STEREOTYPES

WHAT MATTERS TO WOMEN: BEYOND REPRODUCTIVE

" JaneMaree Maher and Maryanne Dever

This article reports on a qualitative study of reproductive decision-making. The findings suggest that
many of the popular stereotypes of women’s aspirations and motivations that fuel public discussions of
Australia’s falling birth-rate and policy initiatives such as paid maternity leave are inaccurate and
unhelpful. The article also challenges the efficacy of preference theory in accounting for women’s

choices with respect to work and family.

Susan McDaniel has argued that “fertility,
childbearing, and reproduction are the
focus of several profoundly different con-
temporary social debates. It is at the con-
vergence of these debates that the syn-
thesis of demographic and feminist pers-
pectives can be most fruitfully explored
and developed into a new framework’.'
Our study takes up McDaniel’s challenge
in the context of recent heightened
attention to Australia’s falling national
birth rate and the ensuing public debate on
the role and provision of policy initiatives
designed to encourage and support those
Australians planning or raising families.
While the demographic shifts under-
pinning Australia’s falling birth-rate have
been well documented,> we were
concerned that reliance on quantitative
studies alone reduced women to voiceless
variables in an important national debate.
With their individual behaviours and
subjectivities flattened out and allocated to
simple types or categories of being,
women’s aspirations and motivations
emerged as apparently uniform,
transparent and predictable. Catherine
Hakim, for example, has suggested that ‘in
sum, lifestyle preferences help to
determine: women’s fertility — the
incidence of childlessness and, for the
majority who do have children, family
sizes; women’s employment patterns over
the lifecycle — choices between careers
and jobs, full-time and part-time work, and

associated job values; and women’s
responsiveness — to public policies,
employer policies, economic and social
circumstances.”® But our concern with the
validity of these assumptions about
women’s behaviour that generally
underpinned discussions of fertility decline
in Australia was a key factor in our team’s
decision to adopt a different approach to
examining how individual women assessed
the costs and benefits of having children,
the way various social and cultural factors
influenced their decision-making, and how
these choices were negotiated in relation to
career, personal and relationship goals.*
While in no way challenging the
efficacy of social demography in mapping
population change, we concurred with
McDaniel that ‘much about contemporary
fertility patterns and changes...remains
elusive to demographic explanation’.’
Hakim has argued that ‘if we want to know
what women want, it makes sense to ask
them directly about their preferences, and
to take their responses seriously’.® For this
reason, we believed that it was crucially
important to reposition women as central
actors in childbearing decisions and to seek
out what they actually say about their needs
and aspirations in the realm of
reproduction. In this way we hoped to be
able to draw out how women ‘negotiate
fertility decisions within the constraints set
and opportunities provided [to them] by
broader macro-societal conditions’.’
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Findings from our qualitative study
contest common assumptions about
women without children being primarily
career-focused and antipathetic to
motherhood; about women with multiple
children being strongly self-identified as
maternal; and about fertility patterns
reflecting women’s active choices or
planning around reproduction. Instead,
we found strong degrees of career
attachment in women with children,
respect for motherhood among women
without children, and a substantial
number of women describing their
fertility outcomes as ‘accidental’ or
unintended. We also found that ‘differing
life goals’® did not produce conflicting
attitudes to policy initiatives around
employment, childcare and other support
mechanisms.

The one hundred women in this study,
whether childfree or not, in fulltime or
part-time employment or out of the
workforce, reported the importance of
flexible work, supportive workplaces,
community services and cultural
attitudes to how they chose to negotiate
their varying life aspirations. While they
did focus on paid and unpaid maternity
leave as an important aspect of this, it
was clear that single policy initiatives
like this need to be provided in the
context of broader support for women.
Rebecca Kippen has said that ‘given that
the fall in fertility is the result of changes
in first-birth and second-birth rates,
research designed to identify ways of
facilitating the transition to first birth,
and the transition from first to second
birth would seem prudent’.’

Our research found that eight of the 26
women with one child in the study were
not considering having more, despite
earlier thoughts of doing so. All 42 women
without children in the study, whether or
not they wanted to have children (22 of
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these women had decided not to have
children) described negotiating limited and
polarised expectations of acceptable roles
and aspirations for women. These findings
suggest that policy settings that address
families without also engaging with
employment and the wider social
landscape are not going to be effective in
addressing women’s needs and aspirations
in the reproductive realm.

STUDY OUTLINE

We interviewed 100 women from five
different areas across Victoria: City of Port
Phillip, Casey, the North West (focused
particularly on Brimbank and
Maribyrnong), Gippsland, and Bendigo. In
each of these areas, participants were
recruited using from the following
groups:'® women with no children, women
with one child, women with two or more
children, young women, and women
raising children alone. This recruitment
pattern was designed to ensure that we
achieved a small-scale but substantially
representative account of fertility decision
making across the community.!" By
recruiting from each of these groups in
each of our target areas, we were able to
achieve social, economic and geographical
diversity as well as representing a variety
of reproductive decisions. The only group
excluded from the study were those who
identified themselves as involuntarily
infertile, since this study was focused on
how people made decisions about
reproduction. Our final sample included 58
women with children and 42 without
children. The women ranged in age from
21-52. Of the women with children, the
average issue was two children (including
current pregnancies) and the mean age at
first birth for these women was 28.43
years.'?



KEY FINDINGS

Women without children do not
prioritise careers over motherhood
Reflecting on the Canadian context, Wu
and MacNeill have argued that education
and employment will fundamentally
influence whether or not a woman will
choose to become a mother and
suggested that, as women experience
more gains from employment, they are
less likely to desire motherhood."
Popular media portrayals of voluntarily
childless women, moreover, frequently
suggest there is some direct causal link
between increasing levels of
childlessness among women and their
access to high-powered careers.'* In this
study, the majority of the women without
children had comparatively high levels of
education (for example, some form of
post-secondary education) and, as we
have seen 22 indicated they had decided
not to have children. However, childless
women did not demonstrate any stronger
degree of attachment to the labour force or
career trajectories than any other group of
women in the study. In the words of
Gwen," aged 39, from Port Philip, her
childless status;

wasn’t a career thing ... I had decided I

didn’t want children before that when I had,

you know, no expectations of going on and
doing — having a career or going to uni or
anything.

For this group, choices about mother-
hood were more likely to be associated
with perceived social ambivalence about
motherhood and the lack of support for
mothers than with specific career or
employment- related objectives. Some,
like Rita, noted that perceptions sur-
rounding motherhood nevertheless had
marked impacts on potential career or
employment pathways: ‘I can see it being
a real dent in your career ...once you’ve
hadachild... [You’re perceived] as not as

career focused’. A small number of these
women noted that self-education would be
made more difficult by childbearing and
that this had influenced them in their
decisions. The younger women (aged
under 26) who were certain that they
would not have children were often
concerned about their capacity to support
the financial commitment of children and
their capacity to cope with the combined
pressure of mothering and other life
aspirations. Four in this group also cited
environmental concerns about
overpopulation. Twelve of the 14 young
women in this group were open to having
children, although they did not plan on
doing so in the near future but only three
were determined to have children.

Recent debate has focused attention on
the issue of partnering as an important
factor in women’s reproductive decision
making.'® The proposition that childless
women must have failed to partner suc-
cessfully and that this can account for their
childless state was not borne out by our
findings as the issue of partnering was not
a central determinant of childlessness.
Twenty-two of the 42 women without
children were partnered (four were
married) and eleven of these women were
clear about their decision not to have
children. These women did not view
children as a necessary or inevitable next
stage in their relationship. Indeed, some
worried that having children would in fact
interfere with the quality of their
relationship.

Women who have large numbers of
children do not prioritise mothering
over all other life goals

There were twenty women in our sample
who had three or more children. These
women were mainly married. Only four
women in the study identified as single
and none as defacto, rather than married.

People and Place, vol. 12, no. 3, 2004, page 13



Overall, in our study, 37 of the 100 women
were married and 33 of these women had
children.) Thirteen of the group with three
or more children were tertiary educated,
which was a higher rate of tertiary
education than the women in the study
overall. Of these 20 women, only five had
no current contact with the labour force; 13
of them were working in professional
occupations, one woman was receiving a
pension and one was a semi-skilled
worker. Interestingly, women with more
than four children reported more negative
than positive comments about their
reproductive patterns. As Molly said,
‘There were a few people there who said
‘oh you’re not having another one, are
you?’... I'said “yes”... It is almost like they
think you have got the plague when you
have six children’.

But contrary to our expectations, it was
this group of women who focused most
attention on workplace issues in their
accounts of fertility decisions. Like Lilian
with three children who held down a
full-time professional job in the education
sector, they did not generally describe
themselves as particularly maternal: ‘I’'m
not a person who was ever particularly
fond of children, or babies or things like
that... I... surprised myself with my own’.
For these women, access to flexible
workplaces that they were able to enter and
exit with relative ease, (unpaid) maternity
leave, and the availability of short-term or
part-time work, were conditions that
facilitated their desire for more children,
since they did not desire mothering as their
sole occupation.'” Maureen described her
choice to have third child in the following
way. ‘I knew there was the availability of
part time [work], certainly that was part of
our consideration at the time... I felt I was
making a really good compromise. ... |
varied the amount I worked’.

While Hakim'® has argued that ‘it is
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foolish to assume women’s employment
patterns necessarily reflect their prefer-
ences’, it is clear that most of these
women chose to go on having children
because they found ways to pursue other
activities in conjunction with child-
rearing. Their stories suggest they were
keen to go on working and, since they
could combine that with multiple child-
bearing, they did so. We suggest these
women are different to Hakim’s ‘adaptive
women’, who in her view ‘prefer to
combine employment and family without
giving a fixed priority to either’."” These
women prioritized their access to work in
their lives. Rosemary said, ‘I will be flat
out with three children and that in itself is
a full time job, but just something for
myself, that I work and I’ve got another
identity’. Peter McDonald has argued that
‘the principal policy issue is the extent to
which those who have already become
mothers are able to have more than one
child and to gradually return to the labour
force’.* This group of women substan-
tively confirms this, since they were able
to achieve flexible and satisfactory work
outcomes that they identified as
encouraging them in their continued child
bearing. Susan Lambert*' has argued that
research confirms that job autonomy and
opportunities are important factors in
assessing women and men’s satisfaction
with work and personal life and this was
borne out by many in this group who
combined above average numbers of
children with paid employment.

By contrast, amongst the 38 women
who had one or two children, less than half
had accessed any kind of maternity leave
and less than half of the group who taken
maternity leave had been paid. Their
choices about more children (only three
women with two children were
considering an additional baby) were not
directly predicated on access to such leave,



although they indicated that maternity
leave was one of the important factors
affecting how they considered their
reproductive options.

Do women’s fertility patterns really
reflect their reproductive ‘planning’?
This study revealed that the concept of
reproductive decision-making itself may
need rethinking. Common accounts of
reproductive choices focus on careful
planning and thoughtfulness in
decision-making, such as this one offered
by Julianne Schultz:

Listen to a group of thirtysomething
would-be mothers and the conversation is
far removed from the old notion of ‘falling
pregnant’. These women don’t fall
anywhere, they make informed decisions:
there are supplements to take, tests to be
had, results to be analyzed.”

Hakim has argued that control over
fertility is a crucial element in under-
standing contemporary family patterns and
supporting her ‘preference theory’.” But
amongst the 58 women with children, 28
women said that their first pregnancy was
an accident of some form, either a
complete accident or an accident of timing.
Of'those 28 women, only eight indicated it
was an accident of timing; the rest simply
identified their pregnancy as accidental or
unexpected.

These women crossed the spectrum in
terms of age, partnering status, educational
attainments and employment status. Only
three women expressed strong
anti-abortion sentiments as the reason for
their decisions to continue with these
unexpected pregnancies. The rest indicated
that it had been a process of negotiation
whereby they had come around to
accepting the presence of children in their
lives, sometimes in conjunction with their
partners and sometimes in conjunction with
other life goals. Additionally, 17 of the 42

women without children considered they
might have children, but only eight were
relatively confident that they would have
children (five of these women were
currently single). Thus, assumptions about
explicit planning of reproductive outcomes
were not borne out here with a high degree
of chance and circumstance being crucial
to reproductive outcomes for women with
and without children.**

Women with children and women
without are not critical of each other’s
choices.

Among the 100 women interviewed, there
was overwhelming support for the choices
other women made, and a shared
recognition of the value of caring labour.
There was no evidence of the ‘mummy
wars’ that Barbara Pocock has identified as
so central to media discussions of the
work-life balance, where mother’s working
and mother’s at home are represented in
conflict® In addition, conflict between
women with and without children was not
evident here. In the group of mothers, there
was uniform support for women’s
reproductive choices, whatever those might
be. A number of the women noted wryly
that motherhood was an extremely hard gig
and it was wise to think about it carefully.
There was a group of eight of these women
who said that they felt sad when women
decided not to have children, as they felt it
was the best thing they themselves had
done. But they did not judge negatively. As
Helena with one child said, ‘I admire the
self awareness’ [of people who know they
don’t want to have children]’. In the entire
sample, there were really only three
negative comments about the choices other
women had made and these were three of
the women with no children who indicated
that they felt that women with children
‘whinged’ or complained. On being
questioned about the provision of specific
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benefits such as paid maternity leave,
women expressed support for these
initiatives even when they did not expect to
access themselves.”

Additionally, negative views of moth-
ering children were not cited as a reason
for childlessness. In the group of 42
women without children, 18 were absol-
utely resolute that they would not have
children (22 said they felt they would not
have children),” but 10 of those 18 (aged
22-43) who were definite about not having
children expressed very positive views
about mothers’ labour. These women
talked about what mothers did and how
society treated mothers. Only three out of
the group spoke of mothers in negative
ways, with the rest being respectful of
mothering even if they did not intend to
have children themselves.

But women without children were the
ones most affected by prescriptive
accounts of motherhood. They most con-
sistently described ‘good’ mothering as a
full time occupation and expressed the
greatest ambivalence about the use of
childcare, which was generally positively
viewed by all women with children. Like
women with children, however, they under-
stood social ambivalence to mothering
work. Elizabeth said, ‘Personally I think
it’s quite positive but I think in society... it
doesn’t have the value that it probably
should have’. McDaniel has suggested that
‘the discourse of glorified motherhood
parallels the enhanced societal need for un-
paid reproductive and caring labour’.?® The
women in our study who were without
children clearly recognized that the value
attributed to motherhood did not result in
actual social or workplace support for
mothers. Abigail’s comment was tellingly
representative here: ‘I’ve got a friend
who’s got two kids [and she] can’t [go
back to work]. She’s lost her husband and
can’t work because she can’t get her kids
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into créche. ... She wants to go back to
work but the support is not there from
society’.

CONCLUSION
Hakim’s assertion that social attitudes
have marginal impact on women’s behav-
iour and choices was not borne out in the
responses of the women we
interviewed.” Although one hundred is a
small sample, the range of women
interviewed and the semi-structured
methodology allowed us to explore
diverse women’s views and experiences
and gather their own descriptions of their
‘lifestyle preferences’. For these women,
social attitudes were identified as critical
in how they managed their reproductive
and other life aspirations, as ideas about
motherhood clearly affected their
choices. These women also suggested an
important link between social attitudes
and their experiences of policy
development and implementation. As
Cherry suggested, when describing how
difficult it was for her to take the mater-
nity leave to which she was entitled,
family friendly policies need to be backed
up by supportive attitudes by those in the
workplace and in society more generally.

All the women noted the limited
success in making workplaces family
friendly that they had observed, the
limited support offered by government
services for child rearing and many
referred to limited support from managers
and supervisors. It was clear that different
groups of women value different policy
initiatives, and, while women generally
did not cite these factors as determining
their fertility decisions, they identified a
range of supportive measures as
important to the landscape in which their
fertility negotiation occurred.

About four of the 38 women with one
or two children in this study were explicit



about having reduced their preferred
family size in the light of their experience
of managing paid work and mothering in
the current policy environment, but about
six others described these impacts in terms
of timing childbearing and their degree of
certainty about having more children. As
Norah said, ‘I think people like me and
this generation tend to sort of think of
things in more of a practical sense, like
rather than emotions. You might think
well, this is my income and this is what I
want to have out of life and then think, you
know, whether with the second child, you
can actually achieve all that’. This bears
out Lambert’s contention that most
family-responsive or family-friendly
policies in fact ‘make it easier for workers
to adjust their family life to conform to
work requirements rather than altering
work requirements to accommodate family
responsibilities’*® since women are
reducing family sizes and work
expectations in the light of work realities.

Linda Hantrais has noted that ‘attempts
by demographers and economists to test
[the] assumption that by offering
generous financial support and by creating
a family-friendly environment, govern-
ments could persuade, or at least
encourage, couples to have more children
... empirically by measuring the correlation
between benefits paid to families (as of
right and means-tested) and fertility rates,
however, have produced contradictory and
inconclusive findings’.>’ We suggest
seeking to measure a direct relationship
between benefits and fertility will result in
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