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ABSTRACT
This study contributes to the empirical research on the fertility decline
registered in Europe in the aftermath of the Great Recession adopting a
comparative perspective. We explore childbearing behavior during the crisis
across three dimensions of vulnerability: migration background (measured
as: country of origin and length of stay in the destination country), labor
market uncertainty, and country of residence. We compare childbearing
behavior by parity among native and migrant women with different
employment statuses in Sweden and Italy. Using the Swedish population
registers and the Italian Labor Force Survey, we investigate the change in
childbearing probabilities between the pre-crisis (2006–2009) and the years
following the onset of the crisis (2010–2015). We find that the chances of
motherhood in the aftermath of the Great Recession decreased
substantially among recently arrived migrant women, but also among
unemployed natives and women with unstable careers. The migration and
labor market vulnerabilities, however, do not accumulate: unemployment
and career instability negatively affect only native women’s probability of
motherhood. Finally, the country comparison demonstrates that while the
duration of stay and the weaker labor market attachment reduces the
chances of motherhood in both contexts, the negative effect of
unemployment is particularly strong in Italy.

ARTICLE HISTORY Received 22 January 2022; Accepted 8 November 2022

EDITED BY Katya Ivanova

KEYWORDS Great recession; first and higher order births; migrants; Italy; Sweden; employment
uncertainty

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDer-
ivatives License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distri-
bution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered,
transformed, or built upon in any way.

CONTACT Giammarco Alderotti giammarco.alderotti@unifi.it University of Florence, Firenze,
Italy

Supplemental data for this article can be accessed online at https://doi.org/10.1080/14616696.2022.
2153302.

This article was originally published with errors, which have now been corrected in the online version.
Please see Correction (https://doi.org/10.1080/14616696.2022.2153302)

EUROPEAN SOCIETIES
2023, VOL. 25, NO. 4, 539–573
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616696.2022.2153302

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14616696.2022.2153302&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-07-18
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7988-8385
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:giammarco.alderotti@unifi.it
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616696.2022.2153302
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616696.2022.2153302
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616696.2022.2153302
http://www.europeansociology.org/
http://www.tandfonline.com


1. Introduction

The impact of economic crises on population dynamics has long been on
the demographers’ agenda (Easterlin, 1987; Livi Bacci, 2001). The overall
outcome of such a strand of research is that economic uncertainty nega-
tively influences fertility decisions, at the very least in terms of timing,
inducing a postponement of childbearing, but possibly also affecting
the quantum of fertility (Sobotka et al., 2011, Comolli and Bernardi,
2015, Caltabiano et al., 2017). The evidence regarding the consequences
of the Great Recession of 2008 in Europe is in line with such findings,
with many studies reporting a strong correlation between, for instance,
increasing unemployment rates and fertility decline (Goldstein et al.,
2013; Comolli, 2017). However, despite the rich and growing body of lit-
erature on the association between economic uncertainty and childbear-
ing, the evidence regarding migrants’ fertility behavior during recessions
is scarce. Being generally more weakly attached to the labor market and
facing greater financial and employment uncertainty, migrants represent
a relatively more vulnerable group in society than natives (Sobotka et al.,
2011). Sobotka (2017) shows that in 11 out of 15 European countries con-
sidered, in the period 2008–2013, the Total Fertility Rate (TFR) fell much
more markedly among migrants than natives. This is certainly the case
for Italy, where the TFR dropped by about 2% among natives and 20%
among migrants, while in other countries such as Sweden the decline
in natives’ and migrants’ fertility was more similar (below 5%).

To our knowledge, the evidence on migrants’ fertility behavior across
the years of the Great Recession is limited to the aggregate-level (with few
exceptions which, however, do not focus specifically on the crisis’ impact,
e.g. Dupray and Pailhé, 2018). Macro-level relationships do not always
mirror micro-level ones and do not allow investigating the mechanisms
behind such processes. To fill this gap in the literature, the first contri-
bution of this paper is to compare, at the individual level, childbearing
behavior by parity among first generation migrants and natives over
the Great Recession decade. Still, migrants are not homogeneous as a
group, as they differ in terms of migration background. Most relevant
for the current study, migrants differ by country (or region) of origin
and duration of stay in the destination country.1 Migrants of different

1We are aware that the literature refers to ‘migration background’ to distinguish individuals who might
have migrated themselves (migrant vs native) and/or previously had a different nationality (foreigners
vs nationals), and/or have at least one parent who is a migrant (first vs second generation) (UN, 2006).
However, here we only look at first generation migrants and for a person with a first migration back-
ground this is generally defined as his or her country of birth. In this study, when we refer to ‘migration
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origin display heterogenous fertility levels and degrees of labor market
attachment (Kraus 2017; Kulu and Hannemann 2016). Moreover,
migrants who arrived more recently to the destination country tend to
be economically more vulnerable, because of their weaker integration
in the labor market (Bevelander and Pendakur, 2012; OECD 2020;
Reyneri and Fullin, 2011). Recently arrived migrants may thus be more
negatively affected by economic downturns compared to natives and
migrants who arrived earlier. Finally, migrants’ composition differs
across contexts and may vary over business cycles fluctuations
(Mussino and Strozza 2012a; Tønnessen et al. 2021).

While investigating in details changes in childbearing behavior over
the years of the crisis by migrants’ country of origin goes beyond the
scope of the study and exceeds the statistical power of the analyses,
neglecting such existing heterogeneity would be inaccurate. Therefore,
first, we present extensive descriptive evidence on migrants’ composition
in terms of macro area of origin by country, parity, duration of stay, and
period. What is crucial for this study, is that we do not observe a marked
variation in the composition of migrants from before to after the Great
Recession in either Italy or Sweden. We return to this issue in the con-
cluding discussion. Second, we analyze period variations in the prob-
ability of childbirth by migration background both regarding macro
area of origin and duration of stay in the destination country. Finally,
in all other models on migrants we always control for both macro area
of origin and duration of stay.

The second contribution of this study is the investigation of the inter-
play between migration and a more traditional dimension of vulnerability
in the context of crises, i.e. employment instability. Unemployment
lowers current and future income prospects. Besides, re-employment
becomes even harder in times of recessions. Permanent and tenured
job positions are more secure during economic downturn compared to
atypical employment, or recently acquired jobs. A solid position in the
labor market is usually considered a precondition for parenthood,
while unstable working careers are typically linked to the postponement
or renunciation of parenthood (Alderotti et al., 2021). While the relation-
ship between employment conditions and fertility has been studied inten-
sively, and a few studies also address to what extent it differs between
natives and migrants (e.g. Wood and Neels, 2017; see also Kil et al.,

background’ we include not only the country (or macro-area) of origin but also the duration of stay in
the destination country, hence distinguishing natives from recently arrived and long-standing
migrants.
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2018 and Vidal-Coso, 2019 on the consequences of fertility on employ-
ment), the interaction between the two sources of vulnerability under
the unprecedented circumstances of a global recession has been over-
looked in the literature so far.

Finally, the impact of the Great Recession on fertility, and more gen-
erally the association between economic and labor market uncertainty
and childbearing, differs a great deal not only across social groups but
also across contexts (Adserà, 2005, Matysiak et al., 2020). The strength
and the nature of the crisis differs across countries. The heterogeneity
in the degree of coverage of social and family policies mediates the
effect of economic shocks on childbearing decisions. Similarly, the
degree of protection of the insiders vs. outsiders, the diffusion of precar-
ious contracts, and the rigidity of the salary scale, among other labor
market features, also mediate the effect of employment uncertainty on
family decisions. Having a stable or an unstable career might matter in
some contexts more than others. In addition, welfare and job market
dimensions can vary across our groups of interest – migrants vs.
natives – insofar as, for instance, a country grants access to social
benefits based on citizenship or not. Because of this complexity, com-
parative studies are rare and mostly limited to the aggregate-level. The
third contribution of this study is hence to compare individual-level
childbearing behavior across country contexts. Italy and Sweden differ
in many aspects (e.g. fertility rates, family and welfare regime, migration
history and labor market features), but both experienced significant and
persistent declines in birth rates after 2010. While these declines were
largely expected in Italy, they came at a surprise in Sweden (Comolli
et al., 2020). Investigating how childbearing postponement over the
Great Recession years differed depending on social origin and labor
market attachment at the individual level and in cross-country compara-
tive terms, allows us to understand the nature and rationale of the last
decade’s fertility declines in such seemingly different landscapes.

2. Background

2.1. Women’s employment, career uncertainty and childbearing

The theoretical pillars of the relationship between employment and fer-
tility are to be found in the New Home Economics theory (Becker,
1981), in which childbearing is seen as a rational choice that depends
on individual preferences, on the evaluation of the costs and benefits of
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having a(nother) child, and on the family’s income constraints. If the
household’s income or financial security increases, the number of chil-
dren will also increase. On the contrary, a job loss or an insecure employ-
ment position, via reduced income or increased uncertainty regarding
future income, induces couples to postpone childbearing (Ranjan,
1999). Beyond monetary constraints, employment instability signals a
lower ability to provide for a family; or, at least, it signals uncertainty
in the type of future life one’s partner offers, making individuals with
unstable careers less attractive in the marriage and childbearing market
(Oppenheimer, 1994). Traditionally a prerogative of men, we can argue
that today this applies to women’s labor market attachment too, so that
it is not only the income loss following women’s career interruption
but also the uncertainty concerning the future ability to contribute to
the couple that makes female employment instability detrimental to
childbearing. However, having children implies an additional indirect
cost of the foregone working hours, tenure, and career opportunities
due to the time spent in parental leave and childcare. Women, still
being the main childcare providers, suffer from this opportunity cost
more than men do. If the opportunity cost were large enough, it would
offset the income and uncertainty effects, and women’s unemployment
or career instability would be positively associated with childbearing.

Although not the focus of this study, it is important to note that child-
bearing decisions are made by the couple, and both men’s and women’s
employment statuses affect these decisions (Comolli, 2021). Couples may
follow a specialization model in which one partner increases family
responsibilities while the other increases work commitment, or a com-
pensatory model in which one partner’s job loss is compensated for by
an increased labor market attachment by the other partner. Yet, more
and more often changes in partners’ work allocation are independent
or complementary if both partners’ work or family commitments
increase (Killewald and García-Manglano 2016). Empirical evidence on
couples’ decision-making processes shows in fact a decline over time in
gender specialization within the household (Esping-Andersen 2009)
with partners bargaining over family – work decisions based on their
relative earnings or career prospects (Testa et al., 2011).

Importantly, childbearing decisions are also made sequentially, and
the determinants of reproductive decisions may differ between the first
and higher-order births (Kreyenfeld, 2021). Compared to higher parities,
the transition to parenthood represents a major turning point in the life
course when competing goals in different domains must be aligned
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(Mynarska et al., 2015). Childless women, in fact, tend to be more active
in the job market compared to mothers (Boeckmann et al., 2015). The
first child is particularly time-intensive and financially demanding, in
terms of both the direct expenses of raising a child and the opportunity
cost of time diverted from paid work to childcare.

Empirical evidence on the relationship between women’s employment
and fertility is highly context-dependent (Matysiak and Vignoli, 2008),
and mostly focused on the transition to motherhood. More than higher
parities, in fact, first births have been postponed as a result of growing
economic uncertainty during and after the Great Recession period (Gold-
stein et al., 2013; Sobotka et al., 2011). Kreyenfeld (2004) and Róbert and
Bukodi (2005), regarding East Germany and Hungary, respectively, find
that employment has a positive effect on first birth risk. Other studies,
including ones on Sweden, find no significant influence of women’s
employment on fertility (see e.g. Berinde, 1999, for the transition to the
third child). For Italy, some studies present evidence of a negative
relationship between female labor force participation and transition to
motherhood (Santarelli, 2011; Busetta and Giambalvo, 2014) while
others show no significant association (Bernardi and Nazio, 2005),
although recent evidence suggests that such relation might have
become positive in the most recent years (Alderotti, 2022).

Results are also inconclusive when the focus is on unemployment.
Many empirical findings support the view that unemployment leads to
negative expectations about the future financial situation and therefore
to the postponement of first and higher parities childbearing (Adserà,
2005, 2011; Kravdal, 2002; Del Bono et al., 2015), especially in more
recent years (Comolli, 2021). However, a few studies report that unem-
ployment is positively related to transition to parenthood (Schmitt,
2008; Ozcan et al., 2010), and others find that the association differs
across women’s education levels (e.g. Kreyenfeld, 2009).

Finally, a number of studies find that unstable careers, more broadly
characterized by temporary or flexible contracts (Alderotti et al., 2021),
part-time work and other types of precarious, atypical employment
(Del Bono et al., 2015), are among the primary causes of childbearing
postponement (Adserà, 2011; Dupray and Pailhé, 2018 and Kreyenfeld
et al., 2012 for a review). Barbieri (2011) shows that Italian women’s
job precariousness negatively affects the entry into motherhood, while
Prifti and Vuri (2013) show that increased employment protection in
Italy positively affects working women’s likelihood to have a child. In
Sweden, Lundström and Andersson (2012) prove that having a
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temporary job reduces the propensity to become a parent. Studies from
other contexts, however, show that employment uncertainty has no sig-
nificant effect on fertility (see e.g. Wolbers, 2007; de Lange et al., 2014 for
the transition to the first child) or that such effect depends on parity,
cohort, or women’s education level or career tenure (Kreyenfeld and
Andersson, 2014; Yu and Sun, 2018).

2.2. Migrants’ fertility: the role of country of origin, duration of stay
and employment

Migrants’ fertility behavior may vary substantially depending on their
country, or region, of origin. Migrants may come from low or high (or
lower or higher than the destination country at least) fertility settings,
and indeed, different fertility behaviors were found among migrants
from different countries of origin – also within the same country of des-
tination (Impicciatore et al. 2020; Mussino and Cantalini, 2020;
Tønnessen and Mussino, 2020).

The duration of stay in the destination country is another key factor in
explaining the reproductive behavior of foreign women (Andersson,
2004; Milewski, 2010). Among recently arrived migrants, fertility behav-
ior tends to be closer to that of their origin country, where they have
usually spent their childhood and where they have absorbed most
social norms (Socialization hypothesis: Mussino and Strozza, 2012a;
Milewski, 2010; Hervitz, 1985). Often, the migration and childbearing
processes are connected, with migrants having children right after
arrival (Interrelation hypothesis: Mulder and Wagner, 1993; Mussino
and Strozza, 2012b), regardless of their country of origin (Cantalini
and Panichella, 2019). Migrants with a longer duration of stay in the des-
tination country, where they may have spent part or their entire child-
bearing years, have been exposed longer to the destination than to the
origin country’s social norms, therefore, they tend to adapt to the fertility
behavior of the destination country (Mussino and Van Raalte, 2013;
Mussino et al., 2015). This means that migrants may start behaving
more similarly to natives also in response to economic and labor
market uncertainty (Adaptation hypothesis: Andersson, 2004; Kulu and
González-Ferrer, 2014).

Importantly, the duration of stay in the host country is crucial for
migrants’ childbearing behavior also in relation to their economic and
labor market vulnerability. Immigrants tend to be disadvantaged in the
labor market compared to native workers in a number of dimensions.
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Migrants face comparatively more obstacles in accessing employment
(Bevelander and Pendakur, 2012; van Tubergen et al., 2004). They are
more likely than natives to occupy low-status occupations with time-con-
suming, low-skilled and precarious jobs (Milewski, 2009; Ortensi, 2015),
and to earn lower wages (Kreyenfeld and Konietzka, 2002), albeit some of
these differences have weakened over time (Borjas, 1985; Reyneri and
Fullin, 2011). Female migrants’ penalization in the labor market is
usually even higher, as they carry a double disadvantage in the labor
market: both the gender and the ethnic disadvantage (Mussino and
Duvander, 2016; Ballarino and Panichella, 2018). In most OECD
countries, the difference in unemployment rate between immigrants
and the native-born is significantly more pronounced for women than
men. In Europe, migrant women suffer in particular a greater risk of
long-term unemployment and involuntary inactivity (OECD, 2020).

2.3. Migrants in context: Italy and Sweden

Migrants are disadvantaged to different extents in Italy and Sweden, first
because of the countries’ different models for immigrants’ integration in
the labor market (Reyneri and Fullin, 2011; Adserà et al., 2020). In North-
ern Europe, where the labor market is highly regulated and there is a low
demand for low-skilled labor, foreigners are strongly disadvantaged with
respect to natives in terms of employment probability, but they are less
strongly penalized as regards job quality. In contrast, in Southern Euro-
pean countries, where the demand for low-skilled labor is high and the
labor market is de facto poorly regulated in its lowest segments
(Reyneri, 2004), migrants are not as strongly penalized in terms of
employment opportunity but face higher risks of remaining trapped in
the secondary segments of the labor market than their native counter-
parts (Fellini and Guetto, 2018; Guetto, 2018). Accordingly, in Italy the
share of foreign-born women in the labor force is systematically higher
than that of native women, while the opposite holds for Sweden (Eurostat
2020). Figure 1 shows trends between 2005 and 2017 in unemployment
and inactivity rates among native and migrant women in Italy and
Sweden (Eurostat 2020). Unemployment rates are lower among natives
compared to migrant women in both countries, but in Sweden the differ-
ence is more pronounced, due to the very low rates of unemployment
among native women. After 2010, unemployment rates increased simi-
larly among native and migrant women in Italy, while in Sweden they
tended to increase more, and to remain higher, among migrant compared
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to native women. Inactivity rates are much higher in Italy than in Sweden
and the two countries display opposite native-migrant comparisons.
While inactivity rates are around 10% higher among Italian women
than migrant, inactivity among native and migrant women in Sweden
is more similar, but with lower prevalence among Swedish women.
These figures are in line with the theories on immigrants’ integration
in the labor market and the country comparison discussed above, pre-
dicting an overall greater attachment to the labor market in Sweden
then in Italy, but also a greater difference between native and migrant
women in terms of unemployment risk in Sweden than in Italy.

The incentives to work for women in the two countries are also clearly
different across social groups. In Italy, a traditional familistic society,
native Italian women face a normative cost of being working mothers,
which seems to be less strong for migrants. At the same time, migrant
women often have a stronger need to work in order to support themselves
(Ballarino and Panichella, 2018). In Italy, even migrant women who
obtain a work permit receive very poor benefits from one of the least gen-
erous welfare states in Europe (Reyneri and Fullin, 2011), hence their
incentive to work is strong. In Sweden, even jobless women would
instead receive minimum benefits.

Finally, the relation between labor market conditions and fertility
behavior among migrants is also highly context-dependent. Andersson

Figure 1. Unemployment and inactivity rates. Natives and migrants in Italy and Sweden,
2005–2017. Source: Eurostat (2020).
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and Scott (2005 and 2007) find a positive association between women’s
labor force participation and the transition to motherhood for immi-
grants in Sweden. Lundström and Andersson (2012) find that being
out of the labor force or having precarious employment has negative
effects on the propensity to become a parent, for both immigrants and
natives. At least in terms of childbearing, it seems that the universalistic
welfare state of Sweden makes immigrants behave more similarly to
natives. In fact, where migrants have more limited social rights, immi-
grant and native fertility patterns are more heterogeneous (Parrado
and Morgan, 2008).2

The results for Italy are scarce. Fiori et al. (2018) show that, overall, in
Italy between 2002 and 2012 the intention to have a(nother) child among
mothers declined significantly and the proportion of women reporting
economic constraints as a motivation increased substantially. They also
find a convergence over the years of the Great Recession between
native Italian and women of another nationality to a similar 20%
chance of not wanting a second child due to economic reasons. The
authors suggest that non-Italian women tend to work in the private-
care sector, which was less affected by the crisis than were other sectors
in which native Italian women tend to work.

2.4. The great recession in context: Italy and Sweden

The comparison of Italy and Sweden is interesting because, despite their
many differences, both countries have been characterized by a substantial
and prolonged fertility decline after 2010. Italy is a typical example of
strong recession-poor welfare, and the fertility decline after the Great
Recession was largely expected. In contrast, Sweden represents a typical
example of weak recession-generous welfare, and the fertility decline
was unexpected. Figure 2 shows the two countries’ steady and similar
decline in Total Fertility Rates (TFR): from 1.98 in 2010 to 1.78 children
per woman in 2017 in Sweden and from 1.46 to 1.32 in the same years in
Italy (Eurostat 2020). At the same time, the trend in one of the main indi-
cators of the state of the economy, unemployment rate, has been remark-
ably similar during the years leading up to the onset of the fertility
decline. Figure 2 shows that unemployment in the two countries followed
an identical trend of initial decline and subsequent increase between 2005

2Andersson (2004) (for fertility behavior) and Milewski and Mussino (2019) (for fertility preference)
further discuss how the process of adaptation depends on country’s welfare institutions.
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and 2010. It seems that the macroeconomic conditions preceding the fer-
tility decline were somehow similar in the two countries but started to
diverge after 2011. As a second recession (due to a public debt crisis)
hit Southern European countries, the unemployment rate continued to
increase in Italy. The Nordic European countries were instead spared
this second phase of recession, and in fact the unemployment rate in
Sweden leveled off in 2011–2014 and declined afterwards. Despite the
Great Recession being thus comparatively mild and short-lived in
Sweden, the TFR declined as much as in Italy (−10% between 2010
and 2017, Figure 2), one of the most negatively affected countries. The
two countries clearly differ in a number of other crucial dimensions: fer-
tility and family regimes, migration history, female employment partici-
pation, and labor market features more generally. These differences are
difficult to single out, and it is beyond the scope of this paper to assess
which contextual features moderate the effect of the recession on child-
bearing. However, it is in light of these differences that the remarkable
similarity of the fertility declines in Italy and Sweden becomes worth-
while investigating.

3. Research hypotheses

First, we investigate whether and how, in comparison to natives, the fer-
tility behavior of migrants of different origins and with different dur-
ations of stay in the destination country changed across the years of
the Great Recession. We hypothesize that women coming from contexts
of high fertility and low female labor market attachment (e.g. Africa and
Middle East) display not only a higher level, but also a smaller drop in
the probability of birth during the Great Recession, compared to natives

Figure 2. TFR (2000–2017) and unemployment rate (2000–2017) in Sweden and Italy.
Source: Eurostat (2020).
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and to migrants from low fertility and high female labor market attach-
ment contexts (e.g. East Europe) (H1). Moreover, we hypothesize that
women who recently migrated display a higher probability of childbirth
than long-term migrants and natives; yet, they are also likely to display
a greater drop, compared to the latter, in the probability of birth during
the Great Recession due to their weaker financial and labor market stab-
ility (H2).

Second, the study investigates not only how protective it is, in relation
to childbearing during a recession, to have a stable employment instead
of non-employment or an intermittent working career, but also how this
type of employment vulnerability interacts with migration status. With
this respect, we expect unemployment and career instability to drive child-
bearing probability down during the crisis more strongly among migrants
compared to natives, because of the cumulative disadvantage they suffer in
the labor market (H3).

Third, we test the previous hypotheses in relation to the country
context. Because migrants tend to be more integrated in the labor
market in Sweden than in Italy, especially in the long-term, we expect
larger level differences between migrant and native women and larger
declines during the crisis in childbearing probability in Italy compared to
Sweden (H4). In addition, we hypothesize a stronger link between
employment and childbearing among migrants in Italy than in Sweden.
Migrant women’s greater financial vulnerability in Italy, especially for
recently arrived migrants, suggests a stronger negative effect of the Great
Recession on childbearing probability among those more weakly attached
to the labor market there, compared to Sweden (H5).

Finally, in light of the arguments and evidence presented in Section 2,
we expect first births to be postponed during the Great Recession more than
subsequent births both among natives and among migrants in both con-
texts (H6).

4. Data and methods

4.1. Data and analytic sample

We analyze the change in the fertility behavior of natives and migrants
over the years of the Great Recession using individual-level data for
Italy and Sweden: the Italian Labor Force Survey (LFS) and a Swedish
population collection of registers called ‘Migration Trajectories’. The
differences between the two datasets are numerous. First, the registers
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cover the entire Swedish resident population each year, while the LFS is
a survey of the Italian resident population in a given year. Second,
Swedish registers have a longitudinal setup, covering complete
family-demographic histories and a large amount of socioeconomic
and background information. In contrast, the LFS has a cross-sectional
character, in which different women are interviewed each year, and
contains only retrospective information on current family size and
employment status, and job’s duration. Despite the limitations of the
Italian in comparison to the Swedish data, at the time of writing the
LFS contains the best micro data source available for Italy. The LFS is
in fact the most reliable survey to use when the focus is on migrants,
due to the comparatively large immigrant population surveyed
(Fullin and Reyneri, 2011), and it was already used to analyze
migrant fertility (e.g. Cantalini and Panichella, 2019; Mussino and Can-
talini. 2022). Moreover, the LFS offers the most recent, publicly avail-
able, yearly micro data for Italy, necessary when studying the
consequences of the Great Recession.

The most relevant consequence of the differences between the two data
sources is that, in order to make the two datasets comparable, restrictions
on the construction of the explanatory variables need to be imposed. Dis-
posing in the Italian LFS of retrospective information on women’s
employment status and duration before the interview, we are able to
pre-date employment conditions to childbirths. This limits issues of
reversed causation and the reliance on cross-sectional information
only. We then adapt the Swedish data to this design, by using employ-
ment information retrospectively (not longitudinally) and treating the
data as cross-sectional. The following section illustrates the variable con-
structions more in details. Further issues regarding the different types of
data used and the implications for our findings are discussed in the con-
clusions. We run separate but identical analyses for the two countries.
Our analytic sample is composed of women of reproductive age (15–44
years old) resident in the two countries from 2006 to 2015 (N =
287,825 for Italy; N = 17,979,422 for Sweden3). We weight4 the Italian
data in order to report estimates to the relevant population of interest.
Moreover, as a robustness check to further ensure comparability of the
two datasets, we also run analyses on a sample (5%) of Swedish women.

3The analyzed Swedish population includes repeated observations. However, observations from different
years are analyzed cross-sectionally and each year, women may enter or leave the dataset because of
ageing, death, outmigration.

4By design, the LFS, after using weights, is fully representative of the Italian population.
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4.2. Variables and methods

The dependent variable is the probability of childbirth, a dummy that
records whether a woman had a child during the past 12 months.5 In
the Swedish registers we have the actual date of the birth, while
women’s fertility history in the Italian LFS is based on the information
on the number and age of the co-resident children (Own-children
method, Cho et al., 1986). This method is applied in many surveys in
several European countries for the study of fertility (Bordone et al.,
2009; Adserà and Ferrer, 2011), also in combination with LFS data to
study migrant fertility specifically (e.g. Dubuc, 2012). We exclude
foreign-born women who arrived during those 12 months (in both
countries), because they could have had a child abroad during that
time, which would not be accounted for in our estimates.

The main explanatory variable is a period dummy for the years of the
Great Recession. We consider the 2006–2009 waves (corresponding to
children conceived in 2005–2008) as the pre-crisis period and the
2010–2015 waves (corresponding to children conceived in 2009–2014)
as the aftermath of the Great Recession. We operationalize the period
dummy taking into consideration a delay of at least one year between
the decision to have a child, the fact that a few attempts might be
needed before conception, and childbirth.6 Our second explanatory cov-
ariate is a categorical variable for women’s duration of stay, distinguish-
ing between natives, recent migrants, and long-term migrants. The
distinction between recent and long-term migrants is based on the dur-
ation of stay of migrant women in the destination country being lower or
equal to or greater than ten years.7 Different thresholds have been used in
demographic studies about migrant fertility to distinguish between recent
and long-term migrants, depending on the context and period analyzed
(10 years, e.g. Dubuc 2012; Ng and Nault 1997; 8 years, e.g. Robards and
Berrington 2016; 7 years, e.g. Stonawski et al. 2016; 5 years, e.g. Adserà

5This information is unavailable in the usual release of the Italian LFS (which, instead, includes infor-
mation about the presence of children aged 0–2 in the household). We access a richer version of
the LFS data through the Adele Laboratory (ISTAT) in Florence (IT).

6As a robustness check, alternatives were tested in order to account for potential bias regarding the
timing of the effect of the Great Recession on fertility outcomes. We moved 2009 in the post-crisis
period, and results remain virtually unchanged. We also moved only the first two quarters of 2009
in the post-crisis period for Italy (Swedish data are not separable by quarters), and results are still
consistent.

7In the Swedish case, we run models with the cut at 5 and 7 years after migration and the results are
virtually identical. The same robustness check would result in a too strong reduction of the number
of recently arrived migrants in Italy due to the relatively small share of foreign-born individuals in
the LFS. However, we repeated all the analysis in the Italian sample using 9 and 11 as alternative
thresholds and results remain virtually unchanged.
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and Ferrer, 2016). We chose a threshold high enough (ten years) to
ensure that long-term migrants are effectively better integrated in the
labor market than the recently arrived ones (e.g. Borjas, 1985). Addition-
ally, for migrants who have spent more than 10 years in the country and
are still in fertile age, we can assume that they would have spent a con-
siderable part of their childbearing years in the destination country.
Besides the duration of stay in the destination country, migrants are
identified by their country of birth. Due to sample size issues, we aggre-
gate countries into macro-areas of origin: Eastern Europe, Central and
South America, Middle East and Africa, Asia, Other (see Tables 1–4 in
the supplementary material). The first set of analyses is based on the
interaction between the period dummy and the migration background,
both on macro-area of origin and duration of stay.

In a second set of analyses, we add women’s employment status. For
the Italian LFS data we group women in four categories based on their
labor market status during the 12 months preceding the eventual child-
birth (i.e. up to 24 months before the interview, in order to avoid
reverse causation). First, women who have been continuously employed
in the previous 12 months; second, women who have been continuously
unemployed in the previous 12 months; and third, women who have been
continuously inactive in the previous 12 months. The fourth and residual
category includes all the other women, namely those who have changed
either job or employment status at least once in the same period. These
women might have gone in and out of the labor market or changed occu-
pation or simply workplace during this time. This category of women
with an unstable career is admittedly heterogeneous. Nevertheless,
what these women have in common is the experience of some kind of
interruption in their recent career development, voluntarily or not, a situ-
ation of employment uncertainty and instability, characterized by alter-
nations of (short-term) employment and non-employment. In the
Swedish registers, employment status is assessed via the main source of
income earned during the year before the eventual childbirth (for more
details, see Andersson and Scott, 2005; and Ohlsson-Wijk, 2015). We
defined four employment categories following the same logic of the
Italian dataset: employed women (received only a working salary); unem-
ployed women (received only unemployed benefit) and inactive women
(in absence of any income from work or public transfers). The fourth cat-
egory in the Swedish case includes all the other women which have been
in between statuses, namely their income came from different sources in
the year before the eventual childbirth. Full-time students are included
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among the inactive in both countries, while part-time students are
included in the unstable category in Sweden.8 We introduce women’s
employment status preceding childbirth in the model first as a control
and, second, as an interaction with the period dummy to test whether
the effect of the crisis was concentrated in a particular social origin
group and in a particular job status.

All models include the following control variables measured 12
months before the interview: women’s age and age squared, education
(primary, secondary, tertiary) and region of residence (NUTS1). We
also control for civil status (unmarried, married, separated/divorced/
widow), but only when modelling the probability of having another
child. In fact, civil status has a very different nexus with the transition
to motherhood in the two countries. In Italy, marital status would
strongly mediate the effect of the Great Recession on transition to
motherhood, as most first childbirths still take place within marriage
and the crisis delayed them too. In Sweden, on the contrary, couples
marry as a consequence of having the first child, making it wrong to
include civil status as a control variable. Finally, when looking at the
migrant population we include macro area of origin and duration of
stay as control variables. Descriptive statistics are reported in the sup-
plementary material (Table 5).

In light of the parity specificities highlighted earlier, we run all models
separately for the probability of having a first or a second or higher order
birth.

We use Linear Probability Models (LPM) to study the probability of
the first or a(nother) child.9 The LPM offers the advantage of simplicity
of interpretation of coefficients and interactions, identical to any standard
linear model (i.e. a one unit change in the independent variable leads to
an X change in the probability of birth). In contrast to Event History
Models, the time dimension is not incorporated in LPM estimates,
which express simply a change in probability of birth, yet, we generally
interpret our results as postponement of childbirths as we cannot rule
out the possibility that (especially first) births will be recuperated later
on. Confidence Intervals are calculated using the method by Goldstein
and Healy (1995) to have an average level of 5% for type I errors in

8As a sensitivity check, we replicated the analyses defining an additional category for students. Results
proved to be robust.

9Logit models have been shown to suffer from estimation bias when interactions terms – the main focus
in this paper – are used (Mood, 2010). Yet, since LPM predicted probabilities are identical to those pro-
vided by the Logit models, we run a robustness check repeating the analysis with logistic models, and
results (available upon request) remain largely unchanged.
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pair-wise comparisons of a group of means (i.e. with a confidence level of
83.5%). Results are illustrated graphically using predicted probabilities to
ease interpretability, but complete results are reported in the supplemen-
tary material (Tables 6–9).

5. Results

5.1. Descriptive results

Migrants in Italy and Sweden differ by country of origin (Tables 1–4 in
the supplementary material). What follows is a brief discussion of
migrants’ composition by macro-areas of origin in Sweden and Italy
based on our analytical samples. Most migrants in Sweden come from
Africa or the Middle East (around 30%, mostly from Iraq, Iran and
Somalia) and from Eastern European countries (around 25%, especially
from Poland, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and other countries of the
former Yugoslavia). Migrants from Asia represent an additional 20%.
While no big differences emerge by parity and duration of stay in most
groups, the share of migrants from Africa or Middle East is especially
high among those recently arrived and with at least one child (above
35%). Importantly, we do not observe major changes in the composition
of migrants by macro area of origin from before to during the Great
Recession in Sweden. Yet, within the group of migrants from Africa or
Middle East, the share of those from particularly high fertility countries
(i.e. Somalia, Djibouti, or other African countries) increases in 2010–
2015 with respect to the past.

In Italy, Eastern European migrants represent by far the largest group
(above 40%, mostly from Romania and Albania), especially among the
recently arrived. Migrants from Africa and the Middle East represent
about 15–20% of all recent migrants, while among long-term migrants
the majority comes from other countries (about 50%, mainly from
Western Europe: Germany, Switzerland and France). Relative to the
period 2006–2009, in 2010–2015 we observe an increasing share of
recently arrived Eastern European migrants in Italy, largely offset by a
decline in migrants from neighbouring Western countries (category
Other countries).

Finally, in terms of country comparison, these differences suggest a
greater presence of high-fertility migrants in Sweden compared to Italy,
thus a weaker link between migration and fertility in Italy than in
Sweden.

EUROPEAN SOCIETIES 555



5.2. Migration background

Figure 3(a, b) show how the predicted probability of having a first or
another child has changed from before to after the Great Recession by
migrants’ macro area of origin (full models in Table 6 in the supplemen-
tary material). Figure 3(a) shows that the probability of becoming mother
is lower in 2010–2015 than in 2006–2009 among all subgroups in Sweden.
Such reductions in the probability of having the first child are relatively
small in magnitude but significant among Eastern European, Central and
South American and Asian women, while they are negligible for women
from Africa or the Middle East. In Italy, the probability of having the first
child decreases in the aftermath of the Great Recession among migrant
women from Africa or the Middle East (although confidence intervals
are large), and from Eastern Europe, while we observe no significant
change among the other subgroups.

Figure 3. (a) Predicted probability of a first child by macro-area of origin. Source: Elab-
oration of the authors based on Swedish Population Registers and Italian LFS. Note:
Models control for age, age squared, educational level, area of residence. Control vari-
ables at mean value. Error bars denote 83.5% confidence intervals. (b) Predicted prob-
ability of another child by macro-area of origin. Source: Elaboration of the authors based
on Swedish Population Registers and Italian LFS. Note: Models control for age, age
squared, educational level, area of residence, civil status. Control variables at mean
value. Error bars denote 83.5% confidence intervals.
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Figure 3(b) shows instead (slightly) higher probabilities of having
another child for women who already have at least one child among all
subgroups in Sweden, including natives, with the only exception of
Central and South Americans. The probability of having higher parity
births increased especially among women born in Africa or Middle
East. However, as noted earlier, among the latter, in 2010–2015 we
observe a rise in the share of migrants from particularly high fertility
countries which may partially explain such increase in higher order
births probability. Conversely, figures for Italy suggest a relatively
stable probability of having another child for all subgroups.

Figure 4(a, b) show the predicted probabilities of having, respectively,
a first or a higher-parity child before and after the onset of the Great
Recession in Sweden and Italy for native women, women who migrated
in the previous ten years, and women who migrated earlier (full models
in Table 7 in the supplementary material). The probability of having the

Figure 4. (a) Predicted probability of a first child by duration of stay. Source: Elaboration
of the authors based on Swedish Population Registers and Italian LFS. Note: Models
control for age, age squared, educational level, area of residence. Control variables at
mean value. Error bars denote 83.5% confidence intervals. (b) Predicted probability of
another child by duration of stay. Source: Elaboration of the authors based on
Swedish Population Registers and Italian LFS. Note: Models control for age, age
squared, educational level, area of residence, civil status. Control variables at mean
value. Error bars denote 83.5% confidence intervals.
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first child decreases after the onset of the crisis in Sweden and in Italy in
all the groups analyzed, but with different intensities. The decline during
the Great Recession is greater among recent migrants, who also display,
as expected, a higher probability of a first child in both countries. To get a
sense of the magnitude of the association, we can compare the 2010–2015
decline in first births probability among recent migrants (−0.011 in
Sweden and – 0.010 in Italy, Table 7) to the coefficient of higher edu-
cation (−0.016 in Sweden and – 0.007 in Italy, Table 7). Close but not
as large in Sweden, in Italy the period negative association among
recent migrants with first birth is even stronger than that of socioeco-
nomic status.

The drop is smaller among natives and long-term migrants but still
statistically significant in both groups in Sweden and among natives in
Italy. On the contrary, the probability of a second or higher-order birth
increases in the aftermath of the Great Recession for all groups in
Sweden and among natives in Italy (but the difference is not statistically
significant). No relevant change in the probability of having another child
is detected among migrants in Italy. Overall, the duration of stay hence
did not seem to matter regarding changes during the Great Recession
in higher order births probabilities, neither in Sweden nor in Italy.

5.3. Employment status

Figures 5 and 6 show the change across the years of the crisis in the pre-
dicted probability of having the first child, respectively for natives and
migrants, across the four categories of employment status (full models
in Table 8 in the supplementary material). Among Swedish women,

Figure 5. Predicted probability of a first child by employment status. Natives. Source:
Elaboration of the authors based on Swedish Population Registers and Italian LFS.
Note: Models control for age, age squared, educational level, area of residence.
Control variables at mean value. Error bars denote 83.5% confidence intervals.
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the chances of having a first child decrease significantly in all groups, but
the difference is not statistically significant among the unemployed. In
contrast, the probability of having the first child remained virtually
unchanged before and after the Great Recession among Italian employed
women, but decreased significantly among the unemployed, the inactive,
and among women with unstable careers. The point estimates of the
decline after 2010 for Swedish women with weaker labor market attach-
ment are not large (one third of the estimate for higher education) while
the estimate of the drop for Italian unemployed women is greater than
that the association with tertiary education (Table 8). Among migrants
in Sweden, the probability of having a first child decreases among
employed and inactive women, while it remains unchanged among
women with unstable employment and increases among the unemployed.
The results on Italy suggest that migrant inactive women are less likely to
have their first child after the crisis (although confidence intervals are
large), while no relevant variation is detected among the unemployed
and among migrant women with unstable careers.

Finally, Figures 7 and 8 present the probability of higher-order parities
among the same groups (full models in Table 9 in the supplementary
material). Here, estimates are less precise. Among natives, we observe a
weak decrease (confidence intervals partially overlap) in the probability
of having another child among Swedish unemployed women. Among
migrants, our results suggest that the probability of having another
child increased in the aftermath of the Great Recession in Sweden, signifi-
cantly among inactive women, while in Italy it increased among women
with unstable employment.

Figure 6. Predicted probability of a first child by employment status. Migrants. Source:
Elaboration of the authors based on Swedish Population Registers and Italian LFS. Note:
Models control for age, age squared, educational level, area of residence, duration of
stay, macro area of origin. Control variables at mean value. Error bars denote 83.5%
confidence intervals.
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6. Discussion

6.1. Summary of results

Building on the literature showing that fertility declines during econ-
omic downturns (e.g. Comolli, 2017), this study is the first to consider
migration background as a source of vulnerability in relation to child-
bearing during recessions. Migrants are economically more fragile
than natives because they are less integrated in the society and the
labor market. They tend to be overrepresented among the unem-
ployed and in more precarious jobs and might face even greater inse-
curity during recessions when jobs are scarcer. Establishing whether
migration background during the Great Recession – per se or in
interaction with the more traditional source of vulnerability of

Figure 7. Predicted probability of another child by employment status. Natives. Source:
Elaboration of the authors based on Swedish Population Registers and Italian LFS. Note:
Models control for age, age squared, educational level, area of residence, civil status.
Control variables at mean value. Error bars denote 83.5% confidence intervals.

Figure 8. Predicted probability of another child by employment status. Migrants.
Source: Elaboration of the authors based on Swedish Population Registers and Italian
LFS. Note: Models control for age, age squared, educational level, area of residence,
civil status, duration of stay, macro area of origin. Control variables at mean value.
Error bars denote 83.5% confidence intervals.
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employment insecurity – is associated to childbearing is the principal
contribution of this study.

The second novelty of the study lies in its individual-level compara-
tive approach. We explore childbearing behavior among migrant and
native women in Italy and Sweden. This comparison is intriguing and
opens up to interesting comparative questions. The postponement of
childbirths was in fact largely expected in Italy, in light of its contextual
macroeconomic fragilities and long-term weak family support. In con-
trast, this was not the case for Sweden, where the fertility decline came
as a surprise after the Great Recession, given the weaker and shorter
character of the economic downturn and the long-term generous
family support. Using the Italian LFS and the Swedish population reg-
isters, we ran separate but identical analyses to study whether specific
socioeconomic vulnerabilities are associated with a stronger birth post-
ponement across the years of the Great Recession in one context or the
other.

We find support for our first hypothesis (H1) of a stronger decline in
childbearing probability among migrants from low fertility contexts
(Eastern European, Central and South American and Asian women),
compared to migrant women from high fertility contexts (Africa or the
Middle East), but only for first births in Sweden. We find no support
for H1 on first births in Italy, where the strongest decline is witnessed
among migrant women from Africa or the Middle East; and on higher
parities in neither country.

Our hypothesis (H2) of a stronger decline in childbearing probability
during the crisis among recently arrived migrants, less integrated and
more vulnerable, was confirmed both in Sweden and in Italy, but again
only on the transition to parenthood. The argument that the processes
of migration and childbearing are interconnected is also generally sup-
ported for both Sweden and Italy: in all periods, the probability of
birth is higher for recently arrived migrants compared to natives and
women who migrated earlier than 10 years ago (González-Ferrer et al.,
2017).

While we find a stronger postponement of first births among native
unemployed women and those with unstable careers compared to the
employed in both Sweden and Italy, our hypothesis (H3) of a cumulative
disadvantage of migration background and labor market vulnerabilities
on childbearing is not supported. In both countries, employment
instability and joblessness are in fact strongly negatively associated to
motherhood among natives, but not among migrants. Inactive migrant
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women are instead those who most strongly postponed the entry into
motherhood, again in both countries.

Mixed evidence emerges in relation to the country differences.
Employed Swedish women displayed a net advantage during the Great
Recession over other employment statuses on the transition to mother-
hood, but for subsequent births and among migrants the differences
across employment statuses are very small in Sweden, as hypothesized
(H4). In Italy, a disadvantage among unemployed women emerges
(common to all parities and migration backgrounds) but, contrary to
what expected (H5), more substantially among native women than
migrants. Overall, we also find greater period changes across employment
statuses in Italy among natives, and greater period changes in Sweden
among migrants.

Notably, our finding of no effect on unemployed migrant women in
Italy, and even positive effect on unemployed migrant in Sweden is inter-
esting. As the Uncertainty Reduction theory (Friedman et al., 1994) pos-
tulates, extremely disadvantaged women who in periods of rising
insecurity do not see any future prospect in their role in the labor
market, turn to their role of mothers as a strategy to reduce uncertainty,
and accelerate childbirth. A stronger positive effect in Sweden than in
Italy might be explained by the more generous social benefits, and it is
in line with similar findings for Norway (Aassve and Lappegard, 2009).

Finally, our results suggest (in support of H6) that the probability of
having an additional child has changed rather little (if at all) after the
onset of the Great Recession among Italian and Swedish native
mothers, regardless of their employment condition, and it has possibly
increased among inactive migrants in Sweden and migrant women
with unstable careers in Italy. This is in line with other studies on Euro-
pean countries suggesting that the Great Recession affected transition to
parenthood much more than subsequent parities (Dantis and Rizzi, 2020;
Goldstein et al., 2013).

Beyond our hypotheses, but in relation to the theories of the fertility of
migrants, our results also confirm, in both contexts, a strong interrelation
between fertility and migration, in particular (but not only) in the pre-
crisis period, with higher fertility level for recent migrants and for child-
less women (Andersson 2004; Mussino and Strozza, 2012). Our results
also support the adaptation hypothesis: the risks for long standing
migrant are similar to the ones of natives. Not surprisingly, we also
found evidence for the socialization effect, in particular for recent
migrants (who spent most of their fertility period in the origin countries).
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The socialization is also confirmed by the different fertility patterns
among country of birth (Mussino and Cantalini, 2022).

6.2. Conclusions

Before discussing the implications of our findings, it is important to
acknowledge that the study suffers from a few limitations. First, due to
the Italian LFS data, some restrictions had to be placed to the variable
construction and research design. Most notably, we cannot look at how
changes in labor market variables influence childbearing within individ-
uals to assess a more causal effect of the crisis on childbearing. In this
respect, panel data are always preferable when studying life-course
family decisions; however, longitudinal data on Italy covering the
period of the crisis were not available at the time of writing. In addition,
the residual category of career instability also includes women who did
not truly interrupt their career but simply changed job or workplace.
This might include those who were actually promoted to a better job,
which is not exactly the type of employment insecurity we are pointing
at in this study on the Great Recession, but more a problem of ‘role
incompatibility’. We chose the shortest interval for which we had child-
bearing information for the LFS (12 months before childbirth) to limit as
much as possible the selection on the length of employment. In order to
make our findings about labor market attachment stronger, we run a
robustness check by measuring employment two years before the birth
of the child and found that results remain mostly unchanged.

Second, while acknowledging that the employment/fertility link
during the Great Recession may differ among migrants from different
origins, the relatively small sample size of Italian data did not allow car-
rying out models on the relationship between labor market attachment
and fertility specifically by (groups of) country of birth. Given the rel-
evance of the issue, we provided detailed descriptive statistics about the
composition of migrant subgroups by macro-area (and country) of
origin in order to shed light on the main changes in the composition
of migrants’ subgroups over the years of the crisis. As shown in Tables
1–4 in the supplementary material, few changes in the composition of
migrant samples took place between the two periods. One such change
is the increase in the share of migrants from Eastern Europe in Italy in
the aftermath of the Great Recession, which mainly relates to the acces-
sion of Poland and Romania into the European Union in 2004 and 2007.
At the same time, we observe a decline in migrants from neighbouring
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Western countries (category Other countries). Albeit with clear differ-
ences in terms of socioeconomic origin, both Eastern and Western Euro-
pean migrants represent low fertility-high female labor market
participation populations. Therefore, despite this compositional change
in the migrant population in Italy, we believe the overall migrant ferti-
lity-employment structure in Italy changed only marginally, and not
enough to invalidate our estimates. Moreover, all models that we could
not run by migrants’ origin, controlled for it, so that our results, albeit
being averaged across migrant subgroups, hold net of their composition.

Third, despite the Italian LFS being representative also for the non-
national population and being broadly used to study migrants (for
Italy, see Ballarino and Panichella, 2015, 2018), including their fertility
behaviors (e.g. Cantalini and Panichella, 2019; Mussino and Cantalini,
2022; Dubuc, 2012), we cannot completely rule out the possibility that
recent migrants have a greater non-response rate compared to Italians
or long-term migrants (e.g. because of language or residential mobility
issues).

A fourth limitation comes instead from the Swedish data. Register data
are subject to measurement error because, especially with migrants, they
could overestimate the population at risk due to unaccounted outmigra-
tion – an issue known as over-coverage. Monti et al., (2018) found that
this has a direct effect in underestimating migrant fertility. We do not
have the same problem with the Italian survey. This could slightly
affect our comparative results in the sense that the Swedish estimates
might underestimate the actual fertility of migrants and maybe overesti-
mate the fertility decline of migrants during the Great Recession, if unac-
counted outmigration increased due to the crisis. This remains an open
question for future research.

Fifth, due to the complexity of the study, we did not include partners’
characteristics in our models to avoid introducing additional selection
bias on partners’ presence and on employment duration. However, we
controlled for civil status in the models about transition to higher
order parities, which helps accounting for the presence of a stable
partner without introducing selection into our estimates. Additionally,
we could not investigate empirically the role of the contextual differences
between the Italian and Swedish contexts (e.g. migration history, female
employment participation, welfare systems, and the extent to which they
were hit by the Great Recession). The interpretation of cross-country het-
erogeneity in our findings in light of specific contextual features remains
therefore speculative and a question for future studies.
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Despite these limitations, the novel contributions of our study are
numerous. First, we demonstrate that the migration background and
lack of integration represented, in relation to childbearing, a prominent
condition of vulnerability during the Great Recession. This confirms, in
two different contexts, Sobotka’s (2017) macro-level findings, according
to which the TFR decreased during the years of the Great Recession also
due to a decline of migrants’ fertility. Second, labor market attachment
plays a different role in shaping fertility behavior between natives and
migrants. Contrary to our expectations, employment insecurity in the
form of unemployment or career instability negatively affects childbear-
ing among native but not migrant women. The different sources of vul-
nerability, as interpreted here, hence do not cumulate. Moreover, the
nexus between labor market uncertainty and childbearing seems to
depend on the national context more than the nexus between migration
background and childbearing. Unemployment represents a clear disad-
vantage and increasingly so after the Great Recession in Italy, where
period effects are more negative among natives. In Sweden, where
period effects are instead more negative among migrants, stable
employment represents a clear advantage only for first births among
natives.

The novel focus of this study on migrants, a largely overlooked group
in the literature on childbearing behavior over the business cycle,
suggests that, while fundamental per se, the two sources of vulnerability
–migration background and employment uncertainty – did not interact
in determining childbearing decisions during the Great Recession.
However, results for migrants in Sweden suggest possible different
unanticipated implications of our findings in terms of migrants’ cumu-
lative disadvantages. Considering that during the crisis only unem-
ployed migrants show higher probability of becoming mothers and
that only inactive women show higher chances of having another
child, we can imagine that migrant women’s eventual (re-)entry to
the labour market after the Great Recession would be even more proble-
matic due to the increased burden of family duties. This is in line with
recent studies documenting fragmented paths of return to employment
after childbearing among migrant mothers (e.g. Liu and Kulu, 2022; Lu
et al., 2017). More research is needed in the field, addressing how these
ascertained disadvantages in contemporary societies expand and cumu-
late during periods of economic turmoil, and how they affect, and they
are in turn re-affected by key demographic processes and family
dynamics.
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This study also has policy implications. Our findings confirm that the
effect of the economic crisis on fertility behaviour has been much smaller
for the more integrated migrants, and in particular in Sweden, a country
where, until now, migrants have enjoyed equal and generous social rights.
In light of these results, the recent political debate about moving the
access to social benefits from universal to citizenship-based instead of resi-
dence-based should be rethought, not only in connection to the human
rights realm, but also in term of the possible implications for future fertility
trends in contemporary low fertility countries. Citizenship-based rights may
be particularly hard to achieve in Italy, where the overall time to obtain the
Italian citizenship is de facto between ten and thirteen years (ten years of
residence in the country plus up to three years for the application), and
the children of migrants born in Italy may apply for citizenship only when
they reach their eighteenth birthday, as long as they have legally and conti-
nually resided in the country (Trappolini and Giudici, 2021).
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