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INTRODUCTION

Relevance of the study. The declinein fertility that began in the second half
of the 20th century is a complex and multifaceted issue, the consequences of
which manifest themselves and are felt in many different areas of social life.
As fertility declines in a particular country or region, demographic ageing
of the population begins, which, in turn, leads to changes in the economy,
due to the shifting structure of the workforce, and in the social sphere due
to the changing demand for social benefits and services. This also affects
politics and culture, raising questions about the nation’s survival, and so on.
Fertility is one of the components of population size.

The decline in population, when generational replacement was no longer
ensured, began in many countries around the world in the middle of the
last century (Wilkins, 2019). In the second half of the 20th century, fertility
declined at different rates in different countries, with both the pace of the
decline and the level of reduction varying (Kohler et al., 2006). It also did not
occur at the same time in all countries. For example, in Southern European
countries such a decline in fertility was recorded ten to fifteen years later than
in Scandinavia (Esping-Andersen and Billari, 2015). Around the year 2000,
the fertility rate partly stabilized and even started to increase in Western
European and Northern European countries (Wilkins, 2019). More attention
began to be paid to studies of family policies in the Nordic countries, as they
were seen as promoting an increase in the birth rates. However, the overall
total fertility rate in the Nordic countries started to decline again (Rossetti,
2019): following the 2008-2009 economic crisis, a decrease in the birth rate
has been observed in all Nordic countries since 2010 (Comolli et al., 2020).

In Lithuania, fertility has not ensured generational replacement since
the end of the 20th century: in 1975, the total fertility rate was 2.18, but
by 1995 it had fallen to 1.55 (State Data Agency [SDA], 2024). From 2001
to 2005, the total fertility rate fell below 1.3 (fluctuating between 1.23 and
1.29) (SDA, 2024). Since 2005, this rate has begun to increase (Stanktiniené
et al., 2013). Over the past two decades, it was highest in Lithuania in 2015-
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2016 reaching 1.63, but in 2017 it started to decline again and was 1.27 in
2022 (SDA, 2024). According to the population projections published by
Eurostat in 2023, the total fertility rate will not reach the level necessary for
generational replacement in any European country in the long term (up to
2100), fluctuating between 1.5 and 1.8 (Lithuania will reach 1.7) (Eurostat,
2023).

So far, fertility most often has been studied in relation to a wide variety
of aspects of individual and societal life and changes within them: for
example, the increasing education of women and their integration into
the labour market (Goldscheider et al.,, 2015), gender role development
(Esping-Andersen and Billari, 2015), the incompatibility of social norms and
expectations associated with it (Hudde, 2016), gender equality (McDonald,
2000), institutional environment (Kohler et al.,, 2006), economic factors
(Wilkins, 2019), family policy (Billingsley and Ferrarini, 2014), changes
in the demographic structure of society (Anderson and Kohler, 2015), the
modernization of society, and changes in culture, values and technologies
(Van de Kaa, 2010; Wilkins, 2019).

In Lithuania, the dynamics of fertility have also been studied very broadly
and comprehensively. Fertility has been analysed in relation to socio-
demographic factors (e.g. Jasilionis et al., 2015; Stankiiniené and Baublyté,
2016). Its fluctuations have been explained based on theoretical perspectives
on demographic (more often second) transition (e. g., Stanktniené et al.,
2013), considering economic trends (e.g., Stankiiniené et al, 2013), aspects
of parental well-being (e.g., Gatatlinas, 2013), family policy (e.g., Serikova
et al., 2008; Stankiiniené et al., 2013, 2005), changing gender roles and life
plans (Galdauskaité, 2023).

Research conducted so far, revealing the impact of various economic,
political, cultural factors on fertility, cannot explain why fertility rates
are declining in Europe. Negative changes are observed even in those
countries where the situation started to improve at the beginning of the
21st century. Some researchers (e.g. Vignoli et al., 2020a) are beginning to
argue that, despite objective reasons, fertility should be linked to people’s
subjective assessment of the situation and the uncertainty they experience:
anxiety about the present and the future when making decisions that have
long-term consequences, including those related to childbearing. Anxiety
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experienced by individuals about the correctness of their decisions is
characteristic of societies of late modernity, which Bauman (2000) refers
to as ‘fluid modernity” and Beck (2009) calls it ‘a risk society’. With the
onset of globalization processes and the rapid development of information
technologies, established behaviour patterns begin to fade compared to
earlier societies. There is an increase in the diversity of family forms, and
the significance of the child is changing, among other things. Individuals
have to take more responsibility for their own lives and the choices related
to them. When making decisions, it is no longer possible to rely on the past
(Giddens, 1999; Beck, 2009). This creates tension for people and shapes the
subjectively experienced uncertainty — whether long-term decisions made
under current conditions, including childbearing decisions, are correct
when it is impossible to accurately predict the future.

The uncertainty experienced due to the current situation or anxiety about
the future can negatively affect people’s procreative behaviour: encouraging
them to have children later, to have fewer or not to have children at all.
Childbearing in conditions of uncertainty is akin to risk, as it is impossible
to predict what consequences - positive or negative - the decision will have
and how it will affect the individual’s or family’s life. In the dissertation,
risk is understood as the decision taken together by one or both partners to
have children under unfavourable circumstances, when it is unclear how
this will affect their future. However, the main focus of the present work is
not on risk but on uncertainty, as the aim is to understand how uncertainty
is related to the decisions to have children.

In the dissertation, uncertainty is linked to the decline of a certain social
definiteness associated with the standard sequence of important life events
(obtaining an education, starting a family, finding a first job, moving out of
parents” home, etc.) (Mills and Blossfeld, 2005), which leads to anxiety about
the individual’s or family’s current and (or) future life circumstances and
situations. Uncertainty can be a certain state of an individual or a situation
shaped by external factors. It can be evident or hidden and may not manifest
itself until confronted with certain circumstances (Spini et al., 2013).

Uncertainty is a multidimensional phenomenon. At the micro level,
uncertainty is linked to individual characteristics: education, position in
the labour market, personality traits, etc. The mezzo level encompasses
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social networks and trust in them. The macro level involves family policy
implemented by the state and the measures applied, the welfare state, global
risks, and similar factors.

Research problem of the dissertation is that little is known about how
uncertainty, caused by and subjectively perceived or projected by factors at
the micro, mezzo, and macro levels, affects procreative behaviour. Decisions
to have or not to have children are made considering the uncertainty shaped
by a wide variety of aspects: childhood experiences, partnership stability,
individual characteristics, structural factors, global economic, social, and
political conditions. The impact of individually experienced uncertainty is
inseparable from personal experience, the living conditions at the time of
the decision-making, as well as from the formed expectations and subjective
evaluation of the present and the future. The evaluation of experienced
uncertainty can vary along the life trajectory due to different life experiences,
unequal social networks, and dependence on a specific social group.

Novelty of the research. The relationship between uncertainty and
decisions to have children has been primarily examined in both Lithuania
and globally based on studies of the impact of economic uncertainty (e.g.
Ranjan, 1999; Sobotka et al, 2011; Hofmann and Hohmeyer, 2013; Kreyenfeld,
2016; Kreyenfeld et al., 2023; Vignoli et al., 2020a), often distinguishing the
uncertainty shaped by employment (e.g. Schmitt, 2012; Hanappi et al., 2017;
Alderotti et al., 2021; Gatta et al., 2022). The links between uncertainty and
other aspects are studied less frequently. For example, Vignoli et al. (2020b)
investigated how employment uncertainty is related to subjective well-
being assessment, while Aassve et al. (2021) examined how it is associated
with social trust. Winter and Teitelbaum (2013) linked the decline in the
number of children born to the response characteristic of Beck’s risk society
to risks when faced with macro-level changes that have caused political,
economic, and social uncertainty. Following the outbreak of COVID-19,
studies emerged examining how uncertainty caused by the pandemic
affects decisions to have children (e.g., Luppi et al., 2020; Aassve et al., 2020;
Wang et al., 2022; Guetto et al., 2022; Sobotka et al., 2023). In Lithuania, most
comprehensive examination of this topic was conducted by Maslauskaité
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(2021). However, other works by Lithuanian researchers only hint at the
links between uncertainty and having children. For example, Vaitekiinas
and Raudelitiniené (2006) only mention women’s uncertainty about the
future, Galdauskaité (2022) notes uncertainty caused by the transformation
of gender roles, Stankiiniené et al. (2012) discuss uncertainty about the
future in times of economic recession, Dryzaité (2019) highlights uncertainty
and insecurity arising from the situation in the labour market. However,
no comprehensive research examining the relationship between individual
and subjective perceptions of uncertainty and the decision to have children
was found.

The dissertation combines insights from demographic and the latest
sociological research on societal trends in childbearing and the impact
of uncertainty on decisions to have children. The empirical research in
the dissertation extends scientific knowledge of individual decisions to
have children: the dissertation examines the procreative behaviour of the
people born in Lithuania between 1970 and 1989, which has not yet been
thoroughly analysed in the context of uncertainty. Although in this period,
according to Zilinskiene and Ilic (2022), a distinction can be made between
two generations - the last Soviet generation and the transition generation -
this is not done in the dissertation, as the differences between these groups
were very slight and could not always be justified by belonging to different
generations.

The dissertation provides further insights into potential procreative
behaviour of people under various conditions of uncertainty. It focuses not
only on the aspects of uncertainty that are encountered, but also on how they
are subjectively evaluated, and which factors influence the formation of this
evaluation. It considers how subjective evaluation adjusts the experienced
uncertainty when making decisions about having children or after having
children.

The thesis aims to reveal individual subjective reactions to uncertainty
caused by different aspects and to examine the situations that people face
when having children. Uncertainty is formed and changes over time, while
decisionsrelating to the birth of a child are made depending on the interaction
of various factors. Thus, uncertainty is examined comprehensively in the



dissertation without limiting the analysis to factors related to uncertainty
and childbearing just at one level - micro, mezzo, or macro.

Object of the dissertation research: the impact of subjective perceptions
of uncertainty on decisions regarding (not) having children.

Aim of the research: to reveal the factors shaping subjective perceptions
of uncertainty and to determine their impact on decisions to have or not to
have children.

Research tasks:

1. Based on the analysis of scientific literature, to provide an overview of
the aspects that shape uncertainty associated with individual procreative
behaviour.

2. After analysing the changes in uncertainty within individuals’ life
trajectories, to develop a theoretical research model and methodological
approach.

3. After conducting empirical research, to reveal how uncertainty
is perceived, the peculiarities of its evaluation, and to identify its
relationship with decisions to have children.

4. To identify the most typical scenarios of childbearing in the context
of uncertainty and to reveal the aspects of the relationship between
behaviour and uncertainty characteristic of these scenarios.

Defended statements:

1. The uncertainty-related factors that shape the perception of uncertainty
and its impact on procreative decision-making can change depending on
a person’s evolving experiences linked to subjective and objective well-
being.

2. There is a reciprocal relationship between the evaluation of subjective
uncertainty assessments and individual and family life trajectories:
subjective perceptions of uncertainty are not only shaped by these
trajectories but also modify them.
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3. Under conditions of uncertainty, the conflict between procreative goals
and other life goals (such as professional aspirations, the pursuit of
material well-being, etc.) may intensify.

4. Having a child can be a way to overcome the uncertainty caused by
partnership instability, personal issues, labour market challenges, and
other risks.

Research methods. The dissertation employs qualitative research
methodology. A thematic analysis of biographical and semi-structured
interviews was conducted. The original dissertation research was conducted
in 2021 and 2022 and included thirty semi-structured interviews. Thirty-
six biographical interviews from the research project ‘Families, Inequality
and Demographic Processes” implemented in 2018-2019 and funded by the
European Social Fund (project No. DOTSUT - -09.3.3-LMT-K-712-01-0020)
under a grant agreement with the Research Council of Lithuania (research
supervisor - Prof. Dr. A. Maslauskaité) were also used in the dissertation.
The biographical interviews allowed factors of uncertainty to be identified
and to reveal how uncertainty can be formed and changed at different stages
of life. Semi-structured interviews allowed linking uncertainty factors
with decisions to have children, as well as with childcare and upbringing.
MAXQDA 2020 and MAXQDA 2022 software were used to code the
qualitative data.

Structure of the dissertation. The dissertation consists of four chapters
divided into subsections. Chapter 1 is devoted to theoretical assumptions.
It provides an overview of how risk can be perceived, how it relates to
uncertainty in society of late modernity and provides an overview of new
global risks. It also examines how having a child is affected by gender roles,
social networks, education, economic factors, how the role of a child changes
in society, and what constitutes the cost of raising a child. The perception of
uncertainty is revealed. The analysis reveals how uncertainty may be related
to having a child: what influence social networks, employment situations,
and the role of the welfare state may have in the context of uncertainty. At
the end of the chapter, a theoretical model of uncertainty and childbearing
is presented.
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Chapter 2 presents the research methodology: it describes the data
collection methods and instruments and discusses the data analysis. The
results of the empirical research are reviewed in the Chapter 3 of the
dissertation: it analyses informants’ perception of uncertainty, the factors
shaping and modifying uncertainty and presents informants’ typical
procreative behaviour. The research results are summarised in Chapter 4.
At the end of the dissertation, conclusions, a list of references, and annexes
are provided.
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RESEARCH RESULTS

The empirical study revealed that the uncertainty that negatively
influenced informants’ decisions to have children was related to their
subjective dissatisfaction with their current situation, anxiety and uncertainty
about the future. Subjectivity intertwined with the informants’ ideal vision
of family and their desires. Uncertainty encompassed a wide range of areas
and aspects: social, family and personal life, as well as the situation in the
labour market, which, as some informants’” experiences showed, could be
influenced by macroeconomic aspects or personal ones, such as education,
profession, or simply the lack of access to childcare services. Uncertainty
could be shaped by one dominant aspect or the interaction of several
factors. Different things may cause uncertainty for men and women. For
example, women may pay more attention to interpersonal relationships,
personal well-being, safety of their physical environment, self-expression
in their relationships, while men may focus more on financial and material
conditions, and the goals they have set. The analysis of the interviews showed
that the perception of positive and negative aspects which contributes to
uncertainty often became more apparent once the informants already had
at least one child. Uncertainty, where childbearing is seen as a risk, can
encourage the avoidance of having children.

Informants tended to believe that, compared to their parents’ generation,
raising children was or is easier for them. They explained this by the
increased availability of goods, easier household chores, the dissemination of
information, and more favourable conditions for raising children. However,
it was more often stated that parents experienced greater certainty, as the
state provided housing and employment, and partners knew what to expect
from each other. For the study participants, uncertainty was related to the
loss of a predictable sequence of life events, the constant need to adapt to
the changing situation in the labour market, the abundance of information,
and the threats posed by the development of information technologies.

Uncertainty regarding having children can start to form in childhood; at
that stage, some informants started to develop an idea of the desired family
structure, or conversely, a lack of self-confidence in assuming certain social
roles or in the ability to establish and maintain relationships with members of
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the opposite sex. Early experiences were inseparable from global factors. For
example, the informants’ parents’ inability to adapt to the politico-economic
transformations during their childhood, which in turn hindered them from
fully performing the roles of mother or father (even due to alcoholism),
caused uncertainty for some informants about their own ability to be a
mother or father in adulthood. This uncertainty in the informants’ stories
was often linked to a lack of emotional support, where they were cared for
in a more formal manner, without a focus on their needs. Depending on the
individual situation, the economic crisis at a mature age could have led to
financial uncertainty, which was recognised by the informants as one of the
most important conditions for not having children.

Global factors were viewed differently by the informants: the studied
global factors (economic crises, migration, the COVID-19 pandemic, the war
in Ukraine, climate change) shaped uncertainty related to decisions about
having children in different ways. Based on the informants’ narratives,
factors that caused greater uncertainty were those whose consequences they
encountered in their daily lives (for example, IT development) or which they
perceived as threatening to them or their families. The uncertainty that most
influenced their procreative behaviour was shaped by financial and economic
crises, the COVID-19 pandemic, and the war in Ukraine. Whereas migration
had a lesser impact and climate change had the least. Uncertainty would
also arise when there was a reaction to relevant information disseminated
in the media. An important aspect of the formation of uncertainty was the
novelty of the factor, where one cannot rely on either their own previous
experiences or those of older individuals. The period being remembered was
also crucial. For example, in the earlier stages of the COVID-19 pandemic,
when there was still insufficient information about what was going on and
it was not possible to predict the future, people felt more uncertainty and
were less inclined to imagine that they could plan the birth of a child during
this period.

Reactions to financial, material, social, and other aspects of uncertainty
can be influenced by structural factors such as education, employment, and
living space. These factors were interrelated in the informants’ narratives.
For example, inadequate education (lower or impractically applicable
higher education) could result in informants being unable to find a job.
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The available jobs did not provide sufficient income, which led to a poor
financial situation for the informants’ family and similar outcomes. The
poor situation and the obstacles to improving it sometimes arose from the
fear that changes (e.g. a change of job) might have negative consequences
for the well-being of their children. It could also form due to the specifics
of the area of residence: for example, some informants noted that in a rural
area, unlike in cities, it was possible to attain financial security just with
one working adult. The study revealed that certain social groups faced
more challenges in establishing themselves in the labour market. These
are low-educated mothers of many children living in rural areas. Indeed,
in this case, the uncertainty created by education and employment was
not an obstacle to having children; rather they faced more challenges in
combining childcare and paid work. When planning to have children, a
significant number of informants placed more emphasis on the stability
of the partner’s — specifically the men’s — employment and income rather
than that of the woman. The husband’s income and employment stability
compensated for the uncertainty the woman experienced in these areas.

The ownership of a home had the least connection with uncertainty
compared to other structural factors. However, not having one, especially
when the informants lived with their parents with whom they did not get
along well, had a negative impact on the stability of their partnership. The
same was true of the assistance provided to a family with children: if the
parents offering help sought to control their children’s lives, the support
would encourage conflicts between the partners, and over time, they would
begin to avoid the closely connected social network. However, when the
relationships were good, parental help to the family could assist in balancing
childcare and paid work.

Other factors can also adjust (weaken or strengthen) the uncertainty
that develops. For example, the informants’ reflections on voluntary
childlessness revealed that in their understanding, a child was a necessary
component of the family, without which it would not be complete. Thus,
the understanding that a family must necessarily have children along with
the desire to have them, can be an important factor in the adjustment of
uncertainty. The majority of the participants in the study perceived having
children as a natural consequence of marriage and marriage as a very
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important condition for raising children. Sometimes this link arose from
specific attitudes or beliefs, such as the belief that marriage provides women
with more security, they encounter fewer bureaucratic problems, and do not
experience societal pressure. In many cases, having a child out of wedlock
heightened a sense of uncertainty that the informants tried to avoid, so
marriage often followed after the partner became pregnant. The uncertainty
experienced by the informants during the unplanned conception was
related to their fear about the future, since, particularly at an earlier age, the
prospective parents had not yet established a material basis for their lives
and did not always have a stable financial source. They also felt anxious
because the informants realized that their lives were changing, but it was
not clear how and to what extent until the birth of the child.

The birth of a child may be related to the creation of certain conditions
of certainty before their birth, and the child himself/herself can also
become a source of certainty, when the child is used to solve certain
problems after being born. In the case of the informants, it is an attempt
to avoid unpleasant situations at work (as the birth of a child provides an
opportunity to temporarily withdraw from the labour market for a while),
to strengthen partnership, etc. It has been observed that especially women
were sometimes determined to have another child even when the family
relationships were not very good. Female informants more frequently
emphasized the importance of the quality of relationships and trust in the
family when deciding to have a child. Meanwhile male informants tended
to focus more on financial and material conditions.

Interviews with informants revealed a discrepancy between stated
attitudes and actual behaviour. When talking about childcare, the informants
agreed that both parents should take care of the children but in reality, the
greater burden of childcare usually fell on the woman. In cases where one
partner supported the family model, believing that the man should be the
breadwinner and the woman responsible for the children while the other
expected an egalitarian sharing of the childcare responsibilities, fewer
children might be born than one of the partners would have wanted. The
greater responsibility of mothers compared to fathers for childcare had an
impact on the weaker integration of women into the labour market. It also
reflected a conscious decision by the informants’ families to lose a smaller
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portion of the family income compared to what would be lost if higher-paid
men had taken parental leave.

State support can to some extent mitigate uncertainty. For example,
regular payments were associated with a reduction in financial insecurity.
Meantime, an expanded system of childcare services is related not only to
solving financial issues but also to balancing childcare with work, fulfilling
the expectation of raising children at home for a longer period, and the
possibility of caring for several children. During the interviews the need for
institutional care for children under two years of age emerged, helping to
reduce financial uncertainty and establish a foothold in the labour market.

When it comes to work, flexible employment, self-employment, and
having supportive employers and colleagues, sometimes, according to the
informants, mitigated the impact of experienced uncertainty and facilitated
the balance between work and childcare. Moreover, the assistance of other
people influenced uncertainty, as it was related not only to childcare but also
to creating the environment necessary for childbearing (emotional support,
housing, solving financial and material problems). The participants in the
study usually associated the strengthening of uncertainty with situations
where support was unavailable.

The informants’ stories revealed that uncertainty could be influenced
by certain knowledge, as well as experience of pregnancy and childbirth.
Although the need for preliminary information about conception and
foetal development was most pronounced when informants were unable to
conceive for some time or after the woman had already become pregnant,
it was recognised that there was a large amount of information, and
uncertainty increased when trying to select reliable sources and useful and
necessary information. The informants also were not always able to distance
themselves from frightening publicly available information (e.g. on the
internet). Experience is important for the birth of second and subsequent
children. For example, informants could refuse to have another child, or to
have another child later, because of difficult experiences with the previous
one: uncertainty arose regarding their ability to raise another child when the
youngest child had a more difficult character. Circumstances highlighting
uncertainty that lead to the decision to not to have another child include
pregnancy and childbirth experiences associated with potential fatal
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consequences for the mother or the newborn. Uncertainty may have been
assessed differently in relation to the newness of the partnership and the
number of children already present, but its intensification in the participants’
narratives was not related to the age or gender of the existing children.

The analysis of the characteristics of the participants did not reveal any
correlation between the informants’ personality traits and the increase or
decrease in uncertainty that could be linked to childbearing. Informants
with three or more children tended to classify themselves as either
optimistic or realistically-minded individuals who experienced periods
of both optimism and pessimism depending on the situation. However,
optimism was also characteristic of those who had only one child. The
tendency to take risks was characteristic of many of the informants, but the
risks were most often related to reducing financial uncertainty, work, and
leisure activities. Similarly, in the case of lack of self-confidence: it can be
felt in various areas but may not manifest itself while fulfilling the role of
a father or mother. The study participants’ religious beliefs were directly
related to pregnancy when they adhered to the principle of natural family
planning. In this case, conception could also occur even in the presence of
uncertainty caused by various factors. However, belief reduces uncertainty
when conception occurs, especially when it is unplanned, or a child is born
under unfavourable circumstances.

Based on the data of semi-structured interviews, five types of childbearing
most characteristic of informants were identified: unexpected childbearing,
limiting the number of children, childbearing in a new partnership,
purposeful childbearing of another child, and family standardization. The
study participants had fewer children in cases where they encountered
conditions that made childbearing impossible or too risky. Informants could
have more children than they intended due to unplanned circumstances,
such as accidental conception, entering into a new partnership, or when one
of the partners wanted to have another child. The desire to have children,
along with a pre-existing family image — particularly one based on childhood
experiences — helped alleviate experienced anxiety, and children were also
born into the families of the study participants even under conditions of
uncertainty.
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CONCLUSIONS

To reveal the factors shaping the subjective perception of uncertainty
and to determine their impact on the decisions to have or not to have
children, the aspects of uncertainty highlighted in sociological theories
of late modernity were examined, demographic results of studies related
to uncertainty were analysed, and an empirical study was conducted.
A research model was formulated based on the analysis of the scientific
literature. The different level factors that shape and adjust uncertainty,
which can influence procreative decisions, were reviewed. At the micro
level, education, employment, the financial and material situation of the
family, etc., can shape the uncertainty that encourages avoidance of the risk
of childbearing. At the macro level, it can be caused by economic crises,
political situations, globalisation processes, the development of information
technologies, the specifics of the labour market, etc.

The empirical study analysed how these factors are reflected in the
informants’ biographies and how their subjective assessment of uncertainty
influenced their childbearing decisions. The qualitative research
methodology chosen for the study allowed connecting the participants’
procreation stories with the trajectory of their life events, structural
factors, subjective assessments of the situation, and attitudes about having
children. The empirical study revealed that uncertainty is associated with
dissatisfaction with the current personal and/or family situation and anxiety
about the future. The informants’ stories demonstrated that uncertainty was
perceived in different ways. A strong sense of uncertainty at a particular
moment in time, or projected uncertainty in the future, can be associated
with risks to the well-being of the family or the future child, and thus lead
to a tendency to postpone having children until uncertainty is reduced.

The peculiarities of the subjective uncertainty assessment are revealed
in the five most typical childbearing scenarios. These include the
unexpected childbearing, limiting the number of children, childbearing in
a new partnership, purposeful childbearing of another child, and family
standardisation. They reveal how procreative goals can be achieved in the
presence of uncertainty.

-19-—



State support also plays quite an important role in the context of
uncertainty. The empirical findings of the dissertation show that state social
and family policies can be significant in making childbearing decisions in
the context of experiencing or projecting uncertainty (e.g. the regularity of
benefits for those in financial difficulties can reduce uncertainty). It would
be appropriate to investigate the relationship between the role of the state
and uncertainty in more detail and depth in the future. Considering that
some of the participants in the study no longer had plans for procreation or
were no longer able to have children because of their age, no public policy
recommendations on this topic were formulated. That is to say, it would be
inappropriate to make specific recommendations for the future based on the
informants’ past experiences, due to the significant contextual differences
between the past and the future.

The aspects that emerged during the analysis of the scientific literature
and the empirical research have led to the formulation of conclusions
presented while taking into account the formulated defended statements:

1. The uncertainty-related factors that shape the perception of
uncertainty and its impact on procreative decision-making can change
depending on a person’s evolving experiences linked to subjective and
objective well-being. The analysis of biographical and semi-structured
interviews revealed that uncertainty that leads to avoiding the risk of
having children can begin to be shaped by early (childhood) experiences.
If a child faced lack of emotional support, and witnessed his/her parents’
inability to cope with emerging financial difficulties, etc., uncertainty could
develop even before adulthood began. In this case, it is linked to the fear of
taking on a new social role in adulthood, the risk of repeating the parental
behaviour experienced in childhood, and the inability to be a suitable, non-
traumatising father or mother to one’s child. However, uncertainty can also
develop or be adjusted later in life. For example, when raising at least one
child, there is experience of how it can affect the well-being of the family, and
how much financial-material support a child may require. When faced with
objective risks (e.g. arising from economic crises), childbearing decisions
may be based on previous experience of similar situations, taking into
account the impact of similar threats on subjective well-being in the past.
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That is to say, if there is experience indicating that having or raising children
in an uncertain situation did not have adverse effects, it becomes easier to
have children in risky circumstances. Conversely, negative experience may
encourage delaying of childbearing to avoid potential risks.

2. There is a reciprocal relationship between the evaluation of
subjective uncertainty assessments and individual and family life
trajectories: subjective perceptions of uncertainty are not only shaped by
these trajectories but also modify them. The conducted semi-structured
interviews revealed the importance of subjective perceptions of uncertainty
in making decisions about having children. Subjective perceptions of
uncertainty can lead to different behaviours among people in similar
situations. Conversely, people may make similar procreative decisions
in different situations. For example, those who are less anxious about the
unknowns of how a child will change their lives, who positively assess their
material and financial situation, and who do not feel uncertainty may find
it easier to make the decision to have children. And also those who, despite
feeling uncertainty, maintain the belief that a challenging and unfavourable
situation for raising a child is temporary and should change in the future.
Those who associate having children with family completeness and its
natural development will be more inclined to take on the risks associated
with having children in uncertain conditions In this case, it is also important
to note that childbearing is inseparable from the individual family vision,
regardless of the form of partnership chosen (marriage or cohabitation).
The desire to have children, when associated not only with an ideal family
composition but also with life purpose or fulfilment, can effectively reduce
the experienced uncertainty. However, when the situation does not meet
individual expectations related to family life, there may be a conscious
desire to have fewer children and in cases of doubt about partnership
prospects, a decision may be made to terminate an unexpected pregnancy.
Uncertainty affecting the trajectory of family life can arise from both
material factors (e.g., unsuitable conditions for raising children) and non-
material aspects that contribute to uncertainty, such as dissatisfaction with
the current partnership, when a partner’s disturbing behaviour raises alarm
(e.g., because of tendencies towards violence, alcoholism) or the health
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threats that may arise during subsequent pregnancy or childbirth, even if
the partners strongly desire to have another child.

3. Under conditions of uncertainty, the conflict between procreative
goals and other life goals (such as professional aspirations, the pursuit of
material well-being, etc.) may intensify. The conflict between childbearing
intentions and other life goals could arise when there is a desire to have
time for oneself, a need for self-fulfilment not related to raising children,
and a wish to avoid difficult situations experienced with a previous child.
The situation becomes more complicated in cases of uncertainty when
there was a risk regarding the satisfaction of personal or family needs
as certain unfavourable circumstances were encountered. For example,
when there was a sense of insecurity in the labour market or when one’s
education became a barrier to finding a job that meets personal and/or
family needs. Additionally, when low incomes prompted individuals to
primarily consider the challenges of sustaining their existing family and
creating its well-being. The incompatibility of different goals was evident in
the informants’ stories especially when childcare services were inaccessible:
when they were provided far from home, at inconvenient times. In such
cases, if participants did not receive help from others in caring for children,
they faced risks related to successfully establishing themselves in the labour
market or balancing childcare with paid work interests. The study showed
that the conflict between procreative and other goals is more commonly
identified in situations where decisions were made not about the first child
but about subsequent children.

4. Having a child can be a way to overcome the uncertainty caused
by partnership instability, personal issues, labour market challenges,
and other risks. In the face of uncertainty, the risk of having children is
taken in the belief that having them will help to cope with the uncertainty
or the situation that is causing the uncertainty. For women living in
poverty, a man with a job guarantees reduced financial uncertainty. The
reduction of the financial burden also means that a woman can devote more
attention to her children and their care, including children born in previous
partnerships. Working in an unsatisfying job, but fearing that losing it
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would worsen the financial situation, having a child can seemingly release
the individual from the difficult decision-making and the responsibility
for it. Regular benefits received during parental leave not only provide a
certain level of income necessary for living but also offer the opportunity to
leave a stressful job, and give time to decide on future actions for securing
a position in the labour market. Those with harmful habits can hope that
the birth of a child will completely change their life and to give them more
motivation to break the habits. Those who are uncertain about the stability
of their relationship but want to preserve it, can take the risk hoping that
having a child will strengthen the bond between the partners and improve
their relationship. Worrying about the future of an existing child, to prevent
him or her from being lonely in the future, another child may be born,
despite unfavourable conditions for raising children. All these behavioural
scenarios are inseparable from a certain narrative of the future being created
and the expectations that are hoped to be achieved.
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