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Italian Fertility: A near outlier or an extreme case?
Over the past 40 years Italy has gone from having a birthrate of 2.42 births per woman in 1970, a number both above the EU average of 2.40, and above the necessary replacement rate 2.1, to a low of 1.19 in 1998,
 not only the lowest rate in Europe but lowest in the world, and less than half of what it had been only thirty years ago.  Along with this Italy boasts a significant decline in its marriage rate, from 5.49 in 1992 to 4.60 in 2002, and a divorce rate of only 0.7 per 1000 people, well below the EU average of 2.0
.  Further compared with their European counterparts, Italians are both waiting longer for marriage and to have children.
  From these data Italy appears to be a pioneer in marriage and fertility.
However this is not nearly as alarming when viewed longitudinally in the context of the rest of Europe.  Akin to Italy, the birthrate in the European Union countries has declined from 2.40 to 1.45 over the same period from 1970 to 1998 with every European country now under the replacement birth rate of 2.1.
  Likewise all of Europe has experienced a decline in marriage rates and the European average age of marriage and childbirth has steadily increased throughout the past decades.
  Viewed in this light, Italy is merely a model of the Western World.
In any case, Italian society presents many peculiarities—some of which are shared by all of Europe, some by only a few countries, and some which are truly unique—that have shaped the above noted fertility patterns.  The exact paths of causality through which such social conditions have brought about declining birthrates have been the theme of a great amount of sociological literature during the past forty years.  One theory is the “Uncertainty Reduction Theory of Parenthood,” proposed by authors Friedman, Hechter, Kanazawa (henceforth Friedman et al.) in their 1994 paper A Theory of the Value of Children.  In summary, this theory states that women have children in order decrease uncertainty in their lives and increase solidarity in their relationships (by which the likelihood of staying in the relationship has increased for both partners, and thus decreased uncertainty).
In this paper we will seek to evaluate the utility of the Uncertainty Reduction Theory as an explanation for declining fertility rates by applying the individual hypotheses put forward by Friedman’s paper in modern Italian society.  After this we will explore some of the limitations of the theory in elucidating the aforementioned fertility patterns.  In doing this we will attempt to carry the theory a step further than Friedman et al. by identifying indicators with which we can empirically test the validity of the theory,  providing applications to modern Italy.
Dispelling Assumptions: The Catholic Church

Before delving into the factors shaping Italian fertility trends, it is necessary to address some inaccurate assumptions made about Italy which could have a great effect on fertility, namely the influence of the Catholic Church in Italian society.  The presence of the Church in Italy was carefully avoided during the introduction as it is questionable as to how much of an effect it actually retains over contemporary Italians.  Italy is reputed to be the most Catholic country in the world, with the Pope himself residing at the Vatican in the center of Rome.  One would expect, as we anticipated when we set out to study fertility in Italy, that with the watchful eye and critical voice of the Pope so near, that Italians would hold steadfast to the Church’s pronatalist instructions against using contraceptives and in favor of raising large families, in the name of God.  This presents a great incongruency; if the good Catholics who presumably populate Italy were holding fast to their religion, then theoretically Italy should have one of the highest birthrates in the world, not the lowest.
It is precisely this hook that initially drew us in to this issue of Italian fertility.  There must be some great rift in the Church.  Are Italians listening to the words of God only on Sundays and ignoring him during the week?  Are they selectively choosing parts of the doctrine that are convenient to obey, and throwing out the rest?  Does this disobedience manifest itself in other areas of life?  While 98 percent of Italians consider themselves Catholic,
 only 30.4 percent consider religion very important,
 and only 25.4 percent of Italians age 18-49 attend mass once a week,
 with lower numbers in urban areas.
  Furthermore the secularization of Italy does not appear to be a particularly recent phenomenon, nor does it appear to be an abnormal case, but rather follows very well contemporary theories, and is in fact an excellent example of the theory of religious economies,
 a discussion of which is outside the scope of this paper.
In accordance with the Church’s loss of influence came a dramatic increase in the acceptability and usage of both contraceptive methods and abortion.  Despite the fact that even today one’s employment of such methods in Italy remains quite a private matter and is by no means an open subject in society as it has grown to be in the United States, it goes without saying that without such means, it is doubtful that the birthrate decline ever would have materialized.  Usage of contraceptive devices has grown steadily since they were legalized without special medical permission in 1971.  In 1970, the number of women who reported using the pill or condoms was only 30 percent, while by 1996 this number had grown to a reported 66 percent.
  Although still below standards in other parts of the world, this represents a substantial increase, and there is reason to believe that usage of reliable contraceptive methods has continued to increase steadily since 1996 as younger generations come of age and methods become more socially acceptable.  The story for abortion has been similar, but even more dramatic.  After being legalized in 1978, there were 13.7 abortions per 1000 women in 1979, and the number grew to 16.9 in 1982 before receding to 9.8 in 1993, where it has remained relatively steady for many years.
  These numbers are essentially even with data for England and France, and the abortion ration of 30 abortions per 100 live births is greater, although this statistic is somewhat deceptive due to Italy’s lower birthrate.

However, it may also not be correct to assume that Italian society is completely devoid of influence of the church.  As noted above, the direct word of the Church may not be as widely received as it once was, but there is evidence that the Church has left of a legacy of strict social norms in Italy which have some far-reaching affects on fertility.  The late legalization and relative reticence still surrounding contraception and abortion and the fact that sex education was not legalized until 1999 are both obvious examples of this.  Likewise Italy’s exceptionally low divorce rate of 0.7 divorces per 1000 persons, well below the EU average of 2.0 and the only European country with a divorce rate below 1.0
 is most likely a combined product of the Catholic legacy and older marriage rates.
  The most important shadow cast by the Church in terms of fertility is the extremely low instance of out-of-wedlock births in Italy.  In 2002, out-of-wedlock births in Italy represented only an estimated 10.8 percent of all births, while the EU average has now risen to over 30 percent, with averages in many Scandinavian countries of over 50 percent.
  The social norm of marriage precluding children even remains in today’s younger generation, as was manifested while talking to a group of teenage Italian males on a bus.  The rowdy teens were obviously not taking the survey seriously, claiming to have moved out of their parents house at age seven and answering the question “Which do you feel is more important: family or job?”  with “drugs.”  The oldest of the group (three brothers and a couple friends), 18, claimed not be Catholic and said that religion had no effect on his life, and later stated that he never wished to get married.   When asked in the next question how many children he desired, not surprisingly answered none, and said completely seriously and unknowingly “How can I have children if I never marry,” implying that such a question is not even reasonable to ask in Italian society.
With the stage now set for fertility issues in Italy, we can now look at why Italians may, or may not choose to have children.
An Uncertainty Reduction Theory of Parenthood
The prevailing theory of fertility patterns to be explored here is a rational-choice model based on the assumptions of uncertainty reduction and increasing marriage solidarity proposed by Friedman, Hechter and Kanazawa in their 1994 paper.  This theory was developed by Friedman et al. as an alternative to existing instrumental-values based theories for developed societies which they criticized as inadequately explaining “why anyone under current circumstances would choose to have a child, absent significant state-provided pronatalist incentives.”
  Given this characteristic of the instrumental-value theories, the logical hypothesis of these theories would be that total fertility rates should tend towards zero in modern industrialized societies.  This however is simply not the case, while it was noted that European fertility rates have been halved over the past thirty years, none are near approaching zero, and as further evidence many seem to have stabilized over the past five years.

Accordingly, Friedman et al.’s paper has sought to expose why some people choose not to have children while others choose to have at least one child.  To do this they have accepted the assumption of uncertainty reduction and connected to it a subordinate assumption of enhancement of marital solidarity.  The assumption of uncertainty reduction holds basically that rational actors will make decisions that will decrease the amount of uncertainty in his or her life in order to increase one’s ability to assess risk.  An important distinction made by Friedman et al., however, is that such decisions may not necessarily increase the decision maker’s quality of life, just the certainty.
  The degree to which a particular decision can reduce the uncertainty for an actor is closely tied to the degree to which the decision is permanent, the implications of the decision affect other areas of the actor’s life, and the decision taxes the resources of the actor.  In accordance with these three indicators, the decision to bear a child should do a great deal for decreasing uncertainty, both for singles and couples.  As Turchi writes, “The decision to have a child is one of the few resource allocation decisions that the couple makes that implies an essentially irrevocable commitment to a stream of expenditures over a long period of time.  There is an essential difference between children and consumer durables, since, once the child arrives, there is no recourse to a resale market nor to the local humane society.”

The second assumption made Friedman et al. is that of marriage solidarity enhancement.  First of all it is important to note that marriage itself is a strong means of uncertainty reduction.
  In fact it is quite possible that such a means could be being used in place of fertility in some societies, and this possibility should be explored in the Italian case.  However, instability in marriage is a great source of uncertainty, especially what lies ahead in the case of a separation.  Thus increasing marriage solidarity, and thereby decreasing the likelihood of separation, is a large factor in reduction of uncertainty for couples.  For some couples for whom solidarity is low, or declining, bearing children increases the co-dependence of the relationship and consequently increases marriage solidarity.
In correspondence to these assumptions, Friedman, Hechter, and Kanazawa developed a set of ten hypotheses relating uncertainty and solidarity to propensity to parenthood, which we will list here and express in more detail while evaluating each in the Italian case:

U-1: The objective risk of divorce has a positive effect on the propensity to parenthood

U-1.1: Exogamy and heterogamy have a positive effect on the propensity to parenthood

U-1.2: Social class has a negative effect on the propensity to parenthood.
U-1.3: Age at marriage has a negative effect on the propensity to parenthood.

U-2: Prospects for marriage have a negative effect on the propensity to parenthood.

U-3: Prospects for stable and successful careers have a negative effect on the propensity to parenthood.

U-4: Within the upper class, the upper upper class (the “old rich”) have a higher propensity to parenthood than the lower upper class (the “nouveau riche”).

U-5 Financial and emotional support from families of origin has a negative effect on the propensity to parenthood.
S-1: The multi-stranded quality of the relationship between husbands and wives has a negative effect on the propensity to parenthood.

S-2: Duration of marriage has a positive effect on the propensity to parenthood.
S-3: The extent of marital support has a negative effect on the propensity to parenthood.

S-4: Social and geographical mobility has a negative effect on the propensity to parenthood

S-5: Power imbalance between husbands and wives has a positive effect on the propensity to parenthood.

In the course of the paper we will also present one counterhypothesis to Friedman et al.’s hypothesis S-4:

CH-4: Social and geographical mobility has a positive effect on the propensity to parenthood.

And we present a sub-hypothesis to Friedman et al.’s hypothesis S-5:

SH-5.1: Softening of traditional gender roles has a negative effect on propensity to parenthood.
Applying Uncertainty Reduction theory to the declining birthrate in Italy
Friedman, Hechter and Kanazawa make it clear that their theory, as they have posed it, does nothing to further explain declining fertility trends, but do “wonder whether the uncertainty reduction theory may enhance the conclusions reached by more familiar instrumental models.”
  We share their belief that such an application of Uncertainty Reduction Theory could be revealing and it is in this capacity which we intend to apply the theory using the case of the Italian fertility decline.  In order to assess the usefulness of the theory in explaining Italian fertility decline, we will utilize temporal, inter-regional, and cross-national comparisons to seek evidence of an inverse relationship between levels of certainty and propensity to parenthood of larger social groups.

To establish the aforementioned relationship between levels of certainty and propensity to parenthood, we will evaluate each hypothesis individually based on macro-level data and general observations about Italian cultural and societal norms.  Causal links will be sought between the given independent variables--representing indexes of uncertainty--and the common dependent variable--propensity to parenthood.  Indicators for the independent variables will vary, drawing from longitudinal studies within Italy, geographically variances within Italy, and cross-national comparisons throughout Europe.  The sole indicator which we will use for the dependent variable, propensity to parenthood, will be Total Fertility Rate (TFR), a measure of the number of children the average woman will bear assuming she survives through the years of her fertile cycle (from age 15-49).
We have happened upon one danger in this extension of Uncertainty Reduction Theory: the extrapolation of the theory from a predictor of micro-level to macro-level behaviors.  In the micro-level case it is easy to see if a single person has a high level of uncertainty in their lives and if they subsequently have a child.  However, it is not nearly so simple in the macro-level case: to observe whether uncertainty amongst the members of society is contributing to the fertility rate.  In order for this to be the case it must be shown that members of society for whom certainty is high are not having children and those for whom certainty is low are having children.  This assumption is that the current birthrate in Italy of 1.27 is not the product of every woman having one child and one in four having a second, but rather that many women are choosing not to have children at all, while those who are having children (presumably those women with high levels of uncertainty in their lives) are in many cases continuing to have two to three children each.  There are reasons to believe that this may be the case.
We are also able to make comparisons between different societies, whether they be societies from different countries, different regions of Italy, or the same region at different time periods.  If we can see a higher instance of a particular indicator of certainty in one society over another, or one time period over another and then find a lower TFR in that society, this may suffice to suggest the possibility of a causal link between certainty and fertility.

Evaluating Uncertainty Reduction Theory Hypotheses

U-1: The objective risk of divorce has a positive effect on the propensity to parenthood.
This first uncertainty hypothesis poses that uncertainty comes with divorce, and that therefore the risk of divorce in an individual’s life increases his/her propensity to parenthood.  It is then important to approach the issue of divorce in Italian society.  For this we have two indicators, the first is the national divorce rate, which we can use as an approximation for the likelihood that a given couple will divorce.  As noted previously, Italy’s divorce rate is astonishingly low at 0.7 per 1000 people, compared to 2.1 in France, 2.5 in Germany, 2.7 in the UK, and the European Union average of 2.0.
  
The second indicator for risk of divorce is the ease with which divorce can be obtained.  Such an indicator may seem deceptive in that it does not measure the desire for divorce, and thus likely does not measure anything related to marriage happiness or satisfaction.  However, it does measure the relative risk of being divorced and thus the risk of possible uncertainty.  For example, in a society where divorce is illegal, while a member of the marriage may desperately want out, there is still absolutely no loss of certainty due to divorce, as it is simply not an option.  Therefore, ease of obtaining a divorce should be viewed as a good measure of uncertainty.  Divorce in Italy is relatively difficult to obtain compared to other countries.  In order to be divorced, couples must be separated for five years, and even in this case courts are not quick to grant a divorce.

Both of these indicators point toward a low risk of divorce being in Italy, suggesting a low propensity to parenthood.  Thus the Italian case affirms hypothesis U-1.

U-1.1: Exogamy and heterogamy have a positive effect on the propensity to parenthood
It has been widely shown that exogamous and heterogamous marriages have a higher instance of divorce in the United States, and thus logically, based on U-1, would have a positive effect on the propensity to parenthood.  We have no data pertaining to whether this link between exogamous/heterogamous marriages in Italy has the same propensity for divorce, but for argument’s sake, we will assume this to be the case.  We again have two rather weak indicators of exogamous/heterogamous marriages.  The first is immigrant population.  Without saying anything about where they are living, and what they are doing, it is reasonable to expect that without a substantial immigrant population, interracial marriages, one of the most divorce prone relationships, would not be very prevalent.  Such is the case in Italy where immigrants make up only three percent of the population and furthermore these three percent appear to be clustered in small areas within large cities.
  Due to this it is unlikely that Italians would even have the opportunity to meet other races, making prospects for interracial marriages in Italy very low. 
A second indicator is proximity to mother’s place of residence of married children.  In Italy an incredible 65.5 percent of married children, both male and female live within the same communities as their mother,
 and thus likely within the same community as they grew up.  Since people tend to live in communities of people similar to themselves, if the majority of couples grew up within these homogenous communities together, then the instance exogamous/heterogamous relationships is mostly likely low in Italy.  Thus both indicators point to a low likelihood of exogamy and heterogamy which correlate with the low fertility, suggesting an affirmation of sub-hypothesis U-1.1.
U-1.2: Social class has a negative effect on the propensity to parenthood.
To compare social class, we can view general social classes of the three main sectors of Italy, the North, the Center, and the South.  Of these sections the North is the most prosperous region, followed by the Center, and trailed greatly by the South.  In the South, 23.4 percent of the households in the poverty, while only 8 percent of the households in the center live in poverty and only 5.75 of the houses in Northern Italy are in poverty.
  We also have TFR data for each of these regions.  If the hypothesis is true, we would expect to see higher a TFR in the South, lower in the Central, and the lowest in the North.  This is precisely the case.  According to 1988 data, the TFR in the South was 1.66, the Central 1.19, and 1.11 in the North.  Assuming that this trend remained constant since 1988 sub-hypothesis U-1.2 is supported.
U-1.3: Age at marriage has a negative effect on the propensity to parenthood.

The application of theory here is that couples who marry older are less likely to seek divorce than couple who marry younger.  Comparing average age at marriage with fertility rates in the EU suggests nominal support for the hypotheses.  The average age at marriage in Italy 28.90, above the EU 15 average of 28.70
 and correspondingly (now using 2000 birthrate data) the Italian fertility rate of 1.24 is below the EU average of 1.48. Making direct comparisons with other EU countries however muddles the correlation a bit however.  Ordering, EU, France, Germany, Italy and the United Kingdom in terms of average age at marriage from oldest to youngest gives: France (29.05), Italy (28.90), EU (28.70), UK (28.25), and Germany (28.25).  Assuming the validity of the hypotheses we would expect fertility rates in these countries to follow the reverse of this order, but this is not exactly the case; instead fertility rates from lowest to highest follow: Italy (1.24), Germany (1.36), EU (1.48), UK (1.64), and France (1.88).  Most problematic here is France, which has both the highest age of marriage and the highest birth rate.  However, also notice the sequence for out-of-wedlock births from lowest percentage to highest percentage: Italy (10.80), Germany (26.20), EU (30.60), UK (43.10), and France (44.30).  This is exactly the same order we saw for fertility rates, with the UK and France having an extremely high percentage of out-of-wedlock births compared to Italy.  Thus we would like to suggest the possibility that controlling for out-of-wedlock births when making comparisons between age at marriage and TFR may partially rectify the incongruencies noted above and provide further support for the hypothesis.

U-2: Prospects for marriage have a negative effect on the propensity to parenthood.

For this second hypothesis to hold, women should presumably be having children out of wedlock in the event that their prospects for marriage are low (and, subsequently, level of certainty is high).  In the Italian case, however, such out-of-wedlock births (births where the mother’s marital status at the time of birth is other than married) are at one of the lowest rates in the world: 10.8 percent in 2002 (well below the EU average of 30.6 percent), compared with France’s 44 percent, Spain’s 26.6 percent, UK’s 40 percent, and Germany’s 26 percent.  The average marriage rate in Italy, however, is 4.6, which is very close to, and in fact lower than the EU average of 4.8.
  This indicates, if anything, that prospects for marriage are slightly lower in Italy than the rest of Europe, which would imply a higher rate of out-of-wedlock births, and there is no other reason to believe that on the whole prospects for marriage in Italy are significantly different than the rest of Europe.  Without further evidence showing significantly greater prospects of marriage for young Italian adults, we cannot give support to this hypothesis, but instead we suggest that there may be overriding social norms in Italy disallowing these Italians to use out-of-wedlock births as a form of uncertainty reduction.  

Another possibility is that there is simply not nearly as much uncertainty for unmarried Italians as there are in other countries.  Possible reasons for this include the normative ability of un-married Italians to live at home and seek employment within the confines of the family.  We will return to this issue of increased family support in Italy under our discussion of hypotheses U-5.  Given this, we can gather that whether or not a woman’s prospect for marriage is abysmal in Italy (which we are inferring, from the marriage rate, is a situation that is no more common or uncommon in Italy than in other European countries), she will most likely remain childless, due to strict social norms and other aspects of certainty in her life, rendering U-2 inapplicable to Italian society.
U-3: Prospects for stable and successful careers have a negative effect on the propensity to parenthood.
It follows with the measures drawn from the second hypothesis – namely that Italian families constitute a mode of certainty in a young adult’s life negating the need for these young adults to seek other forms of certainty in the form of marriage and parenthood – that the strong notion of the family firm in Italy plays a role, and should be taken into account.  In particular, young Italians have a high probability of seeking an inherently stable career within the family, “with more than half of employment being provided by usually family-owned small and medium enterprises.”
  Italy is unique to other countries in the respect that its short period of industrialization led to “niche capitalism,” which continued to be an economy based on family firms.  Some evidence of this includes the high share of labor force in Italy that is based in firms of 1-9 employees:  23.3%.  Measured against 7.4% in Germany, 8.1% in France, 7.2% in UK, and as little as 3.0% in the US, this value is relatively significant in indicating the degree to which businesses are close-knitted.  Within these small firms, which are presumed to be largely family based, personal job success more intimately tied with the success of the firm.  Hence, not only is job stability increased (with the assumption of a high level of performance), but certainty with respect to the position within the family businesses itself is provided for by the Italian family.  The Italian case therefore strongly supports the validity of hypothesis U-3.

One indicator that we initially explored for prospects of stable and successful careers was the employment rate.  Italy’s unemployment rate is very high, 9.2 percent.  This is well above the US unemployment rate (6.2 percent) and the UK unemployment rate (5.1 percent), although below the German rate (10.7 percent) and French rate (9.6 percent).
  One would expect such high rates of unemployment to indicate an unstable job market, and thus a higher birthrate.  However, in a forthcoming paper, aspiring sociologist Lauren Delgado makes the claim that high unemployment in Italy is actually not a threat to job security for those who have jobs because of the rigid labor market.  This is a significant contrast to the United States where high unemployment is associated with lay-offs and high labor market fluctuations.  Delgado explains that in light of high unemployment rates Italian laborers sacrifice the prospect of upward job mobility for job security, choosing to remain in what would be considered low-level jobs in many economies their entire careers, making high job-security the norm.  Also in this way these “low-level” jobs elsewhere come to be considered successful careers for Italians.  Thus unemployment is not a valid indicator of prospects for stable and successful careers in Italy, and the Italian case still affirms the hypothesis U-3

U-4: Within the upper class, the upper upper class (the “old rich”) have a higher propensity to parenthood than the lower upper class (the “nouveau riche”).

We have no data available to us indicating the presence of “old rich” and “nouveau riche” in Italian society, much less the fertility patterns of the groups.  This is quite unfortunate though, as this hypothesis is one of the most interesting proposed by Friedman et al.  Friedman et al. argue with this hypothesis that any member of the upper class has a high level of uncertainty derived from his or her need to protect the distinction of upper class status.  Friedman et al. argue that “nouveau riche” have other means of maintaining status (presumably through the intellectual and entrepreneurial means by which they attained their status in the first place) and thereby reducing uncertainty, but that the “old rich” must “build a dynasty”
 to which to pass their wealth on to in order to reduce certainty, a process which implicitly necessitates giving birth to at least one child.  This distinction about the old rich is particularly interesting because it seems that it may span a bridge between Uncertainty Reduction Theory and existing instrumental value theories on fertility.

Another interesting point to consider is the process by which the “nouveau riche” achieve their status, namely through a large jump in social mobility.  While the logic appears to be solid that once they have attained this status, they will be less likely to bear children than their “old rich” counterparts, if we assume the validity of counter-hypothesis CH-4 (see discussion below), the nouveau riche are more likely to have a child along their way to joining the ranks of the upper class as a result of the change in social class.

As noted, we have no data to support or refute the hypothesis in the Italian case, but some speculation regarding the rigidity of the Italian social class system provides some intriguing insights.  Social mobility is low in the Italian state.
  This would imply that the “old rich” should not have to worry nearly so much about maintaining their status and thus should have a lower level of uncertainty before the decision to have a child.  However, there still remains the instrumental value explanation that in order to maintain the status passed to them, they must have a child to pass it to, while the “nouveau riche” are not nearly as concerned with passing the status on as they attained it themselves.  As for the “nouveau riche” the low social mobility would mean that they have a harder time attaining their status, which could possibly imply a greater amount of uncertainty along the way, as they are venturing into previously more untested waters.
U-5: Financial and emotional support from families of origin has a negative effect on the propensity to parenthood
One indication of financial (and, furthermore, emotional) support from families is whether one lives at home with his/her parents.  In Italy, according to 1990 data, 88.1 percent of young adults between the ages of 18 and 24 live with their parents, and 43.4 percent of those between the ages of 25 and 34 continue to live with their parents.  This value (43.4 percent) that corresponds to percentage of people in the prime of their child-bearing years (25-34) living with their parents is relatively high, compared with 10.5 percent in Germany, 14.4 percent in Britain, 8.1 percent in France, 25.7 percent in Spain, and 10.1 percent in the United States.
  In addition, 65.5 percent of married children live within the same community of their mothers
 and one-third of all married men still see their mothers on a daily basis, and another 27.5 percent see them at least once a week
, indicating at least continued emotional support from the family even after marriage.  Therefore, it can be concluded that a greater number of Italians in their childbearing years have a “family safety net” to fall back on, an immediate kin network to increase their level of certainty.  In this respect, the situation in Italy supports hypothesis U-5.

However, it is essential to point out that while Italians may have a greater level of certainty with respect to financial and emotional support from family of origin when compared cross-nationally – as suggested by the higher percentage of those living at home with their parents, the hypothesis does not hold temporally.  In 1981, 94.3 percent of Italians between the ages of 18 and 24 lived with their parents (compared to 88.1 percent in 1990), and, demonstrating an even greater difference, in the 25-34 age group 88.8 percent lived with their parents in 1981 compared to only 43.4 percent nine years later in 1992.
  Over the same period of time the birthrate continued its steady and juristic decline
, giving the appearance of a positive correlation between family support and propensity to parenthood.  Therefore, when comparing temporally in Italy alone, hypothesis U-5 is not supported.  However, the wildcard here is that children living at home may not be a good indicator for family support for married couples, whom we know are doing the large majority of the birthing in Italy.  It is possible, that while Italians are moving out of their parents homes and apartments more, that they may not be moving far, may still be working and inheriting family firms, and may still be receiving large amounts of emotional and even financial support (if working for the family firm can be considered being supported financially by the family).
S-1: The multi-stranded quality of the relationship between husbands and wives has a negative effect on the propensity to parenthood.
Finding an appropriate set of indicators for which we have data has posed a particular difficulty for this hypothesis.  Myers proposes an index for multistrandedness composed of four indicators: home ownership, joint property, marital interaction, and joint friends.  While we lack firm data pertaining to this case, it is possible to assess a certain level of multi-strandedness in Italian relationships based on the strength of family firms.  It is possible to assert that the high degree of family-based firms in Italy can contribute to a greater level of multi-strandedness in relationships between husbands and wives, given that the nature of family firms is one of close interaction and that the family within the firm becomes tied together financially and socially.  Because of this, we propose that the Italian case supports hypothesis S-1
S-2: Duration of marriage has a positive effect on the propensity to parenthood

The logical argument here is that over time the passion that once provided a great level of solidarity to the marriage wears off leaving couples with the need to increase solidarity, which they can do by birthing a child.  Unfortunately, assessing this hypothesis directly is difficult to do without a vast amount of specific micro-level data, which we do not have.
S-3: The extent of marital support has a negative effect on the propensity to parenthood.
It follows from this hypothesis that the influence of pro-marital norms – and presumably the strength of the institution of marriage itself – can dictate the propensity to parenthood.  In the case of Italy, a low 15% of young adults in their peak child-bearing years (between the ages of 25 and 34) agreed with the statement that “marriage is an out-dated institution,” compared to 29% in Germany, 22.8% in Britain, 37% in France, and 23.4% in Spain.
  Hence, society as a whole–to a greater extent in Italy as compared to other countries–is serving as a source of encouragement for marriage solidarity.  It is also important to point out the increasing level of support for marriage within Italy itself:  for young adults between the ages of 25 and 34, the percentage of those who agreed that marriage was an out-dated institution decreased drastically from 32.6% in 1981 to 15.0% in 1990.  This decline in jaded view of marriage – and therefore increased belief in strength of marital institution – can be seen across all age groups in Italy, a decline that directly opposes the increasingly perpetuated belief throughout other countries (notably Germany, Britain, and the United States) that marriage is antiquated.  At the same time, a high 92% of Italians in 1990 claimed that more emphasis on family life was good, compared with 87.9% in Britain, 87.3% in Germany, 89.1% in Spain, and 90.1% in France.  Given the previously discussed strength of the Italian family, the fact that enhanced family life continues to be viewed as a beneficial construction of society indicates that social norms are continuing to be perpetuated – directly contributing to marital support within expanded social groups. 

We have already discussed in that while the Catholic Church cannot be assumed to highly influence Italian society, it still holds that 93.5% of the Italian population was raised religious in 1990, compared to 62.9% in Germany, 71.2% in France, 59.2% in Britain, and 92.1% in Spain.
  Additionally, although the relative level of confidence in church has declined within Italy itself throughout the past few decades, still 59.2% of Italians (in 1990) place a “great deal” or “quite a lot” of confidence in the church, compared with 39.7% in Germany, 42.7% in Britain, 59% in Spain, and 39.6% in France.
  While this may be of little significance within Italy, given the pro-marital ideologies of the Catholic Church—as well as their support for marriage within the church community—the statistic is significant when comparing church confidence cross-nationally.  Therefore, because of the high level of faith in marriage within Italian society which can be presumed to point toward a mechanism of external marital support, as well as the intense degree of religious upbringing indicating an outward source of encouragement for marriage solidarity, it can be concluded that hypothesis S-3 is supported cross-nationally and longitudinally within the Italian case.

S-4: Social and geographical mobility has a negative effect on the propensity to parenthood.
This hypothesis derives from the idea that the farther a couple moves from their family and friends, the more severed ties will become between the couple and their family and friends, thus creating a greater dependence on one another for companionship, and accordingly increasing solidarity without the birth of a child.  Italians have an incredibly low amount of geographical mobility.  15.2 percent of married children still live in the same house or block of houses as their mother, another 50.3 percent live in the same community, and another 21.4 percent live within 50 km, giving a total of 86.8 percent of married children living within 50 km of their mothers.
  Also, as a result of the rigidity of the cultural and familial division of labor in Italy, social mobility is less likely than in other westernized countries.  According to the hypothesis, this low level of mobility in Italian society should indicate a high propensity to parenthood, however according to our TFR indicator of propensity to parenthood, this is not the case.  Thus, if our indicators are doing an accurate job of representing the variables, then the Italian case refutes the hypothesis.
We would like to argue, however, that the converse of this hypothesis may exist while remaining consistent with the theory of uncertainty reduction.  Solidarity may actually be decreased as a result of the uncertainty created by a dramatic change in either geographical location or social class, instead of being increased as a result of dependence created by such a move as was proposed by Friedman et al.  When a couple lives in any one place for an extended period of time, especially around their families and places where they were raised, they develop strong social networks and routines built around them as a couple.  A wife’s family expects to be able to call on a son-in-law to help move boxes up the stairs into the apartment; the husband’s friends expect to come over for an excellent dinner prepared by his wife.  In these and other ways couples develop social connections and networks that demand they remain together and rely on each other.  However, when they move, especially geographically and to a lesser extent socially, they are removed from these networks as a daily pressure and consequently lose this source of solidarity.  While they may initially rely on each other for support and companionship in the new setting, people do not move into social vacuums and soon new social networks will be formed.  The family network will be lost, and it will be much easier for the husband to enter new relations at his place of work without the inclusion or necessity of his wife, and likewise the wife may have the opportunity to enter the local community while her husband is at work.  In this way we argue that after a short time in their new location, in the absence of other solidarity-affirming traits (such as multi-strandedness), the relationship may experience a decrease in solidarity.  Thus we propose as a counter-hypothesis to hypothesis S-4:
CH-4: Social and geographical mobility has a positive effect on the propensity to parenthood.
Our data about the Italian case presented in refutation of hypothesis S-4 support this hypothesis.  Myers (1997) also presents evidence in support of this hypothesis.
S-5: Power imbalance between husbands and wives has a positive effect on the propensity to parenthood.
One indicator of an imbalance in power between males and females in general is their personal assessment of decision-making freedom within their own lives.  When asked to rate how much freedom of choice and control they felt over the way their lives turned out, only 33.5% of Italian women felt they had a high level of decision-making freedom (rating 8-10, with 10 being a “great deal” of freedom), compared with 42.8% of Italian men.
  This is slightly lower compared to other countries in the EU: 45.3% of women in Germany, 47.6% of women in Britain, 28.1% of women in France, and 39.3% of women in Spain rated high levels of decision-making freedom (between 8 and 10) within their own lives.
  Relatively the same percentage (within 5% or less) of men in these countries other than Italy held the personal sentiment of a high level of freedom and control over decision power.  The fact that the gender difference in Italy in terms of decision-making freedom is more pronounced lends itself to support the notion that there is a high division in gender roles in Italy, and subsequently a power imbalance.  Therefore, cross-nationally, hypothesis S-5 fails to hold in the Italian case.

To address this hypothesis by another indicator, we shift our focus to the changing gender roles in Italian society.  We assert that a main source of imbalance in relationships is manifested by the fulfillment of the duties allocated to each the husband and the wife.  Should one of the duties allocated to one member not be fulfilled, power in the relationship would swing in favor of the other member.  Further, we assert that the degree to which the shift in power is felt is positively correlated with the degree to which the gender roles are separated.  For example, historically in Western societies wage-earning has been a responsibility assigned to the male member of the relationship.  In a relationship boasting strictly defined gender roles, should enough of a wage not be earned, it would be wholly the fault of the male member of the relationship.  As a result, a severe power imbalance is generated, and a great deal of uncertainty in the stability of the relationship is created.  However, in a relationship exhibiting loosely defined gender roles in which both the husband and the wife contribute equally to the wage earnings, the lack of income could be faulted to both, thus not giving one partner a degree of power over the other.  In such a situation, while general uncertainty for both members of the relationship would be increased, it would most likely be done so without damaging the solidarity of the marriage.  Thus we correlate degree of division in gender roles positively with power imbalance and softening of gender roles negatively with power imbalance. Therefore as an equivalent hypothesis to S-5, we propose a new sub-hypothesis SH-5.1:

SH-5.1: Softening of traditional gender roles has a negative effect on propensity to parenthood.
Labor force participation by woman is likely the most well accepted indicator of softening of gender roles.  In Italy, the participation of married women in the workforce has increased from 25.7 percent in 1977 to 44.3 percent in 1998.
   the employment of married women Also, consequences for propensity to parenthood as a result of this indicator are particularly apparent; for those women who don’t participate in the workforce, a power imbalance immediately arises, giving way to a means of remedying this disparity – parenthood.  Over the period of birthrate decline, Italy has seen a steady increase in labor force participation by women.  Thus we see that longitudinal data from within Italy clearly support the sub-hypothesis.
However, compared to other European nations, modern Italy still experiences a very sharp division of gender roles.  Despite the growing women’s movement, there is still much evidence of power imbalance among genders stemming from traditional gender roles.  Notably, a record 39.8% of Italians strongly agreed with the statement that men should have more right to a job than women when jobs are scarce.  This percentage is relatively high compared to 30.8% in Spain, 31.3% in Germany, 32.9% in France, 33.7% in Britain, and 23.4% in the United States.
  So while women have advanced significantly in terms of levels of education and in a direction of increased labor force participation
, there is still an indication of gender imbalance noted by high levels of agreement that men have a greater right to jobs.

Also, in an another indication of separation of gender roles, when asked if it was necessary for a woman to have children in order to be fulfilled, 64.4% in Italy responded that it was indeed necessary, compared with 21.2% in Britain, 44.5% in Germany, 75.7% in France, 48.4% in Spain, and 20.3% in the United States.
  With this in mind, it is interesting to note that in the case of Italy, modest increase in women’s employment has coincided with an increase in the felt need for children (in terms of fulfillment): 54.4% in 1981 held the sentiment that a child was necessary for satisfaction in a woman’s life, and this number rose to 64.4% in 1990.
  This value indicates a relatively high level of power imbalance in Italian society, in that a child is viewed as a requirement for fulfillment in a woman’s life.  Overall we find mixed support for the sub-hypothesis from longitudinal and cross-national data.

Conclusion
Taken together, we find strong support for seven of the thirteen hypotheses (when considering sub-hypotheses U-1.1 to U-1.3 on their own) from Friedman, Hechter, and Kanazawa’s paper (U-1, U-1.1, U-1.2, U-3, U-5, S-1, S-3).  Also we find mixed support for Friedman et al.’s hypotheses U-1.3 and S-5 and mixed support for our sub-hypothesis SH-5.1.  The only hypothesis that was strongly refuted was S-4 pertaining to geographic and social mobility, which we found to be logically flawed, and to which we proposed a counter-hypothesis (CH-4).  This counter-hypothesis was supported by data pertaining to the Italian case.  Three hypotheses were found not applicable in the Italian case (U-2, U-4, and S-2).  U-2, about prospects for marriage, did not apply due to a low level of out-of-wedlock births.  Our discussion of U-4 questioned the need for Italians to protect their upper class standings compared to in the United States and other Western countries as a result of the relative social immobility in Italy. S-2 is not tested due to a lack of specific individual-level data needed to test the hypothesis.
What is important to take from the evaluation of this set of hypotheses is that as a result of her unique social and cultural development, Italy offers an increased level of certainty to her populace.  We have seen that much of this stems directly from the closeness and reliability of the Italian family.  Young and even middle-aged Italians can often count on their parents for a place of residence, stable employment, and social and emotional support and guidance.  Such consistency from the family diminishes the need for Italians to seek companionship, support, and certainty in other areas, notably in institutions such as marriage and parenthood.

Another interesting phenomenon is the fertility rate since its record low 1.19 in 1998.  Every year since the fertility rate has slowly but steadily increased by one or two hundredths per year, up to 1.27 in 2004.  One possibility is that this could be in response to successful pronatalist policies and incentives by the government, but these have been largely ineffective.
  Another possible explanation of this that would go along with the themes of this paper is that this is a manifestation of the weakening in Italian family that has occurred since the mid-1980s.
  In this way both the recent rises in birthrate and changes in family seem to be moving towards the rest of Europe.  It will be interesting to see, however, if values related to family level off before reaching similar levels as the rest of Europe or if they continue to weaken until the reaching these levels, and how the fertility rate responds to this behavior in the future.
� Eurostat.  Number represents Total Fertility Rate, measuring the average number of children a woman would bear assuming she lives through her entire fertility cycle (age 15-49).


� Eurostat. Marriage and divorce rates are per 1000 persons per year.  Divorce rate data is also for 2002.


� Eurostat data, 1992-2002.


� Eurostat data, 1970-1998


� Eurostat data. Comparisons of age at marriage and first childbirth run from 1970 to 2002


� Encarta Reference Library 2002


� World Values Survey


� Ginsborg (p. 335), data from V. Caesaro et al (1995)


� Ginsborg (p. 133), data from Riccardi (1996)


� Lecture: Hechter and Friedman. Religion and Social Order.  September 1, 2004.  *Need a footnote and reference about who proposed this theory


� Bonarini (1999).  Percentages using reliable contraceptive methods likely underreported for all waves.  Reliable contraceptive methods considered include condom, pill, and IUD.  Other methods reporteded include “natural methods” and Coitus Interruptus.


� ISTAT, Annuario Statistico, 1979-2000


� Ibid.


� Eurostat data, 2002


� Numerous studies have shown that couples who marry older are much more likely to stay together than couples who marry younger.  Thus it is reasonable to attribute the lower divorce rates throughout the EU, which are around half those of the United States, to the significantly older average age at marriage found in the EU as compared to the United States (Eurostat data).


� Eurostat, 2002.


� Friedman et. al (1994), p. 380


� Eurostat data.  In fact in the case of Italy, after reaching a low of 1.19 in 1998, TFR has since not only stabilized but climbed back to 1.27 in 2004. (data from CIA World Factbook)


� See Friedman’s anecdote about a poor African-American high school student for whom having a child nearly guarantees that she will drop out of school and live off welfare for the majority of her life. While not an improvement, she does have increased certainty.  Friedman et al. (1994), p. 383.


� Turchi (1975), p. 44


� Along with procuring a stable career, marriage and bearing a child constitute the main forms of “global strategies” by which one may reduce uncertainty in the United States during the 1990s.  (Friedman 1994, p. 382).  We posit that these same strategies can also be applied at least to a large degree in modern European societies as well.


� Friedman et al. 1994, p. 394


� Eurostat data, 2002.


� Tatta, Sabrina.  Personal Interview.  September 13, 2004.


� Pierpaolo Mudu, Sociological Walk, September 4,2004


� ISTAT data (Ginsborg p. 331)


� Lecture Notes, Freidman and Hechter, August 25, 2009


� All marriage data from Eurostat 2002


� Eurostat, 2002.


� UK Trade & Investment. http://www.trade.uktradeinvest.gov.uk/italy/profile/index/introduction.shtml


� Unemployment rates are 2003 estimates, CIA World Factbook


�Friedman et al. 1994, p. 385


� Lecture: Hechter and Friedman, Social stratification, social class, and regionalism.  August 25, 2004





� WVS (World Values Survey), 1990.


� ISTAT 1989 (See Ginsborg p. 331)


� ISTAT 1994 (See Ginsborg p. 79)


� WVS


� Eurostat


� WVS, 1990.


� WVS, 1990.


� WVS, 1990.


� ISTAT, 1989


� WVS, 1990


� ibid. 


� Del Boca et al. (2003), p. 229.


� WVS, 1990.


� Engelhardt et al. (2003), p. 114.


� WVS, 1990.
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