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Europe is Growing Older

The population in Finland and Europe is growing older and the dependency ratio is increasing. In 
2014, a fifth of the population in Italy, Japan and Germany had turned 65. In 2020, Finland, along 
with 14 other countries, has become one of these geriatric nations. (Fløtten etc. 2013., Myrskylä; 
2011., compare Gissler; 2003 and Nieminen & Koskinen; 2005.) The reason for the dramatic change 
in the age structure of the population is low birth rate. In Finland, it has since 1970 been below 
the sub-replacement level, which is 2.1 children/woman. The situation is critical even elsewhere in 
Europe. In 2009, the mean birth rate in the 27 eu countries was 1.59. In 2002–2011, the birth rate 
within the eu increased by 8 percent, with the level of 1.6 reached in 2010. However, already next 
year, the birth rate decreased by 2 percent.

According to the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, the 
percentage of over 80-year-old people in the population of the eu will increase to over 12 percent by 
2050. The oecd estimates that the demand for nursing staff will double or triple by the year 2050. 
(Foundation Focus, 2011, 5.) Due to the low birth rate, the dependency ratio will fall significantly in 
all the eu countries during the next decades. (Chart 1.) 1 The continuous fall of the dependency ratio 
will ultimately damage, even destroy the private and public economy, and present an overpowering 
challenge to the welfare society. The oedd states that the balance of the public economy is already 
strained due to the ageing population. One of the essential prerequisites for sustainable economy 
and a dynamic society is a healthy age structure. 

“….The proportion of young people (aged 0-14) is projected to remain fairly constant by 2060 in the 
EU28 and the euro area (around 15%), while those aged 15-64 will become a substantially smaller 
share, declining from 66% to 57%. Those aged 65 and over will become a much larger share (rising 
from 18% to 28% of the population), and those aged 80 and over (rising from 5% to 12%) will almost 
become as numerous as the young population in 2060. 

1  compare: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=tsdde511

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=tsdde511
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Table 1. Fertility and Live Births per Woman in 1960-2012 in the 28 EU and Other European Countries.
(Eurostat, live births per woman)

Chart 1. Dependency ratio of the Population in the EU-countries in 2003 and 2030, Children (0-14) and 
the Elderly (over 65) per 100 People in the Labour Force (Eurostat, New Cronos)
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As a result of these different trends among age-groups, the demographic old-age dependency ratio 
(people aged 65 or above relative to those aged 15-64) is projected to increase from 27.8% to 50.1% 
in the eu as a whole over the projection period. This implies that the eu would move from having 
about four working-age people for every person aged over 65 years to two working-age people…” 
(The 2015 Ageing Report; 3.) 

A Study of the Motives of 18-40-year-old  
Finnish Couples for Having Children

An empirical study2 of the motives for having children carried out in Kymenlaakso University of 
Applied Sciences in 2015 focused on 

1.	 family values and their effect on the birth rate.

2.	 the effect of employment, socio-economic status, income, and the position in the labour 
market on the birth rate.

3.	 the effectiveness of the social politics and the service system, and their effect on the birth rate.

4.	 the effect of general communication and the prevailing public sentiment on the birth rate. 

For the purposes of the study, the tns Global Market Research Company took a 1200 person sample 
of 18-40-year-old-people representative of the Finnish population for a telephone survey. If the 
respondent could not be reached or s/he declined, a new respondent was chosen following the same 
criteria until the number of 1200 interviews was complete. 60 % of the interviewees were women and 
40 % men, since women were assumed to have a greater influence on the decision to have children 
than men. In addition to one-dimensional distributions, the data was modelled using a regression 
tree, logistic regression analysis, and a multi-nominal model. A grouping analysis of the variables on 
the nominal scales was also applied on the data. The new method enabled the concurrent analysis 
of several background variables.

Finns are Family-oriented 

According to the study, the Finnish people are very family-oriented. Children are the main focus 
and objective of their life. In addition, children improve the quality of life. Taking care of the chil-
dren when they are small, is considered more important than paid work. The decision to not have 
children is not considered a means to achieving more important things in life. The interviewees also 
felt they fulfilled the exigencies of parenthood. Children are neither seen as an economic burden 
nor an impediment to career development. Despite these factors, the number of childless couples is 
increasing, the mean age of women giving birth is rising, and the birth rate is decreasing.

2  https://publications.theseus.fi/handle/10024/97857

https://publications.theseus.fi/handle/10024/97857
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Chart 2. The Attitudes of Finns towards Statements about Children

The Ideal Number of Children

According to the 18-40-year-old Finns, the ideal number of children in 2015 was 2.44. However, 
the fertility in 2014 was only 1.7 children/woman. In other words, the desired number of children 
is over 1.4 times bigger than the real one. Despite the fact that the general interest calls for measures 
that would help to realize the Finnish couples’ ideal number of children, neither the national nor 
the eu policies are directed towards increasing the birth rate. The administration, research institutes, 
and organizations are lingering in an uncovered comfort zone while the demographic distortion is 
growing. Open discussion is conspicuously absent.

The attitudes in workplaces are not anti-family or -children. The negative effects that work has on 
the birth rate are indirect and manifested as challenges related to the economy or housing. The need 
to attend to these challenges makes paid work, as well as studying to obtain a job, the main focus 
of a young adult’s life thus postponing the starting of a family and reducing the ultimate number 
of children. With age, personal family-related objectives supersedes the economic and professional 
demands, and the significance of having children increases.
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Fertility is supported through the means of social policy, for example, by income transfers, services, 
and by alleviating the burden of working life. However, those means are insufficient for compensat-
ing for the negative effects having children has on the economy, career, and way of life. Due to the 
pressure caused by work, economy and studies, young adults postpone the starting of a family, the 
mean age of mothers rises, and the number of children per family decreases. Students and low-
income earners have more economic and career-related impediments to having children than the 
rest of the working population. Family-oriented organization of studies and better social policy are 
needed to support the reconciliation of work, family-life and education.

Table 2. Attitude towards Having Children and the View on Ideal Number of Children

Variable
Group

Employee Student 
University  

degree holder
Clerical 
worker

People on  
parental leave 

Other

Is about to have  
more children (%)

43,5 15,1 50,6 39,7 83,1 56,2

Is planning on  
having more children (%)

35,2 53,1 28,6 37,2 10,4 32,9

Will not have children (%) 21,3 31,8 20,8 23,1 6,5 11,0

Ideal number 
of children (%)

2,42 2,44 2,26 2,20 2,66 2,76

Between different types of municipalities, there is significant variation in the preferred number 
of children, family values, and the structures influencing the possibilities of having children. The 
lowest ideal number of children is in the Helsinki metropolitan area. Due to greater economic and 
work-related pressure, a child is considered a hindrance more frequently in the metropolitan area and 
other cities. In rural municipalities, inhabitants are more family-oriented. However, the decreasing 
number of young population in the rural municipalities diminishes their vitality. 

Table 3. Categorization according to Principal Abode and Intention of Having Children (Chi2-distribution 31,941, 
p-value <0,001, age standardized chi2 27,440, p-value <0,001).

Variable
Helsinki  

metropolitan area 
Cities

Densely populated 
municipalities 

Rural  
municipalities

Average 

Has children (%) 39,5 38,9 60,1 53,6 43,5

Wants to have 
children (%)

36,5 38,8 24,3 27,7 35,1

Does not want 
children (%)

24,0 22,3 15,6 18,8 21,4

Ideal number  
of children(%)

2,20 2,40 2,60 2,81 2,42
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Factors Influencing the Number of  
Children, Timing of Childbirths, and Abortions

The motives for having children are strong values that emphasize the importance of family, children 
and a family-oriented life in general. The number of children, abortions, and the timing of births, 
are influenced by factors related to the income, work, housing, social policy, expectations and values 
of the social environment, one’s own and the partner’s maturity, aims and objectives in life, as well 
as potential negative prospects in surrounding society. Despite the fact that the own free will of the 
interviewed Finns as a single factor is evident, its coefficient of determination in having children is 
significantly lower than that of structural factors. (Chart 2. Table 4.)

Chart 3. Factors Influencing the Number of Children 
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Table 4. Main Components of the Factors Influencing the Number of Children.  
(Loadings below 0.3 are not marked.)

Variable 
Component 

Economy Support Expectations Maturity Aspiration Ideology

Own maturity 0,888

Partner’s maturity 0,887

Own aspiration 0,905

Partner’s aspiration 0,891

Parents’ expectations 0,737

Economy 0,727

Housing 0,629

Getting a job 0,836

Keeping a job 0,801

Finishing studies 0,651

Career plan 0,611

Unemployment 0,793

Friends’ expectations 0,820

Attitudes of friends 
and relatives

0,794

Climate change 0,878

Global overpopulation 0,881

General safety 0,375 0,521

Social income transfer 0,676

Organization of 
daycare for children

0,398 0,662

Convenience of  
having a child

0,542

Support from  
friends and relatives

0,702

Own or  
partner’s health

0,364 0,477 0,323

Coefficient of  
determination

30,646 9,810 7,910 6,787 5,194 4,667
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Fertility is a Matter of Choice

We all have an ethical and social obligation to support families in reaching the number of children 
they consider ideal. It is also possible to help families to reach their ideals that also happen to be 
in line with the general interests. The increase of fertility closer to the level the citizens see as ideal 
should be set as a focal initiative in Finland and the eu. The objective should be to restore family 
planning and having children as an issue only affected by personal motives. For instance, staying at 
home to raise children should be accounted for in the national economy by giving it the same value 
as employment when determining pension benefits. Addressing this problem cannot be postponed, 
since it will take decades before sufficient birth rate will help in solving the problems caused by the 
alarming development in the dependency ratio.

Recommendations: 

1.	 In politics, having children has been considered a personal matter. However, structural factors 
influence the individuals’ objectives and prevent them from realizing their personal aspira-
tions concerning, for example, the number of children and timing of births. Various political 
measures have to be taken to restore family planning as a personal matter.

2.	 The objective of policies concerning age, family, and sexual health has to be to raise the birth 
rate to the level the citizens themselves see as ideal. This is of both personal as well as national 
interest, since children improve the quality of life, and since the ideal birth rate Finns aspired 
to is higher than the current rate thus surpassing the replacement level fertility.

3.	 Having children in a biologically favourable age has to be supported by alleviating the factors, 
such as problems related to work, income, housing or studying, that have a negative effect on 
the birth rate among 20-30-year-old adults.

4.	 Employment at home, including full-time parenting, has to be given full credit in the national 
economy. The time spent at home on parental leave is to be recognized when determining 
the pension benefits.

5.	 The reasons to why 17 percent of the 18-40-year-old Finns consider the demands of parent-
hood too high for themselves have to be surveyed. Social and family policies have to devise 
special measures to support parenthood and families with children.

6.	 The contentment with the birth rate as well as with the sexual and reproductive health preva-
lent within administration, health care, organizations and research institutes is unfounded. 
Open public discourse concerning the birth rate, as well as the factors influencing it, has to 
be encouraged.
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7.	 The government and municipalities have to establish long-term plans that aim at building a 
sustainable society lasting from generation to generation.

8.	 Information promoting family values and parenthood has to be provided for young adults. 
This information is to be based on the experiences of families with children to challenge the 
erroneous conceptions about having children prevalent among the young. Also men have to 
be considered when providing the information.

9.	 Students are the group facing the greatest personal and social challenges. A better integration 
of studies and family life has to be supported through social policy as well as an improved 
family-friendly organization of studies.

10.	People living in the Helsinki metropolitan area or in some other cities may face economic 
challenges that affect their decision to have children. Municipalities, provincial governments 
and the national government have to devise measures concerning, for example, housing and 
the cost of living, to eliminate factors that have a negative effect on the birth rate. 

11.	Women and families considering abortion have to be given better opportunities to discuss 
the decision with health care professionals, and the alternative of putting the child up for 
adoption instead of abortion has to be improved.
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