases, lump-sum home rentals, and public rental loans. In fact, family
spending (i.e., benefits exclusively for families and children) at around
1.5 percent is substantially lower than the OECD average. Second, these
family policy interventions operate within a culture of long working hours;
highly fragile employment; discrimination against women and parents;
highly uneven division of domestic and care labor; very high property
prices, and so on. As such, unlike the foregoing examples from the Nordics,
such family policy interventions are misaligned with both broader social
and economic policies as well as social and cultural norms. For example, in
countries with very uneven gender roles at home, interventions to increase
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paternity leave coverage have had mixed results, often in fact lowering
further fertility intentions of men (Youngcho Lee 2022; Farré and Gonzalez
2019). It remains to be seen whether such policies will shape (or be part of
the mechanisms to shape) cultural and social norms over the next decades.
However, for the time being, these policies are not succeeding in shaping
fertility outcomes (as they hoped to do) because they are “stopgap mea-
sures which attempt to instrumentalize people’s potential fertility, without
showing people a sustainable way out of the various social injustices that
they must continue to live with in their day-to-day lives” (Lee 2024).

In other national contexts, meanwhile, the framing of family policy is
so overwhelmingly pronatalist and couched in conservative gendered terms
(and often ethnonationalist narratives) that it is impossible to disentangle
the possible impacts of relatively orthodox family policy interventions.
In countries with very strong pronatalist policy frameworks, such as Iran,
Hungary, and Russian Federation, it is often the case that family-supporting
policies (such as baby bonuses, childcare, and parental leave) can be ef-
fectively drowned about by narrative and, in some cases, policies which
directly push back against women'’s rights, including the right to work
(Cook, Iarskaia-Smirnova, and Kozlov 2023; Frejka and Zakharov 2013;
Rivkin-Fish 2010; Gietel-Basten et al. 2024a). Again, because these prona-
talist family policies are not aligned with the aspirations of young women,
they tend not to be successful in their stated aims (Gietel-Basten 2024b).

Recent national history is also important. It is probably no coinci-
dence that some of the East and South Asian countries which are pushing
the hardest to increase the fertility rate through (sometimes high-pressure)
family policy interventions and propaganda were also pushing a strongly
anti-natalist line in the last third of the twentieth century. In fact, antina-
talism was being pushed in most of these countries well beyond the point
at which fertility fell below the replacement rate (Straughan, Chan, and
Jones 2008; Gietel-Basten 2024a). Within the developmentalist paradigm,
population dynamics (and hence the family) is, and was, a servant to indus-
trial development and economic growth. In this sense, reducing fertility,
and investing heavily in health and education, was development or even
economic policy. During this period, relatively little attention was paid to
family well-being. Issues such as work-life balance were largely ignored,
and childcare arrangements existed primarily to benefit the company rather
than the family. The relentless focus on education also contributed to a cer-
tain toxicity regarding expected investment in children which largely fell
on the shoulders of families. Finally, family and domestic care work within
this paradigm was, and is, highly gendered—and continues to be so (Song,
Chang, and Sylvian 2013; Raymo et al. 2015).

Policy stability and fiscal sustainability are also a key determinant
of “success.” Given that “frequent reforms and reversals of family poli-
cies make them unpredictable, unreliable and confusing, potentially hav-
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ing a negative impact on fertility even in countries which provide relatively
generous support for families” (Sobotka, Matysiak, and Brzozowska 2019,
77), it is, therefore, to be expected that these changing policies and policy
schemes cancelations had a negative effect on fertility in that period, even
while spending remained relatively high (Aassve, Billari, and Spéder 2006;
Spéder 2016).

Policy incompatibility and mistargeting can be key factors in shaping
the success of family policies that affect the fertility rate. Again, this goes
back to both measurement and definitional issues in the national context. In
terms of mistargeting, many pronatalist policies (such as in Hungary, Russia,
and Turkey) have a focus on increasing the number of higher order births.
However, such policies can ignore that more help is arguably required in
the first stages of family formation (i.e., building a strong relationship, get-
ting stable housing and employment, and transitioning to first birth) (Chen,
Gietel-Basten, and Yip 2020).

More broadly, such policies can often be out of step with changing di-
rections in attitudes, sentiments, values, and even types of families. There
is, no doubt, a changing expectation of what the family is, and should be.
In the past, marriage and children might have been considered a “corner-
stone” of life; now, it is more of a “capstone” (Cherlin 2004; Coontz 2004),
or a means of extended discovery (Bellah 2007). Besides this, there are con-
stantly evolving changes in attitudes towards work, and gender roles. There
is also a changing link between marriage and childbearing as well as the
growing acceptability of single parenthood, same-sex couples, and other
“nontraditional family forms.” In a postmodern world, these values are of-
ten unique to individuals and families and, therefore, fit awkwardly within
a modernist, “one-size fits all” family policy paradigm (Van de Kaa 2001),
which may seem very out-of-step with contemporary attitudes and ways of
life. Again, it may be the case that policies which seek to support rather than
regulate family life may be more successful in a wide array of outcomes.

Finally, to return to the national context: Does the family policy suite of
interventions operate withing a broader system of social support? Do inter-
ventions “join up” with other aspects of life? For example, many countries
offer flexible parental leave allowing parents to choose a period they plan
to stay at home with their small children after childbirth. However, limited
public childcare availability and a lack of labor market flexibility might make
this choice of limited value (Sobotka, Matysiak, and Brzozowska 2019).
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the interaction between nonpharmaceu-
tical interventions and weak welfare support systems meant that contain-
ment policies disrupted people’s lives and increased their uncertainty more
in countries, thus impacting fertility dynamics (Plach et al. 2023). In Hun-
gary, a recent qualitative exercise found respondents engaging with the ex-
panded family policy system were torn between seeking financial security
in a volatile labor market and privately absorbing care burdens associated
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with larger families. As such, they “weighed the potential rewards of access-
ing various pronatalist benefits against the costs of reproduction in a policy
context characterised by risk and uncertainty” and ended up being “highly
selective regarding which benefits they accessed and which they avoided”
(Glass and Fodor 2022, 1425). Indeed, marriage rates in Hungary increased
steeply (and, indeed, more than the TFRs) when the Hungarian government
introduced in July 2019 a new interest-free marriage loan for which only
married couples are eligible (and which do not need to be repaid if they have
three children). As a result, many cohabiting couples who might otherwise
stay unmarried decided to marry, often shortly before the birth of their child.

Conclusions: Whither family policy?

Looking back, we see decades and decades of policy interventions to better
support families, from the French Family Code in 1939, to the first-ever
parental leave in Sweden in 1974, and numerous policies, programs, and
subsidies since. What they all share is an acknowledgment of governmental
responsibility in helping parents shoulder the cost of raising children and
helping them combine work and family responsibilities. Where the policy
interventions differ are in their intent: being targeted at increasing well-
being and gender equality in most cases and explicitly increasing fertility in
others. A further cross-cutting feature is the extent to which these policies
seek to regulate family life, either explicitly or implicitly.

In this paper, we have demonstrated a relatively weak direct link be-
tween family policy interventions and quantum changes in fertility in low-
fertility settings. To a degree, this means that family policy interventions
which are designed explicitly with pronatalist aims are likely to become
hostages to fortune. Clearly, the framing of family policy matters (and the
timescale) enormously to how successful they are to be judged.

However, as we observed earlier in the paper, raising birth rates is only
one component of family policy. As Thévenon argued (2011), we must con-
sider at least five other main aims of policies to support the family: poverty
reduction and income maintenance, direct compensation for the economic
cost of children, fostering employment, improving gender equality, and sup-
port for early childhood development. As we stated at the start of this paper,
appraising family policies in toto is beyond the scope of our study. However,
there isno doubt that when considering the link between family policies and
fertility, we must consider these indirect mechanisms. There is no doubt all
of these goals cited by Thévenon (apart from simply raising birth rates) are
net positives for (prospective) parents and children. It is also clear that each
of these aspects are critical components in the decision to start family for-
mation, and the timing of it.

Indeed, this “indirect” impact can be both direct and more general. Di-
rect impacts can relate to specific interventions that, say, reduce poverty or
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improve gender equality. However, as Sobotka, Matysiak, and Brzozowska
(2019, 79) observe,

by designing family policies, governments send an important signal that they
care about families and their well-being ... This symbolic representation can,
in theory, make policies that are relatively small or even symbolic in scale
psychologically important and “punching above their weight”.

As Neyer and Andersson (2008, 7) elaborate

[family policies] always act on two levels: on the level of facts and on the
level of perception... The potential effect of family policies on actual behavior
depends on how a policy is perceived in the minds of people and what it signals
with respect to their current and future life course.

Itis in signaling support for families to meet their reproductive aspirations in
both sentiment and holistic policy intervention that, perhaps, the strongest
contribution to fertility comes in and, therefore, where the “older” family
policy paradigm might, in fact, be more potent than this more recent tilt
towards pronatalism.

It is worth observing, though, that the “new” pronatalist framing of
these family policies is rapidly changing. In the Republic of Korea, for exam-
ple, explicit fertility target rates were removed, with the policies grounded
more around supporting families (though the current alarmism over fam-
ily policy may change this). Around the low fertility world, the narra-
tive is shifting more towards supporting couples to have the number of
children they wish for (which is almost always a more relevant number
than the TFR). As we observed, in some parts of Eastern Europe, such as
Moldova and Bulgaria, the policy paradigm has shifted away from target-
based pronatalism towards supporting and investing in families, children,
and young people more. Measuring the “success” of these policies, then,
requires looking way beyond measures of period TFR: to a vast array of
measures of economic and social well-being, but also at fertility intentions
and their realization (or not). Such an approach requires investing in high-
quality surveys—ideally comparative and longitudinal in nature.

In an era of relatively good access to contraception, having (or not)
a child and when to have it has become perhaps an even more com-
plex decision than in the past. It is a decision which requires individuals
to weigh their current and future situations and circumstances, in the
midst of increasing uncertainty and increasing standards of good parent-
ing (Gauthier and de Jong 2021). In this respect, policies which reduce
the direct or indirect cost of children may be expected to be part of the
fertility-making decision. Their impact is, however, bound to be limited
when being assessed by changes in the TFR of a country. The impact is
likely wider when seen in terms of helping parents combine work and
tamily responsibilities, improving gender equality, and creating a favorable
environment to raise children. But, these same family policies should
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also be viewed in their wider context, including their alignment (or not)
with other institutions, norms, and workplace cultures. This calls for a
rethinking of how to define family policies and how to measure their
impact.
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Notes

1 What we, however, do not include
are health-related policies including those re-
lated to fertility treatments.

2 The study did not provide a clear esti-
mate of the magnitude of the impact of poli-
cies on fertility. They, however, noted that at
the height of the baby boom, the fertility in
France exceeded that of its neighbors by 0.2
to 0.3 children per woman.

3 In both studies, the index includes
cash and fiscal child benefits as well as home
care allowance.

4 In the paper by Zhang et al. (2023), an
effect size of 0.069 children per woman was
mentioned in the text. However, their table
4 reports instead an effect size of 0.072 (for
the fixed effect model).

5 It should, however, be noted that in
some countries the longer maternity and
parental leave schemes tend instead to en-
courage women to stay longer at home
to take care of the children and thus
promote a traditional gender division of
labor.

6 In the systematic review by Thomas
et al. (2022), the positive effect of leave poli-
cies was only found in studies that captured
the “future child” effect or “total child” ef-
fect, as opposed to those that captured the
“current child” effect. This distinction is not
made in other studies, and may therefore
account—they argue—for their mixed find-
ings. This is something that should be inves-
tigated further.

7 This study reported an overall positive
but not statistically significant effect of ma-
ternity leave on fertility. However, the inter-
action term with education was statistically
significant.

8 Other labor market-related factors
may also matter including discrimination in
hiring of young women (and in promotion).
While we lack systematic information on
this, such cases are regularly reported by the
press in a wide range of countries.

9 The range reported here corresponds
to the minimum and maximum figures
across the 12 countries analyzed.

10 In some of the cross-national stud-
ies, a wider group of countries are included
(e.g., Japan, Korea). However, the assump-
tion is that the effect of the policies is the
same across all countries. Some studies do
carry out additional analyses by welfare state
regimes, but not by geographical region.

11 One should also note other limita-
tions of the literature including measure-
ment issues related to the family policy them-
selves, notably the use of total expenditures
(which while providing an indication of the
total effort by governments does not capture
the generosity of support for individuals nor
specific subgroups) and the omission of pol-
icy eligibility at the individual level. Finally,
there are also policy areas (e.g., parental
leave, childcare) where employer-provided
benefits may top up governmental ones. This
is also not captured in studies.
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