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Introduction
Fertility patterns have changed significantly in most advanced Western nations in recent decades, although there are important differences both between and within countries.  Delayed childbirth, in particular the postponement of first births,  is related to developments such as smaller family sizes and increased childlessness, all of which contribute to overall fertility decline.  At the beginning of the 21st century, below-replacement fertility
 is the norm in the developed world
.  Declining fertility is one aspect of a range of inter-related demographic changes seen as having socio-economic implications for social security provision, labour supply and long-term economic growth, and overall population decline (Bagavos and Martin, 2005), and increasingly subject to political attention at both a European and governmental level.  

There is a large demographic literature addressing contemporary fertility decline, encompassing a range of explanatory theories as well as numerous determinants; within this, there is an increasing number of country specific or comparative studies identifying a range of factors associated with delayed childbirth and/or childlessness.  However, as Billari (2004) contends, there is no satisfactory overarching theory or causal explanation.  Many factors have been identified, yet these are often mutually inter-related, with their relative impact often difficult to quantify; some determinant impact differently on men and women, different birth-cohorts and sub-populations, or their impact may change over time, while the strong interaction between different ‘explanatory’ factors makes identifying and categorising ‘causes’ of fertility decline particularly difficult.   

There are several studies within the sociological literature looking at the experience of particular statuses such as childlessness (see for example Veevers 1980, Fischer 1991, Lisle 1999).  Until recently there had been comparatively little specifically addressing the causes of contemporary fertility decline, though this is now changing (see Hakim, 2003; Lucas 2003; MacInnes 2003, MacInnes and Perez Dias 2005).  However, there is much sociological theorising attributing familial changes to epochal shifts in modes of behaviour in the context of late modernity (see Giddens 1991, 1992; Beck 1992; Beck and Beck-Gersheim 1995, 2002; Bauman 2002)
.   

This paper is structured in two main parts.  The first section looks at broad theoretical perspectives underpinning explanations of fertility decline evident in the sociological and demographic literature: while there is overlap between these, this paper looks separately at cultural explanations, which mainly rely on post-materialist values theory but also include preference theory, economic explanations which rely on a mix of rational choice or risk-aversion theory, and explanations drawing on a gender perspective.  The second half looks at the varying explanations evident in the discourses of a particular group of childless women and women who became mothers at a later age.   The subsequent concluding discussion considers the extent to which the explanations provided in the ‘personal’ discourses of childless women and older mothers match the prevailing ‘public’ discourses of the sociological and demographic explanations of delayed childbearing and childlessness, and what this suggests for future research seeking to understand the causal processes underlying fertility decline.   

Demographic Trends and Explanations

Demographic changes which contribute to overall fertility decline, including postponed childbearing, smaller family sizes and increased childlessness, have been evident in several advanced Western nations since the mid-1960s, following a post-war ‘baby boom’ period characterised by high marriage rates, birth rates at relatively young ages, low divorce rates and the rarity of non-traditional family forms
.  However, these trends are not uniform: changes have occurred at different rates, and there are important differences both between and within countries.  Considering Europe, while fertility decline was first evident in Northern countries, fertility rates in Southern Europe (with the exception of Portugal) had fallen from the highest in Europe in the mid-1970s to the lowest by the beginning of the 1990s, while the 1990s has seen a particularly dramatic decline in fertility in Eastern Europe. 

Demographers distinguish between three levels: i) low fertility, below replacement but at least 1.5 children per woman; ii) very low fertility, less than 1.5 but at least 1.31; and iii) lowest low fertility, that is less than 1.31 children per woman.  Within Europe, the first group includes social-democratic (i.e. Nordic) and some liberal welfare states, including the United Kingdom.  The second group include Germany and some post-socialist countries, while the third includes mainly post-socialist countries (Kohler et al., 2002).  The southern rim countries (Portugal, Spain, Italy, Greece) fall into the very low or lowest low category (see Table 1 in Appendix for comparative information on fertility rates in Europe).

There are important within-country variations; for example in Britain, Scotland has had the lowest fertility rate for two decades, reaching very low fertility (a TFR of 1.48) in 2002 (Graham and Boyle, 2003).   In addition, delayed childbirth is also ‘socially selective’, and there are significant variations between groups by factors such as educational qualifications and social class.  Motherhood in Britain in particular is characterized by high levels of polarization by factors such as age and educational status; thus, alongside high rates of teenage motherhood, women over 30 now account for over half of all childbearing.   The better educated a woman is, the more likely she is to defer childbearing (Joshi, 2002).

Around one in five women in Britain are estimated to remain childless (Rendall and Smallwood, 2005).   Increasing childlessness, while not identified as a causal factor in current fertility decline, is expected to rise further given trends in increasing mean ages at first birth: this postponement in childbearing, a crucial factor behind declining fertility, may reduce future fertility even further
.  This is in part because fecundity declines with increasing age, but also because postponed childbearing shortens the length of reproductive age and thereby reduces the number of children a woman is likely to have
 (see Chart  1 in Appendix on the increasing age of motherhood in Britain over time).  Again, the propensity to remain childless is associated with educational level, and is highest amongst highly educated women (Ferri et. al. 2003, Joshi and Wright   2004).  

The following section sets out the main theoretical approaches evident in the demographic and sociological literature, albeit these may be implicit.  

Cultural Perspective
Post-Material Values Theory:  Associated with the Second Demographic Transition and Individualisation theses, this perspective contends that changes in partnership and parenting behaviour have been driven by the growth of values of self-realisation, satisfaction of personal preferences, and freedom from traditional forces of authority such as religion.  Giddens’ (1992) analyses of transformations in intimacy is an example of recent sociological theoretical work in this area; he contends that contemporary partnerships (‘pure relationships’) are characterised by egalitarianism and individualism, with parenthood no longer an intrinsic aspect of such relationships.  Contingent on the benefits derived by each partner (1992:58), such relationships are also characterised by inherent instability (1992:137).  

Several qualitative studies indicate the voluntary childless frequently report their desire for independence, freedom and spontaneity (see e.g. Fischer, 1991; Lisle, 1996; McAllister and Clarke 1998); however, this may also be interpreted in part as a defensive strategy in response to negative stereotyping of women who remain childless, also referred to in several studies (see e.g. Veevers, 1980).  The status of such preferences is considered further below.

However it is secular liberal societies that are experiencing higher fertility than more traditional ‘familistic’ societies, with low divorce and low cohabitation rates, such as Italy and Spain – what  Esping-Anderson refers to as ‘the great paradox of our times’ (1999:67).
McDonald points to this, as well as research which demonstrates a gap between ideal and actual fertility,  as evidence counter to the theory and as indicative of the influence of other factors (such as costs, uncertainty and the nature of social institutions) on the number of children women have, so emphasising the importance of considering low fertility as a societal phenomenon, rather than a reflection of individual values.  
Preference Theory: This theory, proposed by Hakim (2003) to explain fertility decline, also emphasises personal values and decision-making at the micro-level.  She contends this approach considers the particular social, economic and institutional contexts within which preferences become the primary determinant of women’s choices, and emphasises access to modern contraception and the subsequent equal opportunities ‘revolution’ as necessary preconditions for various others social and economic changes; these changes  have produced a qualitatively different scenario of options and opportunities for women, who now have genuine choices regarding employment versus homemaking.  Hakim classifies lifestyle preferences as adaptive, work-centred, or home-centred, and argues that these are ‘the hidden, unmeasured factor that determines women’s behaviour to a very large extent’ (2003:366).  

This approach can be seen as one example of an increasing interest in changing values and attitudes in the literature (see e.g. Lesthaeghe 1995; Mason and Jensen 1995; Leete 1998; McRae 1999; Castles 2003).  However, Hakim’s analysis presents preferences as fixed attributes of an individual, with little attention given to explaining the differences between women, or women and men, or how these are formed or developed.  This approach also does not adequately address how preferences may change over time, or the iterative relationship between an individual’s preferences/attitudes and the experiences their specific social context affords them.  

Empirical analyses (Hakim 2005) of attitudinal data from across Europe, North America and New Zealand) aimed at testing the importance of attitudes/values between parents and the childless
 found these differences to be less pronounced than expected, although greater between childless women and mothers than between men (for whom careers and income earning remain central life priorities, whether fathers or not).  The proportion of individuals classifies as ‘ambivalent’ about parenthood varied considerably across countries, and differed by sex (for example, a third of British women and a quarter of British men remain undecided at age 30).  Despite adopting different personal choices, there was widespread support for family policies across parental statuses, and the study concludes that policy can influence the behaviour of the ambivalent group and the size of families.  

Economic Perspective
Rational Choice Theory:  This understanding of fertility decline draws on neo-classical economic assumptions of individuals as ‘utility maximisers’ to argue that in deciding to have a child individuals make a ‘cost-benefit’ calculation.  Standard economic analyses of family formation interpret specialization into breadwinner/caregiver roles in terms of  efficiency gains (see Becker, 1991), and have traditionally seen women’s employment and motherhood as incompatible.  Economic analyses attribute the trend to below replacement fertility to increasing levels of female education and employment increasing the ‘opportunity costs’ of childbearing.  However, this argument has been challenged by the ‘positive turn’ taking place in many countries in recent decades, with higher fertility associated with higher female labour force participation (see Brewster and Rindfuss 2000, Billari and Kohler).  

Furthermore, there are certain ontological and other assumptions implicit to rational choice theory, primarily that of individuals as rational decision-makers with a good knowledge or understanding of the costs and benefits to be incurred.  As Folbre (1994) and others have observed, families cannot predict the future costs of children, while men and women bear these costs differently.  There is a considerable body of work critiquing rational choice theory and the liberal conceptions of the self on which this depends, and proposing an alternative conception of the subject as both radically situated and radically relational (see MacKenzie and Stoljar 2000): this work emphasises the role that social norms and institutions, cultural practices, and social relationships play in shaping beliefs, desires, and attitudes prefacing an individual’s choices (see Benhabib 1992, Duncan and Edwards 1999).

The limitations of the view of human nature proposed within both rational choice and preference theory are illustrated in debates about the distinction between voluntary and involuntary childlessness; involuntary childlessness is defined in the literature in relation to physiological factors preventing otherwise desired childrearing, which implies voluntary childlessness as a status chosen by the individuals concerned.  However, this distinction suggests a line between choice and fate that is not always clear cut:  for example, postponement may result in unintended childlessness, or revision of original decisions to have children as people get accustomed to a childless lifestyle.  Several qualitative studies on childlessness emphasise decision-making about childbearing is an embedded, ongoing process, and that the ‘voluntary childless’ may display various degree of certainty over their decision (see McAllister and Clarke 1998; Hird and Abshoff 2000).   These studies suggest ‘choice’ is a far more complex notion than rational choice theory allows.   

Risk-Aversion Theory: This theory builds in the uncertainty inherent in relation to anticipated future costs and benefits, and assumes that where economic, social or personal futures are uncertain, decision-makers may act to avert risk.  There has been much recent academic attention to new social risks consequent on various inter-related changes occurring as part of a shift to post-industrial society, one aspect of which is the shift to personal responsibility for self-provision in the management of risk (see Beck 1992, 1999; Giddens, 1994; Taylor-Gooby, 2004)
.  A related dimension is the extent to which risk aversion applies to the personal sphere and impacts on whether people form partnerships or embark on parenthood; contemporary sociological theorising for example associates the changing nature of risk with rapidly expanding choices and opportunities, arguing that these in turn contribute to further anxiety and uncertainty, facilitating the avoidance of long-term commitments (see Beck 1992, Bauman 2000).  

Several scholars have associated factors such as economic uncertainty and an increasing individualisation of risk with fertility decline
.  Here, changes in partnership and parenting are not attributed to changing individual preferences or values; rather, it is changing economic circumstances which make longstanding goals, such as a level of independence as a prerequisite to embarking on parenthood, less certain (Oppenheimer 1994).  This literature includes work considering the differential risks borne by men and women in a rapidly changing context.  Hobson and Olah (2006a, 2006b) for example relate declining fertility to growing economic uncertainty brought about by global restructuring and retrenchment in welfare states, which has meant a weakening of the male breadwinner wage and changes in the consciousness of women around the increasing risks of economic dependency and divorce.  Lewis (2006), reporting the findings of exploratory qualitative research on the extent to which individuals regard partnership and childbearing as risks, similarly situates this in a context of the erosion of the traditional family model alongside an increasing expectation of individual responsibility.  Greater fluidity in intimate relationships, which has given more choice to individuals in partnering, has also transformed the economic dependence on men that women have traditionally experienced from a possible source of protection into a much more straightforward risk, risk that is exacerbated on the arrival of children.   Lewis thus recasts what might be interpreted as the pursuit of self-fulfilment in terms of a quest for security in face of risk and uncertainty
.  

Gender Perspective
Gender Equity Theory:  There is an increasing body of work proposing gender asymmetry as a factor in family change.  Within the demographic literature, McDonald’s work (2000a, 2000b) identifies gender equity as an important determinant of fertility decline, arguing that low birthrates are an outcome of high levels of gender equity in individual-oriented institutions, combined with persisting gender inequality within the family.  Whereas assumptions of a ‘male breadwinner’ model have been challenged by increasing opportunities for women in areas such as education and the market (such that these social institutions are now characterised by a high degree of gender equity) this model still underpins family-oriented social institutions (e.g. family services, the tax system, the family itself).  McDonald draws on gender equity theory to explain variations across regime types in relation to institutional arrangements for reconciling family and employment. 
There is a large feminist scholarship on ongoing inequalities in both the private and public sphere, observing that while there may be an increase in women’s labour force participation (alongside a decline in economic activity rates of men), inequalities in terms of hours of work, segregation and earnings remain (Perrons 2003).  As Lewis (2001) notes, policies for care have had far less priority than policies for work and, rather than a ‘dual breadwinner’ model, most couple households are typified by a ‘1 and a ½’ adult worker model
.   

There is an emerging body of work which considers the extent to which changing expectations regarding men and women’s non-economic contributions to their families, particularly with respect to the division of household labour and childcare, is a factor underpinning changes in both partnership and parenthood (see Hochschild 1990, Silva and Smart 1999, Bond and Sales 2001)
.  While surveys indicate a shift in attitudes towards ‘domestic democracy’, time-budget surveys demonstrate women’s continuing domestic responsibility: as Joshi notes, in ‘the private arena of home life, at least among young adults, the ideology of sex equality runs ahead of practice’ (1998:177)
.  Beck and Beck-Gernsheim argue that birthrates will not increase significantly as long as it is an individual task for women to resolve the tension between a wish for children and ‘a life of their own’, in the absence of political measures to make these spheres compatible and men’s willingness to take an active share in childcare” (2002:126). 

Gender equity theory proposes that the more traditional a society is with regard to its family system, the greater is the level of incoherence between social institutions and the lower its fertility.  McDonald argues that if women are provided with opportunities near to equivalent to those of men in education and employment but these are severely curtailed by having children, then on average women will restrict the number of children (2000a:10, see also Chesnais 1996, Esping-Anderson 1999).  McDonald observes that family organisation is fundamental to cultural identity and thus ‘revolutionary change is rarely a possibility’, nevertheless concludes this theory supports policy recommendations such as gender-neutral tax-transfer policies, and support of workers with family responsibilities regardless of gender.   Arguments of the need for policies to enable the take up of both paid and unpaid work are longstanding within feminism (see e.g. Folbre 1994).

Changing Gender and Generational Relations:  While concerned with gender equity, the focus of some authors has included a far more explicit emphasis on change in gender relations, specifically change in the social position of women and men relative to each other (see MacKinnon 1995; Irwin 2000, 2005).  Within this framework, changing gender relations are understood as having implications for male and female subjectivities; as Irwin argues, ‘a core argument is that we are witnessing a reshaping of gender’ (Irwin, 2005:55).  Both Irwin and MacKinnon look at patterns of marriage and fertility of the First Demographic Transition and draw on work relating these to shifts in the relative position of men and women (and, in Irwin’s case, children and adults) and linked changes in the assumptions of appropriate social roles.  This, it is argued, altered not just the grounds for choices and decisions but also motivations, desires and behaviours.  Thus, rather than the ‘loosening’ of agency from structure implicit to explanatory theories emphasising expanded choices and individual autonomy, this analysis indicates the mutuality of agency and structure, even where the latter is changing in unprecedented ways (Irwin, 2005:78).  
The following section looks at explanations for childlessness and older motherhood evident in the narratives of a particular group of women interviewed as part of a research study on never-married single women (Simpson, 2005)
.  As noted above, various theoretical perspectives proposed in the literature to explain contemporary familial changes address both partnership and parenthood, while the propensity to singleness  - either as a result of the delay or increasing ‘turnover’ in partnerships -  has also been linked to fertility decline.  Certainly a prevalent theme in the interviews was explanations of childlessness in relation to singleness, considered further below.  Rather than straightforward ‘explanations’ however, these accounts are considered as particular constructions of identity, and the following section draws on Somer’s conception of ‘ontological narrativity’ in interpreting these accounts as particular stories produced by participants to make sense of their lives and define who they are (see Somers, 1994)
.  As Benhabib argues, “our narratives are deeply coloured by the codes of expectable and acceptable biographies and identities in our culture” (1992:6): examining these narratives to consider how these women make sense of their partnership and parental status indicates the discourses available in a particular social and historical context, and enables a consideration of the extent to which these are represented in the explanatory theories evident in the literature on fertility decline.

Accounting for Partnership and Parental Status
In contrast to explanations of familial change premised on either rational choice or preference theory, a prominent theme in the interviews was that participants did not present their partnership or parental status as the outcome of deliberative choice.  Indeed, several narratives included rebuttals of this as a possible interpretation of their status:  for example Katherine, 65, in describing an article about Kate Adie, a prominent journalist who remained never-married and childless, commented “and like her, I never felt that it was really a conscious decision”.  Another means by which women disavowed attributions of their partnership or parental status to ‘choice’ was by attributing this instead to fate, that it ‘just didn’t happen’.  This was evident in Maureen’s narrative, as the following excerpt illustrates:

“When I was younger I always assumed that I would get married and have children […] it was just part of what would happen to me […]  But then you get to the stage where you realise it’s just not going to happen, and if it’s not going to happen, that’s it”
  

                                          [Maureen, 53]


Many participants across the cohorts similarly referred to taken for granted expectations when younger that they would experience marriage and motherhood.  The sanguine attitude of most to singleness and childlessness, discussed further below, in part suggests both altered opportunities and bases of identity.

Joan, 40, likewise explained her singleness in terms of fate.  Although she described joining supper clubs in the past, she stated she was somewhat sceptical about these: “It’s going to be chance and, so far, the chances have not come my way”.  This explanation draws on a discourse of romance as ‘destiny’, rather than the outcome of strategic action.   It confirms that the single woman would be in a relationship if chance permitted it, thereby protecting her from blame.  Nevertheless, in denying the subject responsibility, a discourse of ‘fate’ paradoxically permits the status quo.   

Byrne (2003) similarly observes that the majority of participants in her empirical study
 categorised themselves as ‘involuntary singles’ and did not wish to be represented as voluntarily child-free; she interprets this as a self-protective strategy used to distance themselves from the perceived and felt social stigma deriving from a familist society.  Much feminist theorising has argued that heteronormative ideologies mean that expectations of marriage and motherhood are ‘keyed into womanhood’ in such a way that those outside marriage are intrinsically problematised (see Barrett and McIntosh, 1982; Chandler, 1991; Delphy and Leonard, 1992).  Despite recent familial change, contemporary empirical research indicates that ideologies such as familism and compulsory heterosexuality continue to position singleness as a marginal location for women (Byrne 2003; Sandfield and Percy, 2003; Reynolds and Wetherall, 2003).  Rebutting attributions of singleness or childlessness to individual choice, or foregrounding other factors such as demands of work or ill-health, are means by which participants can avoid being ‘held to account’ for a stigmatised subject positioning, and various explanations of singleness and/or childlessness as the outcome of fate or other circumstances were evident.   However, as well as protecting participants from being rendered blameworthy, such explanations may also signify the way in which individuals experience their lives, as less the outcome of deliberative decision-making than a combination of various factors and circumstances, or what Hoggett describes as “the multi-determined nature of our own life histories” (2001:40).  This is discussed further below.

Considerable changes in the reproductive possibilities for women in recent decades, such as the development of the contraceptive pill and new reproductive technologies, have provided women with more control over their fertility.  As the solo mothers in this research illustrate, cultural and material changes have also led to the possible separation between not just marriage and motherhood, but also partnership and motherhood.  Nevertheless, common explanations for parental status, including those provided by participants who had opted into solo motherhood, also presented this as the outcome of other factors.  Explanations for childlessness related predominantly to a dominant discourse in which marriage or partnership was assumed as a prerequisite for motherhood.   For example Nora, 70, replied when asked whether she had wanted children, “no, I suppose because I just felt that children come with marriage”.  Nora also considered married women not having children as “a bit shocking, because if I’d married I would have automatically have had children”.  While this ‘automatic’ linking of marriage and motherhood has been challenged by changes over time in reproductive possibilities, an explanation of singleness precluding children was nevertheless evident across the age groups.  

This protects participants from censure, however also risks positioning them as unfortunate. Recent academic debates on declining fertility in industrialised nations suggest that professional women in particular may be sacrificing family life in the pursuit of a career (Di Stefano and Pinelli, 2004:366)
.  Yet participants varied significantly in the extent to which childlessness was depicted as a personal cost:  while some referred to this as a source of great regret, others talked about this with considerable equanimity, with any difficulties more to do with coming to terms with the idea of themselves as a ‘childless woman’ rather than childlessness per se.  Explanations relating childlessness to personal preference were evident, again across all cohorts:  for example Olive, 71, stated “I never really had any great desire to procreate the species particularly”.  This stated lack of desire potentially risks presenting participants as ‘selfish’ or ‘unnatural’.  However, this explanation was utilised in ways that suggested participants were drawing upon a notion of a biological maternal urge as determining the decision to have children
.  This discourse allows the lack of such a desire to be understood as more a matter of chance than choice.  Thus Joan, 40, when asked about children stated “I’ve never felt maternal” and distinguished herself from her sister,  “desperate” for children,  “I am very different from her because I don’t have this need for children and she does, and that must be dreadful […] I don’t have any of that – luckily”.  Attributing a desire for children to ‘nature’ may mean participants do not feel ‘accountable’ for its absence.  

This explanation of naturalised maternal desire was also evident in the narratives of women who opted into solo motherhood; while the decision to act upon their desire for children was accounted for, the desire itself was taken for granted.  While these participants clearly had to be agentic about becoming mothers via donor insemination and adoption,  their narratives depicted this less as a choice than as the only means to motherhood, given their long-standing desire for children, partnership status and age.  The ways in which solo mothers accounted for their decision suggests their awareness of the negative social identity associated with opting into single motherhood, illustrating a tension between a validated maternal desire, and pursuing this without a partner
.  For example Fiona, 49, described actively pursuing relationships via personal ads specifying that she wanted children, however stated she only met men who did not want commitment or children: “I so much wanted to get into a really good relationship for so long […] I did that for nearly ten years starting from when I was about thirty-two, and it just began to get soul destroying in the end”.   After trying donor insemination and IVF, Fiona adopted two children in her mid-forties.  The accounts of solo mothers in this sample contrasted with those who had become mothers while in cohabiting relationships and whose narratives did not account for this, suggesting the somewhat ‘taken for granted’ nature of motherhood as an aspect of partnership.  Asked about future children, most mothers discounted the possibility of doing this alone; although some stated they would like to do this, it would be too difficult given their age, breadwinning status and the demands of caring for young children.

The narratives of some younger childless participants acknowledged the possibility of opting into motherhood as a single woman.  Jenny’s narrative for example accounted for childlessness with reference to singleness, yet identified this as a personal position, indicating her awareness and dismissal of the option of having children on her own: “for me the children thing goes with the relationship and without the relationship there won’t be any children”.  While actively seeking a partnership, Jenny, 39, felt her age meant “it’s unlikely that I will have my own children”, a prospect about which she felt “comfortable”.  The possibility of solo motherhood was also evident in its denunciation by some participants.  Thus Tanya, 43, dismissed this as “quite frankly stupid. That’s selfish in the extreme. That’s narcissistic”.  Interestingly, this suggests that this possibility may cause new ‘difficulties’ for women in having to account for their childlessness in ways not reducible to singleness.  This also demonstrates the limited approved identities available to women in relation to motherhood, whereby both childlessness and having a child alone risk exposing women to charges of selfishness.

As mentioned above, other explanations for partnership status in terms of the demands of employment were also evident.  For example Katy, 53, disavowed responsibility for this status, stating “it’s not because you don’t want to get married or have a relationship, you don’t have the opportunity because of the hours that you work”.  Katy currently worked six days a week in employment necessitating shifts, and attributed this to the financial requirements of singleness.  As well as risk-aversion theory, this explanation fits contemporary debates about familial change which attribute this to contradictions between the demands of relationships and the demands of the market (see Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 1995).  However, Katy’s account complicates this notion somewhat.  Rather than just the requirement to work long hours, it was because of this that she was less willing to put up with behaviour she considered unacceptable for the sake of the relationship.  Asked about why previous relationships had ended, Katy stated: 

“I suppose the usual reasons, one drank too much, one regularly borrowed money off me which I never got back, and … you put up with these things so long, I would put up with them so long and then think ‘I work too hard to put up with this’ – and I would put up with it for quite a while. And then I would say ‘No. That’s enough’ and that was the end of the relationship”.







[Katy, 53]

Asked whether she would consider doing anything proactive to change her partnership status, Katy prioritised other aims related mainly to securing financial provision over doing so, saying “I can rely on my friends, I can rely on my work. I want things more secure in my life”.

Another participant, Brenda, similarly attributed her single status to the demands of employment, both in terms of long working hours and requirements to travel: “it meant it was making it impossible, really, to have any kind of stable partnership [ …] it wasn’t making the other parts of my life sustainable”.  As a result she changed jobs in her early thirties, however remained in financial services, a sector she described as “very male dominated”.  While her new job did not require travelling, it was “very demanding”, requiring working very late at night as well as weekends.  Brenda had the highest income of the sample.  Although she had always assumed that she “would get married and have children”, Brenda decided to have a child on her own in her mid-thirties, a decision she attributed in part to not having yet met a suitable partner, but also a desire to change her lifestyle:

“It was bound up with all kinds of things to do with the fact that I had started working very, very long hours again […] you can’t have a proper life like that. You really can’t have a proper life”






Brenda had a child at 37 and following maternity leave was currently working three days a week.  She considered motherhood “has limited my ultimate potential, where I can go”, however depicted this is not of fundamental importance to her.  In addition, Brenda depicted her work conditions as necessitating a change in employment, regardless of motherhood: 

“I’m not sure that [promotion] matters, to be honest. I’m not sure that for me it is the be all and end all (pause). And do I want to be working at that rate for ever and ever? No I don’t.  I mean, I would have had to do something”.   

[Brenda, 37]

Debates about the conflict between employment and motherhood predominate in the demographic literature, with women’s labour market status often explained in relation to their domestic responsibilities
.  Interestingly, Brenda’s narrative suggests that having a child was a ‘route out’ of onerous employment.   Brenda also noted that most men at her level were married and had children, however could sustain this as their wives overwhelmingly were not in paid employment.  
Friedman argues that wider societal changes mean women no longer having to accommodate themselves uncritically to relational ties to sustain themselves (2000:46).  Material and cultural changes occurring in recent decades have provided increased access to educational and employment opportunities and the possibility for some women to maintain their own household.  As with Katy’s account, other participants similarly presented themselves as unwilling to maintain relationships unless these were worthwhile; this concept clearly included ‘domestic democracy’, with several attributing singleness to wider social changes resulting in a ‘mismatch’ between women and men, an explanation that resonates with gender equity theory.   Thus Louise, 36, commented: “A lot of guys I think have still got this mentality that they’re, you know, they’re looking for […] the whore in the bedroom […] their ‘mother’ to look after them […] you know, they’re still kind of looking with the old-fashioned values, whereas girls now are saying ‘well no, sorry mate, after I come in from my work the last thing I’m going to do is go into the kitchen’”.    

Previous research on the socio-economic characteristics of the never-married has argued that the higher incidence of spinsterhood amongst women “of higher ability, education and occupation” maybe due to selectivity in the marriage market, whereby “men may have preferences for women of lower or equal status but not higher” (Kiernan, 1988:259).  Traditional models of behaviour in the matching of couples rely on socio-economic status; however, these explanations establish women’s preferences for other forms of equality as a central component of contemporary relationships.  As such, these explanations drawing on a lack of change in gender relations to account for singleness resonate with theories which propose gender equity as an influential factor in contemporary familial change.

Concluding Discussion

Prevalent explanations for fertility decline in the demographic and sociological literature often account for this in terms of choice, whether in terms of individuals performing cost-benefit analyses, acting on preferences or motivated by values such as self-actualisation. Such explanations are underpinned by ontological assumptions of agents as rational decision-makers, free to act on individual choices.  As noted above, a common theme to the explanations for their partnership and parental status evident in the narratives of single women and older mothers was that these were not attributable to individual choice or preference.  While this can be understood in part as a discursive construction designed to avoid being held accountable for a stigmatised subject positioning, it may also reflect how people understand various experiences, less as the outcome of deliberative choices than a combination of various factors and circumstances.  The multiple and on occasion contradictory explanations of some narratives challenge interpretations of their status as the outcome of deliberative decision-making.  Rather, these narratives reflected the influence of various inter-related factors shaping their experiences and preferences. 

A comparison of the explanations for delayed childbearing and childlessness in the literature with the accounts of childlessness and older motherhood evident in the life-history narratives of a particular group of women highlights the need to consider the way in which agency is conceptualised.  There is a considerable literature critiquing assumptions of autonomous agency that argues that people’s choices and actions are constrained by the social structures within which they occur, and that over-privileging individual autonomy risks emptying human conduct of its social content  (see Duncan and Edwards 1999, Irwin 2000, Hoggett 2001, Mackenzie and Stoljar 2000). The extent to which these choices are recognised as ‘socially situated’ in explanations of changing patterns of partnership and parenthood proposed in the literature varies considerably.  In much work the wider social changes of recent decades are considered as providing the context within which individuals were able or required to act, with fertility decline presented as the outcome of other factors in explanations emphasising the individualisation of management of risk alongside the decline in the breadwinner model of the family, as indicated in the overview of various explanatory perspectives.  

There is less consideration however as to the ways in which such change may have influenced individual beliefs, desires and attitudes: that is, the iterative relationship between individuals’ subjectivities and the particular experiences their specific social context may have afforded them.   These accounts of individuals’ understandings of their own partnership and motherhood status indicate various shifts in the social context of the latter half of the twentieth century, for example the possibility of maintaining one’s own household
.   However, there were also continuities evident across all age groups, with most participants referring to expectations of marriage and motherhood when younger.  While for some childless participants this was depicted as a source of deep regret, most expressed a more sanguine attitude and a contentment with both singleness and childlessness.  The solo mothers in this sample perhaps illustrate most clearly the cultural and material shifts of recent decades which have allowed the possibility of opting into solo motherhood.  These accounts, which indicate that womanhood may no longer be imbricated as firmly with marriage and motherhood, suggest the importance of considerations of the shifts in the identities available to women in the context of wider societal change and subsequent implications for gender relations, as an aspect of fertility decline.
APPENDIX
Table 1: Total Fertility Rates, selected countries in Europe: 1994 - 2004*

	
	1994 
	2004

	Low Fertility

	Iceland
	2.14
	2.03

	Ireland
	1.85
	1.99 (e)

	France
	1.66
	1.90 (p)

	Norway
	1.86
	1.81

	Denmark
	1.81
	1.78

	Sweden
	1.88
	1.75

	Netherlands
	1.57
	1.73

	United Kingdom
	1.74
	1.74 (e)

	Very Low Fertility

	Portugal
	1.44
	1.42 (e)

	Estonia
	1.37
	1.40 (e)

	Malta
	1.89
	1.37

	Germany
	1.24
	1.37 (e)

	Croatia
	1.52
	1.35

	Italy
	1.21
	1.33

	Spain
	1.21
	1.32 (e)

	Lowest Low Fertility

	Greece
	1.35
	1.29 (e)

	Romania
	1.42
	1.29

	Hungary
	1.65
	1.28

	Lithuania
	1.57
	1.26

	Latvia
	1.39
	1.24

	Czech Republic
	1.44
	1.23


* Latest year for which figures available 
               Source: European Commission (2006) Eurostat Indicators

(e) estimated value

(p) provisional value
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Chart 2: Completed Family Size, Selected Birth Cohorts at age 45 
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� The replacement level of fertility is the level at which the population of a society, net of migration, would remain stable.  In contemporary societies this occurs with a total fertility rate (TFR) of around 2.1.  The total fertility rate is a measure that expresses the number of children that would be born to a woman if current patterns of fertility persisted throughout her childbearing life. 		 


� The only advanced countries that currently have replacement level fertility are the United States and New Zealand; these ‘special cases’ are explained by the higher fertility of Hispanic women and teenagers (the United States) and Maori women in New Zealand (see McDonald, 2000a:2). 


� There are parallels here in the demographic literature.  Recent changes in family and household structure have been interpreted as the outcome of various societal changes, both structural and cultural, occurring as a result of modernisation; termed the Second Demographic Transition, this process implies diminishing constraints, an increase in behavioural options, increasing individualism and a decline in tradition (see van der Kaa 1987, Lesthaeghe 1995). 


� There is some debate in the literature as to the extent to which current partnership and parenthood patterns are unprecedented; Oppenheimer (1994) for example argues that a longer term historical view identifies the post-war ‘baby boom’ era, often taken as the starting point from which ‘decline’ is measured, as anomalous (see also MacKinnon 1995).    


� McDonald draws attention to the importance of numbers of children women are having,  noting that difference between average fertility levels across industrialised nations appear to be less due to differences in the proportion of childless woman than in the proportions of women having three or more children (2000a:5).


� As well as physiological reasons, factors such as a cultural understanding of ‘too old’ for motherhood, as well as individuals’ habituation to childlessness over time may also be relevant, and are considered below.


� This study distinguishes the ‘voluntary childfree’, those who definitely do not want children, who are consistently negative on all questions about children, and ‘uncertain childless’ by those who are gave an uncertain or ambivalent reply on at least one question concerning the desire to have children.  ‘Parents’ were classified as those with children and those who plan to have children (my italics).  This classification raises certain issues:  it presents these statuses as static, and assumes future outcomes from stated preferences.  As noted above, research studies have identified a gap between preferences re childbearing and realised fertility (see Wasoff, 2007); classifying together those who state a desire to have children with actual parents ignores differences between these groups (including in attitudes and values) which may impact on the likelihood of going on to have children. 


� There is an emerging body of empirical research examining people’s perceptions of and responses to risk in a range of areas (see for example � HYPERLINK "http://www.kent.ac.uk/scarr/index.htm" ��http://www.kent.ac.uk/scarr/index.htm�).  


� Hoem’s (2000) empirical study for example links increased participation in higher education at a time of poor economic circumstances to declining fertility in Sweden; observing that the proportions of young women (aged 21-24) receiving educational allowances rose from 14% in 1989 to 41% by 1996, she interprets this as evidence of risk-averse behaviour (investment in future security�) in a context of widespread cut-backs in government services.  


� Lewis argues that more state support (financial compensation for care and the provision of care services) would help reduce the additional uncertainties that respondents experienced upon becoming parents (2006:54).   McDonald similarly argues that a well-developed welfare state may be more effective at smoothing out risks (for example, social security arrangements for job loss or health problems); he notes however that the present direction of social and economic policy in almost all industrialised countries is to pass risks away from the state and back on to individuals.   


� Hobson and Olah (2006a), who also consider risk in relation to the decline of the male breadwinner model, note that even the Nordic countries are characterised by a ‘1 and ¾’s’ model.  


� Silva and Smart suggest that women, now better educated and with greater control over their fertility, may be “less enamoured” of the triple burden of paid work, housework and childcare (1999:3).  An emphasis on the agency of men underpins Goldscheider and Waite’s argument that “it seems increasingly clear that the road to ‘new families’ will lead through men, who must decide whether they want homes, families, and children enough to share responsibility for them’” (1991:195).


� Recent research on attitudes and experiences of childbearing in Scotland finds that, while 9 out of 10 people thought housework should be shared equally between partners, those households that tried to practice equality were also least likely to have larger families (Wasoff, 2007).


� These narrative accounts derive from in-depth interviews conducted in 2002 with thirty-seven never-married and currently single women, aged between thirty-five and eighty-three, from a range of socio-economic backgrounds.  Seven were single mothers, including ‘solo mothers’ who had ‘opted into’ motherhood in their thirties and forties through means such as artificial insemination and adoption.  The interviews followed a life-history approach, a technique seen as particularly suited to documenting how individuals interpret, understand and define the world about them (Faraday and Plummer, 1979:776).  


� Interviewing women has been seen as a quintessentially feminist research method, producing work that prioritises women’s lived experience through ‘giving voice’ (see Stanley and Wise, 1983).  The notion of giving voice however assumes coherent, knowledgeable and rational subjects who are ‘telling it like it is’.  A narrative identity approach, instead of considering interviews as providing neutral accounts of participants’ life histories, conceive these rather as particular constructions of this: as Hogget suggests, a good deal of our reflexivity is actually post-hoc rationalisation designed to maintain certain beliefs about oneself and others (2001:39).  





� Interestingly, several participants similarly depicted marriage and motherhood in terms of fate, rather than the outcome of individual decision-making.


� A collaborative study based on interviews with never-married single childless women aged over 30 in Ireland.


� This is also claimed by Sylvia Ann Hewlett in her book ‘Baby Hunger’. Hewlett states “somewhere between a third and half of all professional women in America are forced to sacrifice children” (2002:21), and cites a British study using census data to show the number of female managers who do not have children (Crompton 1995), to suggest a similar scenario in Britain. However motivations, and the subjective meanings ascribed by individuals to such statuses, cannot be derived from statistical data.  This point is taken up further below.


� This discourse of a ‘biological urge’ is evident in popular analyses of contemporary childlessness, for example Hewlett refers to the ‘unfathomable …depths of the drive to have children’, which ‘has a terrible power’ and  ‘must be hardwired’ (2002:42).   


� This was also evident in their descriptions of difficulties in accessing services.  Tessa, 41 and who had a child by donor insemination at 30, referred to her considerable anxiety about possible restrictions being imposed when she was pursuing this: “I was terrified that it was going to be taken away from me, that they’d change the law or something before I got pregnant”.  Fiona stated that the clinic at which she underwent IVF “didn’t see single women without partners, so I fibbed and said that I had a partner in order to get treatment there”.  





� Such arguments often conflate childbearing and childrearing, with the latter implicitly assumed as women’s responsibility.  This is evident in the response of Ruth Lea, head of policy at the Institute of Directors, to the Kingsmill report on the enduring gender pay gap, in which she attributed this to “marriage and children” (cited in The Guardian, 6th December, 2001).  


� Historically, never-married women have lived in the households of fathers, brothers or masters as domestic servants.
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2.14

		Table 2.14

		Fertility rates: by age of mother at childbirth

		United Kingdom										Live births per 1,000 women

				1971		1981		1991		2001		2003

		Under 201		50.0		28.3		32.9		27.9		26.6

		20–24		154.4		106.8		88.9		68.0		70.1

		25–29		154.6		130.4		119.9		91.5		95.9

		30–34		79.4		69.5		86.5		88.0		94.5

		35–39		34.3		22.4		32.0		41.3		45.9

		40–44		9.2		5.0		5.3		8.2		9.1

		General Fertility Rate2		84.3		62.1		63.6		54.5		56.3

		Total Fertility Rate3		..		1.82		1.82		1.63		1.71

		Total births (thousands)		901.6		730.7		792.3		669.1		695.6

		1 Live births per 1,000 women aged 15 to 19.

		2 Total live births per 1,000 women aged 15 to 44.

		3 Number of children that would be born to a woman if current patterns of fertility persisted throughout her childbearing life.

		Source: Office for National Statistics

				Under 20		20-24		25-29		30-34		35-39		40-44		Total Births (thousands)

		1971		50		154		155		79		34		9		901.6

		1981		28		107		130		70		22		5		730.7

		1991		33		89		120		87		32		5		792.3

		2001		28		68		92		88		41		8		669.1

		2003		27		70		96		95		46		9		695.6
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