
 

 

 University of Groningen

Postponement of childbearing and low fertility in Europe
Sobotka, Tomás

IMPORTANT NOTE: You are advised to consult the publisher's version (publisher's PDF) if you wish to cite from
it. Please check the document version below.

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Publication date:
2004

Link to publication in University of Groningen/UMCG research database

Citation for published version (APA):
Sobotka, T. (2004). Postponement of childbearing and low fertility in Europe. [Thesis fully internal (DIV),
University of Groningen]. s.n.

Copyright
Other than for strictly personal use, it is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the
author(s) and/or copyright holder(s), unless the work is under an open content license (like Creative Commons).

The publication may also be distributed here under the terms of Article 25fa of the Dutch Copyright Act, indicated by the “Taverne” license.
More information can be found on the University of Groningen website: https://www.rug.nl/library/open-access/self-archiving-pure/taverne-
amendment.

Take-down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Downloaded from the University of Groningen/UMCG research database (Pure): http://www.rug.nl/research/portal. For technical reasons the
number of authors shown on this cover page is limited to 10 maximum.

Download date: 25-05-2023

https://research.rug.nl/en/publications/7fe0743c-9766-4ae9-befe-3edae1006c6e


Postponement  of  Childbearing  and Low
Fertility  in  Europe 



The book series Population Studies aims at disseminating results of  research on population 
trends, in the broadest sense. 

Series editorial board: Melinda Mills, Anton Oskamp, Henk A. de Gans & Harry van Vianen 

Manuscripts can be submitted to Dutch University Press 
Bloemgracht 82hs, 1015 TM Amsterdam, The Netherlands 
E-mail: info@dup.nl 

Backlist at the last pages of the book 

© T. Sobotka, 2004 

Coverdesign: PuntSpatie, Amsterdam 
Coverphoto: T. Sobotka 

ISBN 90 3619 102 5 
NUR 740 

All rights reserved. Save exceptions stated by the law, no part of this publication may be 
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system of any nature, or transmitted in any form or by any 
means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, included a complete or 
partial transcription, without the prior written permission of the publishers, application for which 
should be addressed to the publishers:
Dutch University Press  Bloemgracht 82hs  1015 TM Amsterdam The Netherlands. 
Tel.: + 31 20 625 54 29 Fax: + 31 20 620 33 95  
E-mail: info@dup.nl 
www.dup.nl



RIJKSUNIVERSITEIT GRONINGEN 

Postponement of Childbearing and Low Fertility in 
Europe

Proefschrift 

ter verkrijging van het doctoraat in de 
Ruimtelijke Wetenschappen 

aan de Rijksuniversiteit Groningen 
op gezag van de

Rector Magnificus, dr. F. Zwarts, 
in het openbaar te verdedigen op 

donderdag 25 november 2004 
om 13.15 uur 

door

Tomáš Sobotka 

geboren op 17 november 1974 
te Praag, Tsjechië 



Promotores:   Prof. dr. ir. F.J. Willekens 
  Prof. dr. L.J.G. van Wissen 

Beoordelingscommissie: Prof. dr. F.C. Billari 
    Prof. dr. R. Lesthaeghe 
    Prof. dr. C.H. Mulder 



To my parents 





CONTENTS

List of figures 

List of tables 

List of acronyms and symbols 

PREFACE

CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION 1

1.1 Low fertility and postponed childbearing in Europe 1
1.2 Outline of the study 3
1.3 Relevance and limitations of this study 5
1.4 Methodological notes 7

CHAPTER 2 FERTILITY POSTPONEMENT: THEORIES, EXPLANATIONS, 

AND EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE 9

2.1 Introduction 9
2.2 Main determinants of delayed parenthood 12

2.2.1  The effects of educational attainment 12
2.2.2  The conflict between employment and motherhood 14
2.2.3  Unemployment, uncertainty, economic conditions and first birth timing 19
2.2.4  The transformation of family and partnerships 22
2.2.5  The ‘contraceptive revolution’ and first birth postponement 25

2.3 Delayed parenthood from a life course perspective 28
2.3.1  Life-course concepts relevant for understanding the timing of first birth 28
2.3.2  Changing norms and attitudes on first birth timing 30

2.4 Summary and discussion 35

CHAPTER 3 EXPLORING PATTERNS OF PERIOD FERTILITY 

POSTPONEMENT AND RECUPERATION IN EUROPE: THE 

CASE OF FIRST BIRTHS 39

3.1 Introduction 39
3.2 Data 42
3.3 Methods 43

3.3.1  Fertility table of first births and its functions 44
3.3.2  First birth rates vs. first birth probabilities 47
3.3.3  Indicators of central tendency: does it matter which one is used? 50

3.4 Postponement of first births in Europe—a systematic exploration 52
3.4.1  Main features of the postponement of first births in Europe 54
3.4.2  Age patterns of first birth timing: increasing polarisation 60
3.4.3  Cross-country differences in first birth timing 66
3.4.4 First birth recuperation seen from a period perspective 67

3.5 Postponement and recuperation as a measurement problem: simulation exercise 69
3.5.1 Three scenarios of the TFR and PATFR change during fertility 
postponement 70
3.5.2 Outlining a model of fertility postponement and subsequent recovery 75

3.6 Summary and discussion 77



CHAPTER 4 TEMPO-QUANTUM AND PERIOD-COHORT INTERPLAY IN 

FERTILITY CHANGES IN EUROPE:  EVIDENCE FROM THE 

CZECH REPUBLIC, ITALY, THE NETHERLANDS AND 

SWEDEN 81

4.1 Introduction 81
4.2 Period fertility indicators: theoretical considerations 83

4.2.1  Indicators of period fertility 83
4.2.2  Attempts to adjust period fertility for tempo distortions 85
4.2.3  The meaning of adjusted fertility indicators  86
4.2.4  Focus of the chapter: The proximity of period and cohort fertility  88
4.2.5  Timing effects in period fertility: An illustration 89

4.3 Methods  91
4.3.1  Linking period and cohort fertility 91
4.3.2  Indicators of period fertility used in the analysis 92

4.4 Data 95
4.5 Four countries, four fertility histories  96
4.6 Comparison of period and cohort fertility by birth order 99

4.6.1  Fertility of birth order 1 99
4.6.2  Fertility of birth order 2  101
4.6.3  Fertility of birth order 3 and higher 103
4.6.4  All births combined: Period indicators of total fertility  105

4.7 Additional criteria to analyse the performance of period fertility indicators  107
4.7.1  Approximation of cohort fertility during periods of intensive 
postponement  107
4.7.2  Fluctuations in fertility indicators  109
4.7.3  ‘Impossible’ cases 110
4.7.4  Performance in ‘extreme’ situations 110
4.7.5  Calculating period fertility indicators 111

4.8 Discussion on the tempo-quantum and period-cohort interaction 112
4.9 Using alternative period fertility indicators: an illustration 114

4.9.1  Estimating tempo and quantum components in period fertility change 114
4.9.2  Implications of period fertility trends for cohort fertility 115

4.10 Conclusions 119

CHAPTER 5 CHILDLESS SOCIETIES? TRENDS AND PROJECTIONS OF 

CHILDLESSNESS IN EUROPE AND THE UNITED STATES 123

5.1 Introduction 123
5.2 The changing character of childlessness 126
5.3 Childlessness projections: past and present 128
5.4 Data and methods 130

5.4.1  Data sources 130
5.4.2  Computing period and cohort fertility rates 132
5.4.3  Computing projection scenarios 134

5.5 Childlessness projections 136
5.5.1  Retrospective projection with the base year 1981 136
5.5.2  Projection scenarios based on the most recent first birth data 141

5.6 Discussion 146
5.6.1  How realistic are the presented childlessness scenarios? 146
5.6.2  Childless societies? 147



CHAPTER 6 IS LOWEST-LOW FERTILITY EXPLAINED BY THE 

POSTPONEMENT OF CHILDBEARING? 155

6.1 Introduction 155
6.2 Methods and data 158

6.2.1  Bongaarts-Feeney adjustment 158
6.2.2  Data 159

6.3 The progression of lowest-low fertility in Europe 159
6.4 An overview of adjusted total fertility in 1995-2000 161
6.5 Regional differences in adjusted total fertility 164
6.6 What can be inferred about future period and cohort fertility? 167
6.7 Summary and conclusions 171

CHAPTER 7 RE-EMERGING DIVERSITY: RAPID FERTILITY CHANGES 

IN CENTRAL AND EASTERN EUROPE AFTER THE 

COLLAPSE OF THE COMMUNIST REGIMES 175

7.1 Introduction 175
7.2 Data and methods 176
7.3 Complex changes in fertility and living arrangements 177

7.3.1  Long-term changes in period fertility 179
7.3.2  Changes in the timing of fertility characterised by postponement of 
childbearing 180
7.3.3  Increasing differences in parity distribution 184
7.3.4  Upsurge in extra-marital childbearing 187
7.3.5  Increase in cohabitation or expansion of single motherhood? 189
7.3.6  Fewer abortions, better contraception: a stealthy contraceptive revolution 192

7.4 Timing shifts and fertility decline 196
7.4.1  The influence of timing effects on fertility decline 196
7.4.2  Explaining diversity in the postponement of childbearing 198

7.5 The new fertility landscape in Central and Eastern Europe 200

CHAPTER 8 UNDERSTANDING LOWER AND LATER FERTILITY IN 

CENTRAL AND EASTERN EUROPE 203

8.1 Introduction 203
8.2 The family-oriented era of early and almost universal childbearing 206

8.2.1 Fertility and family patterns in the 1970s and 1980s 206
8.2.2  Main factors shaping decision-making on childbearing and family life 
before 1990 208

8.3 A shift to the pattern of low and later fertility 213
8.3.1  A brief overview of major changes during the 1990s 213
8.3.2  Factors contributing to lower fertility and the later childbearing pattern 216
8.3.3  Impact of uncertainty on fertility decisions: Evidence from Central and 
Eastern Europe 221

8.4 Discussion: diversity of economic change and cultural influences 223

CHAPTER 9 CONCLUSIONS 227

9.1 Summary of central findings 227
9.1.1  Determinants of first birth postponement and its progression in Europe 227
9.1.2  Methods for analysing period fertility in times of rapid shifts in fertility 
timing 229
9.1.3  Explaining low and very low fertility in Europe 230
9.1.4  The trends and projections of final childlessness 231



9.1.5  The rapid transformation of fertility patterns in Central and Eastern Europe 231
Main insights for fertility projections 233
9.2.1  Future ‘recovery’ in period fertility rates (fertility quantum)  233
9.2.2  The changes in fertility tempo: When will fertility postponement stop? 235
9.2.3  Future European convergence in fertility tempo and quantum? 236
9.2.4  Outlining regional patterns of fertility tempo and quantum 237
9.2.5  Considering other determinants of fertility change 239

9.3 Discussion: Consequences of late childbearing pattern 240
9.4 Suggestions for progress and further research 242
9.5 Concluding remarks 245

REFERENCES 247

APPENDICES 269

Appendix 1 269

Appendix 2 271

Appendix 3 277

Appendix 4 279

INDEX 281

SAMENVATTING 295



LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 3.1 Mean and median age of women at birth of first child among women in 
England and Wales, the Netherlands, the Czech Republic, and Spain in 1970 
(1980) – 2002 51

Figure 3.2 Mean age of mother at birth of first child in selected countries and regions, 
1970-2002 
Countries with the latest timing of first births in 1975-2000 

55
Figure 3.3 

Timing of the onset of first birth postponement in European countries 
56

Figure 3.4 
Increase in the mean age at first birth in European regions since 1975 

58
Figure 3.5 

Share of first birth rates realised after age 30 in European countries, 1975-2001 Figure 3.6 60

Figure 3.7 Age when 10% of first birth incidence rates are realised (first-decile age, D1), 
1975-2001 61

Figure 3.8 Age when 90% of first birth incidence rates are realised (last-decile age, D9), 
1975-2001 63

Figure 3.9 Proportion of first birth incidence rates realised after age 40 in 18 European 
countries, 1975-2001 (in %) 
Cross-country variability (standard deviation) in selected indicators of first 
birth timing in Europe, 1980-2001 

63
Figure 3.10 

Three scenarios of change in first birth patterns. A simulation comparing the 
period TFR and PATFR with the cohort CTFR among women born 25 years 
earlier

66
Figure 3.11 

Mean age at first birth in two scenarios of change in first birth patterns 
73

Figure 3.12 
A simplified model of fertility postponement and recuperation: TFR and 
PATFR of first birth order during the increase in the mean age at first birth 

75
Figure 3.13 

TFR in the Czech Republic, Italy, the Netherlands, and Sweden, 1960-2002 
76

Figure 4.1a 97
Figure 4.1b Completed fertility among women in the Czech Republic, Italy, the 

Netherlands, and Sweden (birth cohorts 1925 to 1965 (1960)) 
Mean age of mother at birth of first child in the Czech Republic, Italy, the 
Netherlands, and in Sweden, 1960-2002 

97
Figure 4.2 

Period and cohort fertility indicators of birth order 1 in the Czech Republic, 
Italy, the Netherlands, and Sweden 

98
Figure 4.3 

100
Figure 4.4 Period and cohort fertility indicators of birth order 2 in the Czech Republic, 

Italy, the Netherlands, and Sweden 
Period and cohort fertility indicators of birth order 3+ in the Czech Republic, 
Italy, the Netherlands, and Sweden 

102
Figure 4.5 

Period and cohort fertility indicators (all parities) in the Czech Republic, Italy, 
the Netherlands, and Sweden 

104
Figure 4.6 

106

Figure 4.7 Scenarios of the future cohort fertility in the Czech Republic and Italy based 
on the most recent incidence rates and adjusted age-parity probabilities  
Retrospective projections of final childlessness in England and Wales, France, 
the Netherlands, Sweden, and the United States among women born in 1935-
1962 (base year 1981) 

116
Figure 5.1 

Mean absolute error in the retrospective projection scenarios (in %) with base 
year 1981 in the five analysed countries; birth cohorts 1946-1960 

138
Figure 5.2 

140



Figure 5.3a Projection of final childlessness in 16 European countries and the United 
States among women born in 1940-1975, upper-bound and lower-bound 
scenarios. Western Europe, Northern Europe, and the United States 
Projection of final childlessness in 16 European countries and the United 
States among women born in 1940-1975, upper-bound and lower-bound 
scenarios. Southern Europe, Central and Eastern Europe 

142
Figure 5.3b 

143
Figure 5.4 Childlessness scenarios for individual countries; women born in 1940-1975 151
Figure 6.1 Distribution of 26 European countries by their level of TFR and tempo-

adjusted TFR in 1995-2000 
Mean age at first birth, TFR, adjTFR, and completed cohort fertility (CTFR) of 
women born in 1945-65 in the Netherlands, 1972-2002 

165
Figure 6.2 

169
Figure 6.3 TFR and adjusted TFR in 1985-90 in eight European countries as compared 

with the completed cohort fertility (CTFR) of women born in 1960 
Total fertility rate in European and eastern European regions, 1980-2000 

170
Figure 7.1 

Mean age of mother at birth of first child in Central and Eastern Europe as 
compared with other European regions 

179
Figure 7.2 

First-order TFR (TFR
180

Figure 7.3 1) and the mean age of mother at birth of first child. 
Selected countries, 1970-2002 181

Figure 7.4 Age-specific fertility rates (ASFR) of women in selected countries and regions 
in 1989 and 2000 
Total fertility rate (TFR), unadjusted and adjusted order-specific TFRs, and 
age-parity index of total fertility (PATFR) for the Czech Republic (CR) and 
Romania (ROM) in 1989-2000 

183
Figure 7.5 

185
Figure 7.6 First births as a proportion of total births, 1988-2000 186

Figure 7.7 Proportion of children born outside marriage in European regions, 1980-2000 
(in %) 188

Figure 7.8 Total first marriage rates (TFMR) of women in European and Eastern 
European regions, 1980-2000 
Extramarital births (in %) and proportion of women cohabiting at ages 25-29 
in Eastern European countries (various years) 

189
Figure 7.9 

191
Figure 7.10 Partnership status at birth of first child among women aged 20-24 with at least 

one child 192

Figure 7.11 Relationship between change in mean age of women at birth of first child and 
relative change in real wages. Central and eastern European countries, 1989-
1999 199

Figure 8.1 Proportion of women born in 1955 remaining childless and the mean age of 
mother at birth of first child in 1985 in 23 European countries 
Reduced age-specific fertility rates of birth order 1 in Central and Eastern 
Europe (average values of the Czech Republic, Hungary, Lithuania and 
Slovakia) and the European Union (average values of Italy, the Netherlands 
and Sweden) in 1985 

207
Figure 8.2a 

Cumulative cohort fertility of parity 1 among women born in 1957 in the 
Czech Republic (CZ) and the Netherlands (NL) 

208
Figure 8.2b 

208
Figure 8.3 Mean age of women at birth of first child and cumulative age-specific fertility 

rate among women below age 20 in 28 European countries in 2000 
Cohort age-specific fertility rates at age 15-26 among women born in 1960 and 
1974 in the Czech Republic, East Germany, Hungary, Lithuania and Romania 

214
Figure 8.4 

215



LIST OF TABLES 

Table 3.1 Fertility table of first births in the Czech Republic in 2002 
First birth incidence rates, first birth probabilities, and different indicators of first 
birth timing in the Czech Republic in 1990 and 2002 

46
Table 3.2 

Main features of the increase in mean age at first births (MAFB) in European 
countries

48
Table 3.3 

53
Table 3.4 Countries with the latest timing of first births in 2001 (or most recent data) 57
Table 3.5 Interquartile range (IQR) and interdecile range (IDR) in first birth timing in 

selected European countries and the United States, 1980-2000 
Period cumulative first-birth probability per 100 women still childless when 
reaching age 30 and 35, 1980-2000 

64
Table 3.6 

68
Table 4.1 An illustration of tempo effects: cumulative age-specific fertility rates, period 

and cohort fertility indicators in a country with stable TFR (1.35) and ongoing 
postponement of births 
Overview of period and cohort fertility data used in the analysis 

90
Table 4.2 

Summary table for birth order 1. Degree to which the period fertility indicators 
approximate completed cohort fertility in comparison with the TFR 

95
Table 4.3 

101
Table 4.4 Summary table for birth order 2. Degree to which the period fertility indicators 

approximate completed cohort fertility in comparison with the TFR 
Summary table for birth order 3+. Degree to which the period fertility indicators 
approximate completed cohort fertility in comparison with the TFR  

103
Table 4.5 

103
Table 4.6 Summary table for indicators of total fertility. Degree to which the period 

fertility indicators approximate completed cohort fertility in comparison with the 
TFR 105

Table 4.7 Summary table of the performance of different period fertility indicators: degree 
to which they approximate completed cohort fertility during an intensive 
postponement of first births 108

Table 4.8 Average relative differences between period fertility indicators and the 
corresponding completed cohort fertility (CTFR), in % 
Average annual changes in fertility indicators by birth order. Summary of data 
for 59 years (Czech Republic 1967-92, Italy 1982-89, the Netherlands 1982-94, 
Sweden 1982-93) 

108
Table 4.9 

Quantum and tempo components in the change of the total fertility rate in the 
Czech Republic between 1990 and 1999 

109
Table 4.10 

Summary table comparing approximation of cohort fertility by various period 
fertility indicators and selected additional criteria for their evaluation  

114
Table 4.11 

120
Table 5.1 Data sources used for the computation of period and cohort fertility indicators 

and childlessness projections 
Calculation of childlessness scenarios in Spain, selected birth cohorts (base year 
2001)

131
Table 5.2 

Recorded and projected final childlessness among women born in 1940-1975 
136

Table 5.3 
The spread of lowest-low fertility (TFR at or below 1.30) and very low fertility 
(TFR at or below 1.40) in European countries in 1990-2001 

145
Table 6.1 

160



Table 6.2 Country-specific values of period fertility (1995-2000 or last period available) 
expressed in TFR and adjTFR, estimated tempo effect, and completed cohort 
fertility (CTFR) for women born in 1960 
Estimates of the total fertility rate and the tempo-adjusted TFR compared with 
the completed cohort fertility (CTFR) of women born in 1960, European regions 

162
Table 6.3 

Basic indicators of period fertility in Central and Eastern Europe, 1989-2000 
166

Table 7.1 
Estimated total induced abortion rates, 1985-2000 

178
Table 7.2 

Current contraceptive use among women in union aged 25-29 in Central and 
Eastern Europe during the 1990s (in %) 

194
Table 7.3 

Total fertility rate (TFR), unadjusted and adjusted by the Bongaarts-Feeney 
method, all birth orders and at birth order 1 (TFR

195
Table 7.4 

1), 1990-20003 197



LIST OF ACRONYMS AND SYMBOLS

a Age (usually denotes cohort age, i.e. age reached during the calendar year) 

adjPATFR Tempo-adjusted and variance-adjusted index of total fertility, computed from 
the parity-specific birth probabilities (Kohler-Ortega adjustment) 

adjTFR Bongaarts-Feeney tempo-adjusted total fertility rate 

AP Age-period perspective (events of interest organised by age in completed 
years)

ASFRi(a) Age and order-specific fertility rates (reduced rates, incidence rates); also 
denoted as fi(a) 

Bi(a) Number of births of birth order i to women aged a

BF Bongaarts-Feeney 

C Birth cohort 

CTFR Completed cohort fertility 

D Decile, in particular first decile (D1) and ninth decile (D9) of age distribution 
of fertility rates 

i Parity (birth order) of a child 

fi(a) Age and order-specific fertility rates (reduced rates, incidence rates); also 
denoted as ASFRi(a) 

F Women (female population) 

IDR Interdecile range; the difference between the age when 10% (first decile) and 
90% (ninth decile) of fertility rates are realised 

IQR Interquartile range; the difference between the age when 25% (first quartile) 
and 75% (third quartile) of fertility rates are realised 

KO Kohler-Ortega 

KP Kohler-Philipov

li(a) Number of women at parity i at the beginning of age interval (a, a+1) in a 
fertility table population. It represents a survival curve of the synthetic 
cohort population at given parity 

Li(a) Average number of women at parity i in the age interval (a, a+1) in a 
synthetic cohort table population. It represents total exposure years to 
childbearing of birth order i among women aged a and provides an estimate 
of the number of women at parity i when reaching age x=a. It may also be 
denoted as li(x)

MAB Period mean age of mother at childbearing computed from age-specific 
fertility rates 

MAFB Period mean age of mother at birth of first child computed from age-specific 
incidence rates of first birth order 

P Population size 



PATFR Index of total fertility computed from age-parity birth probabilities (fertility 
table indicator of total fertility)

PC Period-cohort perspective (period events of interest organised by year of 
birth of among given birth cohorts) 

PPRi Period parity-progression ratio (period probability that a woman reaching 
parity i-1 will give birth to another child during her reproductive life) 

qi(a) Age and parity-specific birth probability 

q’i(a) Adjusted age and parity-specific birth probability (Kohler and Ortega’s 
(2002) method) 

Q Quartile, especially first quartile (Q1) and third quartile (Q9) of age 
distribution of fertility rates  

ri Annual change in the mean age of mother at childbearing of birth order i
(MABi)

Si(a0,a1) ‘Survival’ probability that a woman aged a0 at parity i will remain at the 
same parity at age a1

t Year

T Particular time point in the year t 

TFR Period total fertility rate 

Uij(a0,a1) Conditional probability that a woman aged a0 at parity i will be at parity j at 
age a1. When a1 denotes the end of reproductive period, U represents age-
specific conditional lifetime probability of ultimately reaching parity j

wi(a,T) Proportion of women aged a at parity i at time T

i(a1) Projected proportion of women who will be at parity i at age a1

x Age in completed years (age at last birthday) 

yi(a) Cumulative age-specific distribution (allocation) of births of birth order i
derived from the fertility table 

zi(a) Cumulative age-specific proportion of women who gave birth to their i-th
child derived from the fertility table 

NOTE: Acronyms of country names are explained below the figures and tables concerned. 



PREFACE

My four-and-a-half year long endeavour with this study and the fact that I spent almost the 
entire period at the University of Groningen were the results of both luck and coincidence. In 
the autumn of 1999 I was staying for several months as an exchange student at the University 
of Amsterdam, thanks to a stipend from the EU Socrates/Erasmus program and the 
encouragement of Tomáš Ku era from the Department of Demography and Geodemography 
at Charles University in Prague. Having started my PhD study in this department, I went to 
Amsterdam to explore the literature and attend several courses related to my planned thesis on 
fertility and nuptiality changes in Central and Eastern Europe. Anton Kuijsten, Professor of 
Demography at the University of Amsterdam and an enthusiastic supporter of close 
collaboration between the demography departments in Amsterdam and Prague, made me a 
generous offer: if I decided to write my PhD thesis in English, he would be willing to provide 
me with guidance and consultation. I gladly agreed and, fighting with my own leisurely 
attitude, finally prepared a three-page overview of the envisioned contents of my thesis. Two 
weeks later I nervously waited in front of Anton’s office, bracing myself for every possible 
sort of criticism. His reaction left me almost breathless: he said he generally liked the 
proposal, pointed out its overly broad scope and, while suggesting I concentrate on fertility 
changes, asked me whether I would be interested in starting PhD research at his department, 
focusing on…well, fertility changes in Europe!

Since this research was part of a broader project that was already under way, Anton 
wanted to go ahead as soon as possible. He gave me a week to decide. Somehow he thought I 
might be a right person for the job. Deciding to quit my PhD study in Prague and start anew in 
Amsterdam was particularly difficult, partly because my former Czech girlfriend Petra had 
been visiting me in Amsterdam just at that time. However, I enjoyed living in Amsterdam and 
knew that such an opportunity would never come my way again. After I agreed, Anton was 
very helpful in guiding me through the labyrinth of bureaucratic procedures, even contacting 
the Dutch embassy in Prague when they took too long to issue my visa. At the end of January 
2000 I came to Amsterdam prepared to spend the next four years of my life in this vibrant 
city.

Upon my arrival at Anton’s office, I was immensely shocked to learn he had died just 
the night before our scheduled meeting. It was only later that I came to learn we had some 
common interests, one of them being a fondness for train travel. As Anton did so many times 
during his life, I have now also experienced numerous train trips between the Netherlands and 
Prague.

Thanks to funding from the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO), 
two persons were instrumental in keeping my part of the project alive and offering me a PhD 



position at the Population Research Centre at the University of Groningen: Frans Willekens 
and Leo van Wissen. Frans invited me to visit Groningen and, although puzzled by my initial 
lack of enthusiasm for this city ‘far in the north’ (as much as a location can be ‘far’ in such a 
small country as the Netherlands), he was always helpful, making sure that things went in the 
right direction. Both Frans and Leo became my supervisors and it is thanks to their support 
that this thesis has been realised. They were always open to discussion, curious, and receptive 
to new ideas. They granted me a large amount of freedom in my research, allowing me to shift 
the main emphasis of this study to non-economic explanations, and their comments and 
suggestions helped me shape a number of papers in the way they could be published in 
international journals. While I was often able to concentrate on just one particular paper, 
Frans occasionally pressed me to make an outline and timetable of the whole thesis in order to 
keep the full picture of it in my mind. His generosity extended far beyond work-related issues, 
as anyone who has ever been invited for a dinner or a drink to his place can testify. His wife 
Maria was always the perfect hostess, with whom one could enjoy conversation touching a 
broad range of topics, from heretical movements to Belgian cuisine.  
 From the beginning of my stay in Groningen, I was extremely fortunate to have a 
perfect officemate, Frans Osté. Not only did he surprise me with his knowledge of the Czech 
language, composing funny-sounding sentences, but we also shared many interests and 
became good friends. We both are big fans of Vera, a music and film venue in Oosterstraat, 
arguably the best in Groninen and probably one of the best clubs of this sort in Europe. I also 
enjoyed the company of Rob, my later officemate, who was very helpful with all sorts of 
practical issues when I was leaving Groningen.
 During the four years in Groningen I enjoyed innumerable lunches, dinners, and talks 
with colleagues from the Population Research Centre and the Faculty of Spatial Sciences. 
Among those I met in 2000, my memories are especially of to Ab, Ganesh, Harrie, Hideko, 
Inge, Karen, Maaike, Mamun, Marius, Melinda, Miriam, Sabu, Sergei, and Stiny. Sabu 
always tended to see the positive side of any situation and, as an editor of the working paper 
series, coped bravely with my early writings on fertility changes in Central and Eastern 
Europe (Sobotka 2002). Stiny was (and still remains) very helpful in arranging practicalities, 
while Miranda helped me get through the gargantuan rules and procedures required before my 
thesis defence ceremony might take place. My special thanks go to Bettina, who let me stay in 
her house until I found suitable accommodation. Among the more recent friends and 
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