
Session on:  Childbearing and parenting in low fertility countries: enabling choices. 
 
The title of this session rightly emphasises the policy approach to be favoured: “enabling choices” 
means that the policy frame needs to respect and to strengthen the individuals’ rights in deciding 
about their family and fertility patterns. Nonetheless, it would be incorrect to derive from such a 
perspective, in which individuals’ freedom and possibilities are emphasised, an ideological 
opposition  to a pro-natalist policy approach. 
Establishing a frame in which individuals’ freedom and choices are fully respected and eased is a 
policy goal per se. As such, it is a constraint to be respected whatever is, if any, the demographic 
policy target, in that illiberal policies, like those still too often pursued in some countries and 
restricting the right of individuals in choosing when and how many children to have, have to be 
avoided. At the same time, a pro-natalist approach may be a legitimate policy goal.  
It may clearly be so when the fertility rate, besides being much lower than the level which would be 
needed in order to stabilise the population, is also lower than the rate “desired“ by individuals. 
While the figures assembled through surveys about the number of children ultimately wanted and 
expected in the future have to be treated cautiously, the available polls in this field hint at the fact 
that the low fertility patterns are not a value per se for most of the individuals in the low fertility 
countries.  
More broadly, it has to be taken into account that individuals’ choices about fertility patterns are 
always constrained by external factors beyond individuals’ control and made irrespective of the 
externalities those choices are going to produce. A pro-natalist policy approach may be therefore 
necessary in order to ease those constraints impeding people to reach the number of children they 
ultimately would like to have and in order to induce people to “internalise” the social costs of their 
low fertility choices. It is likely that, in many among our countries, the low fertility is induced by 
the lack of societal support – in terms of values, short run pressures upon the family deriving from 
the economy etc. – to childbearing. It is therefore likely that a pro-natalist policy may be deemed 
necessary, precisely by removing and easing those constraints faced by individuals and supporting 
childbearing values at the societal level and so enabling individuals’ choices. In any case, the well 
known implications of a shrinking population upon economic growth and the welfare society costs 
and sustainability hint at the legitimacy of a pro-natalist policy. 
It is not my claim that a pro-natalist policy is always deemed for and that each and every country 
should have it when the fertility rate is lower than a magic threshold. There is not any universal 
argument in favour of a stable total population. Moreover, particularly in the short to medium term, 
migration flows may be an efficacious, even if not costless for both the receiving and sending 
countries,  alternative to an explicit pro-natalist policy.  
More simply my claim is that a pro-natalist policy may be a legitimate goal. While identifying when 
it is so is extremely difficult - as a declining population is not necessarily a triggering factor, being 
necessary to take account of the rapidity of such a decline, the imbalances it is going to produce and 
the costs and benefits of alternative policies – the abruptness of the population decline and of its 
ageing as expected in many countries implies that such a may is a must in many countries. To put it 
very simply, while both implying  a decline in the overall population,  a total fertility rate just above 
1 is very different form a total fertility rate just simply below 2.  
While the legitimacy of a pro-natalist approach does not imply its effectiveness - as we do not know 
very much about the efficacy of the several possible actions and the same causes underlying the low 
fertility pattern, possibly differentiated across countries – stating such a legitimacy is an important 
first step. This is so because it is often the case that fertility patterns are influenced by societal 
values, so that a pro-natalist approach may in itself have an impact upon societal values and 
individuals’ actual choices. In my country, Italy, where pro-natalist policies were traditionally 
associated to the fascist regime and conducted through illiberal (and rather inefficacious) means 
between the two world wars, stating such a legitimacy and its coherence with a liberal, “enabling 
choices” approach is of paramount importance. 
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