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A number of general demographic trends bear testimony to changing family formation in Europe. These include:

· Declining marriage rates;

· Increases in the age of first marriage;

· Greater propensity on the part of couples to cohabit rather than marry;

· Fall in overall fertility rates and specifically fertility within marriage.

The distinction between cohabitation and marriage is becoming more blurred with evidence emerging that cohabitation may be becoming a more permanent form of relationship now that legal impediments such as inheritance rights are being eased. 

The link between female educational attainment and the number of children she will have is a key one. On the one hand it would appear that the higher the educational attainment level of the female the fewer children she will be likely to have. On the other hand it could be argued that given the positive correlation between educational attainment and earnings only those females with a higher income will be able to afford to have more children.

There are many reasons for the decision to postpone having children. Affordability issues and the need to establish career paths may clearly have a role to play – also the reluctance of some females to have a child in order to avoid disrupting a successful career.

The role of child benefit needs closer scrutiny. Do family policy measures, and specifically child benefit, have any marked effect on the decisions taken by couples at the micro level in relation to have children?

Reconciling work and family life also presents major challenges. The fact that child rearing is not equally shared means that most of the burden continues to fall on women. There is a clear need for even greater state support for working parents based on increasing female labour force participation rates and the move towards gender equality.
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