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Chapter 4
Childlessness in France

Katja Köppen, Magali Mazuy, and Laurent Toulemon

4.1  Introduction

Current discussions on decreasing birth rates, high rates of childlessness, and a lack 
of support for working parents in some European countries often cite France as an 
example of a country with a successful family policy. Compared with most other 
western European countries, France not only has higher maternal labour force par-
ticipation rates; it also has higher fertility rates. As the average French woman has 
two children, the birth rate in France is higher than in any other European country, 
except for Iceland and Ireland (Eurostat 2012a). Less than 15 % of women in France 
remain childless; a share which is considerably lower than those of women in neigh-
bouring countries like England, Switzerland, or Germany. In this article, we will 
attempt to explain why parenthood is still a standard part of the biography among 
French men and women. After providing an overview of the institutional regulations 
and family policies, we will present the most important demographic indicators of 
childlessness, and look at how they differ by social group.
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4.2  Institutional Framework and Family Policies

When seeking to explain the high fertility rates and comparatively low childlessness 
rates in France, scholars often cite the country’s extensive and well-developed child 
care system and generous family benefit system, which provide tax deductions and 
financial support to families with many children (Ehmann 1997; Becker 2000; 
Fagnani 2002; Letablier 2002; Köppen 2006; Thévenon and Luci 2012). These high 
levels of state support and family-friendly measures can be traced back in history. 
France experienced a rapid drop in fertility much earlier than most countries, as 
birth rates were falling even in the nineteenth century. French women born in the 
middle of the nineteenth century had an average of 3.4 children. During the same 
period, women in France’ neighbouring country Germany had an average of 5.4 
births, which was higher than the European average (Festy 1979: 49). Since then 
family policy in France has always had strong pro-natalistic elements. Even today, 
this bias is apparent in the promotion of large families and the relative neglect of 
one-child families in French family policy (Schultheis 1988: 92).

Some contemporary family benefits in France can also be traced back to charity 
programmes of Catholic enterprises during the nineteenth century: for example, 
child allowances, support of proprietary, and the work-free family Sunday evolved 
from voluntary benefits offered by employers (Spieß 2004: 51). During this period, 
so-called compensation funds were established to compensate wage earners for the 
burdens associated with rearing and caring for children. After employees went to 
court and demanded that these initially voluntary benefits were made mandatory in 
work contracts, the benefits became a standard part of regular wage employment, 
and these programmes increasingly came under state control. First, family compen-
sation funds, which took over the payment of family benefits from companies, were 
founded in 1920. A large proportion of employees had to join these funds in 1932. 
In response to the on-going decline in the population, the Code de la Famille stan-
dardised and regulated the hitherto non-governmental, corporate-based family pol-
icy in 1939. Today, family benefits are organised and financed through the Caisse 
Nationale d’Allocation Familiale (CNAF), the bureaus in charge of distributing 
family benefits. One-third of the funding of the CNAF comes from the government, 
and two-thirds comes from employer contributions and tobacco tax proceeds (Spieß 
2004).

Another factor that helps to explain contemporary family policies in France is 
French laicism. The state in France has a strong legal mandate to intervene and 
participate in family matters and childcare arrangements. In particular, childcare is 
supported and subsidised by the state. There are historical reasons for this high 
degree of government involvement in family arrangements. To attenuate the influ-
ence of the Catholic Church on family and education and to ensure that children 
were raised as loyal republican citizens, the French government took over control of 
the educational system in the late nineteenth century. In 1881 a public educational 
system based on republican-secularist principles was established in France (Veil 
2002: 1). As children are seen in France as the “future of the nation” (Letablier 
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2002: 171), the state is considered responsible for their well-being, health, and edu-
cation. The government aims to provide equal opportunities to all children, regard-
less of their parents’ income. The principle that childcare should be state-supported 
is also based in moral concepts regarding the relationship between state and church. 
The church lobbied for Catholic and conservative values, whereas the state advo-
cated republican values: i.e., the principles of égalité et liberté. To ensure that 
women do not have to leave the labour market when they become mothers, the state 
supports them by providing adequate childcare (Letablier 2002).

Having children is not seen as a reason for quitting work or reducing work hours. 
Although attendance is not obligatory, currently almost all French children between 
the ages of three and six attend preschool, the écoles maternelles. Thus, preschool 
is an established institution in France. The majority of children attend preschool 
between 8.30 a.m. and 4.30 p.m., and some preschools offer care after those hours 
(the so-called garderie). Most of the écoles maternelles are state-run and free of 
charge; however, parents have to pay a small amount for lunch and care after the 
official closing time (Letablier 2002: 172). In addition to public services, there are 
other forms of childcare in France. Childcare for children younger than 3 years of 
age is especially diverse, and is dominated by privately organised domestic child-
care arrangements. The government provides financial allowances and tax deduc-
tions that offset the costs of employing a registered day-care professional (assistante 
maternelle agree). These benefits are available for dual-earner parents with children 
under 6 years of age who employ a registered day-care professional. Parents can 
also engage a nanny (nourrice), who may perform household work in addition to 
providing childcare. In this case as well, parents can apply for governmental assis-
tance and make use of tax deductions (Becker 2000: 231f.). Children in compulsory 
education in France attend school all day. School starts at 8.30 a.m. and usually 
finishes at 4.00 or 4.30 p.m., interrupted by a break for lunch, which is paid for in 
part by the parents. Children in pre- or primary schools may attend after-school care 
programmes. However, as there is no school on Wednesday afternoons, parents may 
be forced to find alternative childcare arrangements, work part-time, or use the 35-h 
limit on working hours in France to take a half-day off on Wednesdays.

The cost of childrearing is reduced in France and parents are encouraged to 
return to work soon after giving birth not just by a comprehensive system of child-
care, but also by a system of monetary benefits for families. In France, monetary 
incentives to remain home after the birth of the first child are comparatively low. 
Child benefits and paid parental leave have long been available to two-child families 
only. Before 1994, only families with at least three children were eligible for these 
allowances. However, since 2004 parents with one child also receive a basic allow-
ance for the first 3 years and paid parental leave.

In France, under the principle of family splitting, the family’s tax burden is 
reduced based on the number of children. In this system families with at least three 
children and high-income households have the highest level of tax relief (Dingeldey 
2000: 76). Thus, large families with dual-earner parents benefit the most from tax 
deductions.
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This historically evolved system of comprehensive and reasonably priced child-
care, lower taxes for large families, and high levels of acceptance of and apprecia-
tion for children in French society are among the reasons why France has relatively 
high birth rates, but also high levels of labour market attachment among women, 
and among mothers in particular. The dilemma of how to combine work and family 
that many women still have to face is thus less pronounced in France, but also the 
social pressure to have children is stronger in France than in most other western 
European countries (Debest and Mazuy 2014).

4.3  Female Employment

In recent decades the share of women who have a high level of education has been 
increasing in Europe. At the same time, female employment rates have been rising 
continuously. Table 4.1 displays the development of maternal employment in France 
for the years 1990, 1995, 2000, and 2013. Labour force participation rates increased 
steadily over this period, even among mothers with three and more children. In 2000 
there is a noticeable decline in the rate of employment among mothers with two 
children, including those with one child under age three. This decrease has been 
attributed to changing parental leave regulations. Since 1994 women who gave birth 
to a second child could apply for paid parental leave. Before this point, only women 
with at least three children were eligible for paid leave. Younger and less educated 
women in particular took advantage of the paid leave option, and one-third of the 
applicants have been unemployed (Reuter 2002: 19).

The abovementioned changes in parental leave were apparently introduced to 
encourage women to withdraw from the labour market, at least for the years imme-
diately after the birth of their second child (Reuter 2002: 19). In this context, another 
aspect worth mentioning is the high unemployment rate among French women. 
Unemployment is higher among women than among men, even though women are 
more likely to work in the public sector, which tends to be less affected than other 
sectors by unemployment (Toulemon and de Guibert-Lantoine 1998: 4). Young 
women in particular are at risk of becoming unemployed. In 2010, 23.7 % of all 
French women younger than age 25 were unemployed (Mansuy and Wolff 2012). In 

Table 4.1 Labour force participation rates of mothers who live in a partnership, by number of 
children and age of youngest child, 1990, 1995, 2000, 2013

1990 1995 2000 2013

Under 
3 3–5

Under 
3 3–5

Under 
3 3–5

Under 
3 3–5

No. of children
One child 76.6 83.2 79.8 82.9 81.3 85.5 83.0 89.8
Two children 66.3 75.7 68.0 78.3 56.5 81.4 68.6 86.9
Three and more children 31.7 43.8 32.6 56.2 36.1 60.2 43.6 73.0
All 61.2 68.0 64.3 72.6 61.6 76.2 68.9 84.1

Source: Avenel and Roth (2001) and Guggemos and Vidalenc (2014)
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contrast, the unemployment rate of this particular group of women in Germany 
(eastern and western Germany combined) was just 8.8 % (Federal Statistical Office 
of Germany 2012).

However, in France a comparatively large share of women are in full-time 
employment. During the first half of the 1990s, less than 25 % of French women 
worked part-time, and almost 30 % of these women would have preferred to work 
full-time if given the choice. Recently, female part-time employment rates have 
increased slightly in France, but they are still lower than those in many other 
European countries (Eurostat 2012b).

4.4  Fertility and Ideal Family Size

As in most western European countries, a rather traditional view of family life dom-
inated in French society until the 1970s: a family consisted of a male breadwinner 
who had to provide for his wife and at least three children. Since the beginning of 
the 1980s, alternative forms of private living arrangements have become increas-
ingly important, and non-marital unions with children have become a permanent 
feature of everyday life. Almost 58 % of all children born in the year 2014 had non- 
married parents. In this respect, France and Scandinavia are quite similar: i.e., 
becoming a parent is no longer automatically associated with marriage.

France has one of the highest birth rates in Europe. Since 1975 the total fertility 
rate has been rather stable, at an average of 1.8 children per woman, and recent 
numbers indicate that the TFR has risen to two children per woman (Fig. 4.1). Even 
from a cohort perspective, French fertility is exceptionally high. For French women 
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Fig. 4.1 Total fertility rate, France 1960–2014, provisional numbers for 2013 and later (Source: 
Council of Europe (2004), Richet-Mastain (2006) and Bellamy and Beaumel (2015))
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born in 1960, the cohort fertility rate is 2.1, which is basically replacement-level 
fertility (Mazuy et al. 2014). Moreover, childbearing intentions, as reported in social 
science surveys, are comparatively high in France. When people are asked about 
their ideal number of children, the scores are highest in France, Ireland, Finland, 
and Great Britain (Toulemon and Leridon 1999; Goldstein et al. 2003). In France, 
most men and women say two or three is the ideal number of children, and the aver-
age preferred family size is 2.6. Less than 5 % of French respondents see childless-
ness as the most favourable living arrangement (Toulemon 2001b). By contrast, the 
ideal family size in Germany is below two; the lowest number in Europe (Dorbritz 
and Ruckdeschel 2012).

4.5  Childlessness

4.5.1  How Is Childlessness Measured in France?

Three sources are available to estimate childlessness in France: the census, official 
registration, and survey data. We encounter certain problems when seeking to mea-
sure childlessness in France. The registration office in France does not register the 
births by their biological order (Toulemon 2001a). Therefore, vital statistics data do 
not provide information on the evolution of childlessness. Yet it is possible to get 
comparatively reliable information on the development of childlessness for France. 
Since 1982 the National Institute for Statistic and Economics Studies (INSEE) has 
conducted a series of surveys on family life in which 1–2 % of all women in France 
are interviewed. These women are also asked about their number of births. On the 
basis of these surveys it is possible to estimate the complete fertility histories of 
women born during the twentieth century. However, reliable information about the 
final number and order of births can be obtained only for women aged 45 and older, 
and with a small degree of uncertainty for women above age 40. For cohorts born 
after 1975 only estimations can be made, since they have not yet completed their 
fertility. In addition to these surveys, a yearly census has been conducted in France 
since 2004. Previously, census data had been collected every 8–9 years, and the last 
census year was 1999. Due to the survey structure of the census (a rolling system in 
which only part of the population are interviewed each year), the initial results were 
published in 2008, and have since been updated each year.

For most of the following analyses, we use the enquête Famille et logements, a 
representative survey on family life which has been conducted parallel to the 2011 
census, and contains life histories of around 360,000 men and women. For the 
period estimates of mean age at first child birth, we used combined information 
from the 1999 family survey, the civil registration system, and the French census.
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4.5.2  Development of Childlessness

In a first step, we display the mean age at first childbirth as an indicator of the post-
ponement in childbearing. Subsequently, the focus will be on the development of 
childlessness in France.

When we look at the mean age at which women became mothers for the first 
time, we can clearly see a postponement to higher ages: the mean age at first child-
birth increased from 24 years in the 1970s to 27.7 years in 1998 and to 28.1 years in 
2010 (Table 4.2). Despite this shift to having children at older ages, the postpone-
ment of childbirth has not been associated with increasing shares of childlessness: 
11–13 % of all women born 1960 in France remained childless (Toulemon and 
Mazuy 2001; Masson 2013). France not only holds a top position in overall fertility; 
it also has the lowest share of childlessness in western Europe.

Figure 4.2 displays the development of family size according to a fertility projec-
tion (Toulemon and Mazuy 2001). This projection is based on the 1999 family sur-
vey, and is updated here using the 2011 estimates.1 For women born between 1935 

1 According to the 2011 survey, the proportion of women who are childless is higher than we would 
have predicted given the results of the 1999 EHF survey. In the 2011survey a minimum of 12 % is 
reached for cohorts 1935 and 1955, and infertility increases to 13 % for women born in 1960 and 
to 14 % for those born in 1965. However, based on the 1999 survey we assumed that the proportion 
childless would be as low as 10 % among the 1940–1960 cohorts. We believe that the 1999 survey 
partly overestimated cohort fertility due to a non-response bias (whereby childless women are 
more prone to avoid filling out a form). On the other hand, the data for the cohorts born before 
1950 may become less reliable in 2011, when cohorts were 12 years older than in 1999, due to 
differential mortality and out-migration. We thus transformed our projection using the mean of 
both surveys estimates for the 1920 cohort, the 2011 estimate for the 1960 cohort, and similar 
assumptions on trends for more recent cohorts. For the sake of simplicity, we use the 2011 survey 
only when we compare subgroups within the population, as for older cohorts the social differences 
are similar.

Table 4.2 Mean age at first 
childbirth, France 1960–2010

Calendar year Mean age at first childbirth

1960 24.1
1965 23.8
1970 24.0
1975 24.4
1980 24.9
1985 25.7
1990 26.6
1995 27.4
1998 27.7
2010 28.1

Source: Numbers for France 1996–1998: 
INSEE, enquête Étude de l’Histoire Familiale 
1999 – Toulemon and Mazuy (2001); numbers 
for France 2010: INSEE, civil registration and 
population estimates – Davie (2012)
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and 1955, childlessness stabilises at around 12 % (11 % for cohorts around 1945). A 
slight increase can be observed for women born after 1960, and the proportion 
childless increases to 15 % among women born in 1980. The majority of women in 
France have at least two children. Starting with the 1930 cohort, the share of women 
with large families (four or more children) has been decreasing, and the share with 
two children has been increasing. However, smaller shares of women born after 
1960 had only one child than had three children. The high number of three-child 
families can most likely be explained by French policies that support large 
families.

Figure 4.3 displays the shares of women who are childless by birth cohort and 
age. Due to the lack of men after the First World War (Onnen-Isemann 2003), almost 
one-quarter of the women born at the beginning of the twentieth century remained 
childless. Childlessness decreased to constant and stable low levels in the following 
cohorts, and started to increase again among women born after 1960. However, reli-
able numbers for the final shares of women who are childless cannot be estimated 
since not all women born during the 1970s had reached the end of their reproductive 
life in 2011. Nonetheless, it appears that rates of childlessness are lower in France 
than in most European countries, and that the increase in childlessness has slowed 
due to the increase in fertility in the 2000s (Toulemon et al. 2008).
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Fig. 4.2 Number of children, women in France, birth cohorts 1920–1960, in per cent (Source: 
INSEE, enquêtes Étude de l’Histoire Familiale 1999 and Famille et logements 2011; Toulemon 
and Mazuy (2001) and authors’ update)

K. Köppen et al.



85

4.5.3  Differences in Childlessness by Education 
and Occupation of Women

The transition to parenthood differs by education. Compared to women with higher 
levels of education, less educated women become mothers earlier and more fre-
quently. Women with less education also have a high probability of having a child 
in a first union, whereas highly educated women are more likely to have a child in 
the second or third partnership episode. Lone parenthood after first childbirth is also 
more common among less educated women. The higher the level of education, the 
longer the duration of the partnership is likely to be before the birth of the first child 
(Mazuy 2006). As in other countries, women with a university degree are most 
likely to be childless.2 The high proportion of university graduates who are childless 
is not a novelty, as highly educated women who were born before World War II also 
had high rates of childlessness (Fig. 4.4a). The exceptionally high rates of childless-
ness among highly educated women are partly attributable to their tendency to have 
their first child at a higher age, but also to the amount of time they live without a 
partner. These women tend to be older at their first union, and are more likely than 
less educated women to remain single (Robert-Bobée and Mazuy 2005; Masson 
2013). In the more recent cohorts, women with low levels of education have higher 

2 French levels of education are defined as follows: (1) Collège = first 4 years of secondary educa-
tion from the ages of 11–15; 2. CAP-BEP = vocational high school after collège, duration 2–3 years; 
(3) Baccalauréat = baccalauréat diploma that leads to higher education studies or directly to profes-
sional life; (4) Sup = all higher education studies such as bachelor’s, master’s, or doctoral 
programmes.
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Fig. 4.3 Share of childless women in France at ages 20, 25, 30, 35, 40, 45, and 50, birth cohorts 
1928–1982, in per cent (Source: INSEE, enquête Famille et logements (2011), own estimations)
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Fig. 4.4a Proportion of childless women in France by level of education (in per cent), birth 
cohorts 1928–77 (Source: INSEE, enquête Famille et logements (2011), own estimations). Among 
cohorts born after 1972 (under age 38 at 1-1-2011), the proportions childless or who never lived in 
a union may decline after the survey
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Fig. 4.4b Proportion of childless women in France (in per cent), among women who have ever 
lived as a couple by level of education, birth cohorts 1928–1977 (Source: INSEE, enquête Famille 
et logements (2011), own estimations)
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rates of childlessness than women with short secondary education. This appears to 
be because the least educated make up a growing proportion of the women who 
never enter a union.

If we only consider women who are living or have ever lived as a couple, the 
degree of childlessness decreases for all women, regardless of the level of educa-
tion. However, the proportion of childlessness is still higher for women with a 
 university degree (Fig. 4.4b). The data for the cohorts born in 1973–1977, who were 
aged 33–37 at the time of the survey, are still provisional, especially for more edu-
cated women, who may have a first child after the survey.

Childlessness varies not only by level of education, but also by occupation. 
White-collar employees are more likely to remain childless than blue-collar work-
ers, self-employed women, or women who have never been in employment. The 
lowest level of childlessness is observed among women who have never been 
employed or who work as farmers (Fig. 4.5). Again, the overall share of women who 
are childless decreases when we exclude women who have never been in a union 
(Fig. 4.6). But although the relative differences in childlessness between the single 
occupational groups become smaller when only women who ever lived as a couple 
are considered, the rates of childlessness are still higher among women in higher-
level occupations than among women with a lower occupational status.

Fig. 4.5 Proportion of childless women in France by occupation, birth cohorts 1928–1977 
(Source: INSEE, enquête Famille et logements (2011), own estimations)
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Fig. 4.6 Proportion of childless women in France, among women who have ever lived as a couple 
by occupation, birth cohorts 1928–1977 (Source: INSEE, enquête Famille et logements (2011), 
own estimations)

4.5.4  Men and Childlessness

When we try to interpret permanent childlessness among men, certain problems 
arise. Whereas births can almost always directly be assigned to the respective mother, 
this is not always the case for men. Around 2 % of all children are not recognized by 
their biological father. On the basis of survey data, this results in an overestimation 
of biological childlessness for men (Toulemon and Lapierre- Adamcyk 2000). In 
addition, our analyses confirm that men tend to be older than women at first child-
birth. Moreover, after a union disruption men may lose touch with their children, and 
may then become reluctant to refer to them in the survey, especially if they have 
almost never lived with their children or have no contact with them. Almost 60 % of 
women born around 1945 have been mothers at age 25, but only 40 % of men had a 
first child at this age (Fig. 4.7). The gender differences are estimated at around 2 % 
for the birth cohorts 1930–1945, and increase for younger cohorts.

Another reason for gender differences in childlessness are imbalanced partner 
markets, in which either men or women are overrepresented. Men born in France 
after 1940 remained childless to the same extent as women if they had ever lived as 
a couple. However, single men displayed a much higher rate of childlessness. A 
major reason for this pattern may be gender-specific immigration patterns. In the 
past, more men than women migrated to France, resulting in an excess of male 
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 marriage partners of reproductive ages. Among cohorts born after 1955, migration 
by sex is more balanced. Nevertheless, more men than women remain single 
(whereby more men than women experience many unions), which in turn leads to 
higher rates of childlessness among men. Moreover, union disruptions are more fre-
quent among men, and some men lose touch with their children (Toulemon 1996: 8).

Among men, the effect of education on childlessness is the opposite of that 
among women. Like for women, the data for the cohorts born in 1973–1977 are still 
provisional. There are almost no differences in the levels of childlessness by educa-
tion, except among men with a low level of education, who tend to be more likely 
to remain childless (Fig. 4.8). If men who have never lived in a couple relationship 
are excluded, less qualified men are as likely as better educated men to become 
fathers (Fig. 4.9). The high proportion of men with a low level of education who are 
childless is mainly due to their partnership status. They are more likely to be 
excluded from the marriage market, which hampers their chances of starting a fam-
ily; while the opposite used to be the case for less educated women (Toulemon and 
Lapierre-Adamcyk 2000; Mazuy 2002). Over time, social differences based on the 
level of education are decreasing more rapidly among men than among women. 
Among recent cohorts, women with a low level of education have reduced risks of 
entering a union, and, as a consequence, are more likely to remain childless than 
women with secondary or tertiary education (Fig. 4.4a, Toulemon 2014). This trend 
is related to the increasing proportion of couples in which the woman is more edu-
cated than the man; a trend that has been observed in many countries around the 
world (Esteve et al. 2012). As it has become increasingly necessary to have two 
incomes to maintain a household, women with only a basic level of education and 

Fig. 4.7 Share of childless men in France at ages 20, 25, 30, 35, 40, 45, and 50; birth cohorts 
1928–1982 (Source: INSEE, Famille et logements (2011), own estimations)
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Fig. 4.8 Proportion of childless men in France by level of education, birth cohorts 1928–1977 
(Source: INSEE, enquête Famille et logements (2011), own estimations). Among cohorts born 
after 1972 (aged less than 38 years at 1-1-2011), the proportions childless or who never lived in a 
union may decline after the survey
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Fig. 4.9 Proportion of childless men in France who have ever lived as a couple by level of education, 
birth cohorts 1928–1977 (Source: INSEE, enquête Famille et logements (2011), own estimations)
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comparatively bad income prospects have lower chances of finding a suitable part-
ner and eventually becoming a mother.

There are marked differences in the levels of childlessness of different occupa-
tional groups. The higher a man’s occupational status, the less likely he is to remain 
childless3 (Fig. 4.10). Men who are farmers, blue-collar workers, or low-level white 
collar workers are more likely to remain childless than men who are self-employed 
or who work in higher-level white-collar occupations. In recent cohorts, childless-
ness has increased in all of the groups except for farmers, as this group is getting 
smaller, more selected, and more educated (a secondary diploma is now required to 
get the necessary loans for farming). While in the past a large share of farmers 
remained unmarried, this is no longer the case among recent cohorts. The differ-
ences between the various occupation groups have become smaller and the share of 
men who are childless has decreased, if only the men who have ever lived as a 
couple are considered (Fig. 4.11). Thus, it is again the elevated share of single men 
that contributes to the increase in childlessness in most occupational groups.

3 More than half of all men who have never been employed remain childless. Due to a strong selec-
tion of these men who have never worked and due to the very small sample size, we do not display 
them in the graph.

Fig. 4.10 Proportion of childless men in France by occupation, birth cohorts 1928–1977 (Source: 
INSEE, enquête Famille et logements (2011), own estimations)
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Fig. 4.11 Proportion of childless men in France who have ever lived as a couple by occupation, 
birth cohorts 1893–1966 (Source: INSEE, enquête Famille et logements (2011), own 
estimations)
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4.6  Conclusion

Our aim in this article was to present an overview of the development of childless-
ness in France, and to describe some of the underlying institutional trends. In west-
ern Europe, France has some of the smallest proportions of men and women who 
remain childless. When asked about their ideal number of children, only a very 
small share of French men and women say they do not want to have any children at 
all (Debest and Mazuy 2014). This is probably related to France’s system of state- 
supported family benefits and its well-developed childcare system. The French state 
and French society strongly promote and support the reconciliation of work and 
family life, but the social pressure to have children also remains strong.

However, the extent of childlessness differs between social groups: i.e., between 
birth cohorts, between men and women, and between different educational and 
occupational groups. For men and for women, childlessness is increasing in younger 
birth cohorts independent of their level of education or their occupational status. 
Whether this increase in childlessness is permanent or is due to a postponement of 
the first childbirth is not yet entirely clear. While the age at first birth in France has 
been increasing, birth rates have not been decreasing. Thus, it is possible that a non- 
negligible share of those men and women who are still childless at ages 35+ may 
still have children in the future.

K. Köppen et al.
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One of the reasons why the childlessness rate is higher among men than among 
women is that problems arise when measuring the number of children men have. 
Imbalances in the partner market can also account for the higher rate of childless-
ness among men. Yet married men are as likely as married women to remain child-
less. Partnership status is thus a decisive parameter of the extent of childlessness. 
Men and women who have never lived in a couple relationship (either a marriage or 
a non-marital union) are much more likely to remain childless than those who live 
in or have lived in a union. Since more than 90 % of all men and women are or have 
been in a relationship, a large share of childlessness can be traced back to those 10 % 
who have been without a partner or remained single until the time of interview.

Despite the family-friendly conditions that help women combine work and fam-
ily life, highly educated women in France are still more likely than less educated 
women to be childless, despite the fact that they now as likely to live in a couple 
relationship. During the period of life in which many women start a family, women 
who are earning a university degree are still in education or are trying to establish a 
career. The older they get, the more likely it is that their initial desire to have chil-
dren, if any, will turn into involuntary childlessness due to infertility, or will be 
given up in favour of pursuing other goals. However, the differences by education 
are currently becoming smaller in France, mainly because the least educated women 
are more likely to remain childless.

In contrast, there are only slight differences in rates of childlessness by education 
among men. Men with low qualifications are more likely to remain single, and for 
that reason are also more likely than highly educated men to remain childless. This 
pattern can be observed for different occupational groups as well: blue-collar  workers 
and low-level white-collar workers are the most likely to remain childless, as they are 
more likely than other occupational groups to have a precarious employment status 
or a low income. Among men in France, having an unstable economic situation leads 
to the postponement of marriage and family formation, which may result in child-
lessness (Oppenheimer 1988; Mills and Blossfeld 2003; Pailhé and Solaz 2012). 
Persistent high unemployment, an increase in the prevalence of part- time jobs, and 
the economic demand for dual-earner households may exacerbate feelings of eco-
nomic uncertainty. This insecurity could lead young people to postpone childbear-
ing, which may in turn lead to an increase in childlessness among younger cohorts.
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