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My presentation is based upon a proposition that current demographic development in Slovakia has resulted from three mutually interrelated processes, namely:

1)
nation-wide transformation and restructuring of society on the principles of democracy and market economy, which entail, among other aspects, erosion of previous social guarantees;

2)
globalisation in the development of modern democratic societies with a convergence of models of family behaviour;

3)
cultural and historical influence, including particularly traditions and religion.


In Slovakia, likewise in other post-communist countries, in contrast to the pre – 1989 period, it is possible to observe significant changes almost in all indicators of demographic behaviour, and notably the reproductive behaviour. While throughout the previous historic period of the so-called “real socialism” these indicators could have been tagged with an adjective “high”, that means: high marriage rate, high birth rate, high mortality rate, and high abortion rate (Vereš 1991), if we were to label current situation, then the most appropriate adjective would be “falling”, that is: falling marriage rate, falling birth rate, falling abortion rate, falling aggregate fertility rate, falling mortality rate, and stagnant divorce rate. Over the past couple of years all of these phenomena have shown relatively steady progress and together with the shift from the immense uniform to much more differentiated and structured family behaviour to a large extent resemble the situation in advanced democratic European countries. 

Some facts about the fertility in Central and Eastern Europe
Ever since the mid-1960s the total fertility rates in the advanced European countries have been decreasing. At present their levels oscillate approximately within the interval of 1.4 to 1.7 children per 1 woman (Table1). However, since the 1990s the development in the respective countries of Europe varied, and was markedly differentiated. While in some countries of chiefly western and northern Europe the development was stabilised, in the southern part of Europe the aggregate fertility decreased to as low as 1.2 – 1.4 (Italy, Spain, Greece, Slovenia). By contrast, Sweden and Norway in the early 1990s recorded transient increase in aggregate fertility (up to the level of 2.1). As regards the former socialist countries, the development in aggregate fertility and, likewise, natality could have been characterised by an unprecedented decline (Figure 1). This dramatic drop began to slow down since 1994. The most expressive decrease was recorded in Latvia, where the value of total fertility for the period of 1990 – 1995 dropped from the initial 2.02 to 1.25, that is by 38% (Pavlík 1997).


The development in the decrease of fertility could not have been ignored in the indicators of natural increase in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe. In 1995, almost all post-socialist countries reported negative values of natural increase, except for two: Slovakia and Poland. On the other side, however, the only two countries in Europe with advanced democracies, which had reported negative natural increase were Germany (- 0.14) and Italy (- 0.05). In the case of Germany this trend has had a long-term character and reflects the fact that, mainly over the first years after unification of the country there occurred extremely extensive drop in natality, specifically in the new states. As for the non-European countries, none has recorded a negative population increase.

Contexts and interpretations of Fertility in Slovakia


As has already been mentioned, roughly since the early 1990s, significant changes were apparent in almost all-demographic processes in Slovakia. This is particularly true for nuptiality, which has continually recorded tendency towards decrease. In the past year this process was cut short for the first time ever. This was probably caused by the fact that the strongest age groups of population have reached the peak of marrying age. However, this fact has not as yet been manifested in the level of birth rate, which in 1997, if compared to the previous year, fell further by 19.3%, reaching thus the lowest level in the entire post-war period. The downward trend in the level of natality, though with some fluctuations which resulted from certain stimulative pro-population measures, was manifested only until the early 1990s. The change emerged due to a much more significant intensity of decline in the 1990s. (Table 2)


Moreover, these changes did not occur only in quality, but also in the structure of female’s fertility. The most significant changes include the following:

· Decrease in specific fertility especially among younger age-groups of women: decrease in fertility was lower with the increasing age of women. (Table 3) Nonetheless, women aged 20-24, who give birth to as much as 40% of all children, still remain to be the group with highest fertility;

· Decrease in number of children born as the first, and third1 (Table 4);

· Increase in number of children born out of wedlock. (Table 4)

We could put forth the question:

Where should we look for the roots?

The issue of decrease in fertility rate is a subject of fairly frequent discussions among the laymen and professionals in the field alike. With a certain acceptable level of simplification we may state that according to the way of interpretation of these issues under question, two groups of standpoints have shaped-up.


The first group of opinions associates these changes with the problem of changes in values, changes in family structures or even with the problem of crises in family and marriage. 


It seems necessary to state that it has become a kind of tradition in European way of thought to associate changes in some indicators of family life with discussions on disintegration of family. So for example, 60 years ago there appeared opinions (Westermack) claiming that marriage and family are in crisis because disintegration of family has reached the point when no restoration is possible; consequently, marriage and family will cease to exist (Rabušic 1997).


On the other hand, however, recently emerging opinions, by no means only sporadic, claim that it is not the doom of these institutions but rather their radical change, conceptualised within post-industrialism and post-modernism. In this sense Van de Kaa (1997) formulated his vision of change of family and marriage patterns:


a shift from formal marriage to informal cohabitation

 
a shift from preventive contraceptive to procreative self-realisation

 
a shift from the era of king – child with parents to the era of king – pair with a child

 
a shift from uniform families to plural households.

The second group emphasises socio-economic implications of current development and influence of socio-economic conditions for living. Transformation of post-socialist societies into a society of standard democracy has dismantled socialist social security system (all were equal and their poverty guaranteed) and brought in a huge differentiation of income structure to the population. Some groups of population fell into the belt of social dependency. These groups, however, do not comprise only people stricken by unemployment.


In the context we can recognise several ways of interpretation. Thus use to be stressed crisis and the lack of confidence in the future – and fertility decline is seen as a kind of pathology of transformation process. The other interpretation highlights fertility behaviour as an adaptation to the changed circumstances of the consumer society, as a rational response of an average couple to the new conditions. This reaction sometime use to be tagged as „freeze“ or „freezing“ – as an avoidance of long term commitments, as an abstinence of marriage and childbearing. (Conrad, Lechner, Werner 1996)


These interpretations have to do with the temporal effects of economic conditions, which can be characterised as either gradual and slowly or instant and intensive. In view of temporal effect, the impact of economic conditions may be manifested in two ways: gradually, slowly or instantly and intensively. 


Deteriorating economic conditions and particularly an increase in the direct costs of child rearing usually results in an instant decrease in natality. Such a situation arose in Slovakia as an immediate reaction to the increased prices of children’s clothing in 1979, and particularly after the radical reform in child benefits introduced the Velvet Divorce in 1993. The case of Slovakia has shown that the effect of economic conditions on natality is differentiated. Paradoxically, middle class, rather than the groups with lower income, has manifested a more sensitive reaction to the changing economic conditions. This may be illustrated from the aforementioned reform in child benefits since 1993. During the period of 1990 – 1995 all regions of the Slovak Republic recorded an average annual decrease in natality by 2.6 children per 1,000 inhabitants. The smallest decrease, only 1 – 2 children per 1,000 inhabitants, i.e. by 15%, was recorded in the surveyed period only in those regions where the natality had previously been higher. There we refer to those regions which are marked by a higher proportion of Romany population, higher unemployment and, likewise, higher religiosity. By contrast, significantly higher decrease in natality – by almost 3 – 4 children per 1,000 inhabitants, or 25-30%, was recorded in regions with a more favourable social situation (Pastor 1997). A moderate increase in the proportion of later children points out to the fact that for some groups of the population, a mode to have several children is, for some reasons, very deeply rooted. We have substantiated reasons to assume that later children are born predominantly in the Romany population.


With concerns to the gradual, delayed effects of economic conditions it is meaningful to pay attention to the human capital problems, to the quality and quantity of children. An increase in expenditures connected with child rearing up, a long with an increase in time and care investment, in the longer run compensate – or can be compensated – by a decrease in the average quantity of children. Especially in German literature we can find thesis about the evolution of the desire for children. According to this thesis, even a speedy recovery of the economy would lead young couples not to opt for more children but rather to enhance their quality (i.e. higher educational status of children, to improve their chances in competitive society). (Conrad, Lechner, Werner 1996) 

Marriage as a value and social institution

One should not neglect to perceive the processes of fertility and family planning within the context of marriage as a social institution and, likewise, as an aspired value of the individual.


Traditionally, in Slovakia marriage has always epitomised high value; low proportion of children born out of wedlock indicated tight interconnection of marriage and procreative function. At present, likewise in the past, people join in matrimony at a relatively early age. Marriages for both men and women in the age-group 20-24 represent over a half of the total number of all marriages. Marriages of single males and females represent almost 90% of all marriages, whilst the proportion of marriages of divorcees shows a downward trend.


It is noteworthy that under socialism marriage fulfilled a significant institutional function and an entire system of social preferences was attached therein. The loss of this dimension has also contributed to the fact that over the past couple of years one can notice a significant differentiation of marriage patterns and family behaviour. Due to the fact that in Slovakia there is as yet not enough valid data available, we would like to present some data from the Czech Republic. Long-term development in until recently, the common state of the Czechs and the Slovaks gave ground to suppose that the insights into the Czech population are to a large extent similar to their Slovak counterparts.


The Czech demographers divide the data set comprising young people aged 20-24, that means the group which, from the viewpoint of processes of reproductive behaviour is dominant, into four main groups. (Kučera, Šimek 1997)


The first group comprises young people who marry at an early age, very often influenced by pregnancy of the fiancée. This type of reproductive behaviour was typical for the pre-November 1989 period. It occurs also at present, albeit predominantly in rural areas. The size of this group is steady decreasing.


The second group is represented by young people who also join in the matrimony at a relatively early age, though, if compared to the previous group, with some delay. Moreover, they postpone childbearing until later periods. The size of this group is small, with a tendency to decrease even further. 


The third group is composed of young people who postpone marriage until later and, if compared to the previous groups, they have their child even later. The size of this group qualitatively increases, though it has not as yet been significantly manifested in the data on fertility. 


The fourth group of young people is not reflected in the demographic data. These young people do not get married. They either postpone marriage as such or substitute marriage by cohabitation. The size of this group grows and because the young do not marry, their first child cannot be born in lawful wedlock. Thus, this group “contributes” to the demographic statistics particularly by decrease in number of first children born in marriage.

What is the social climate in relation to children?


In our view the answer to this question is crucial in formulating insights into further development of family patterns and especially reproductive behaviour. A quest for answers shall be the focal point of research which is scheduled to set forth at our institute next year. Unfortunately, at the time being we do not dispose of any representative data pertaining to the area of opinion climate on population, which would enable us to formulate more exact standpoints on further development. We have to admit that tradition of continuous surveys of population climate in the former Czechoslovakia was disrupted. In our opinion it is necessary to renew the monitoring of population climate at certain intervals which would enable us to predict some tendencies. So, for example, research into population climate from 1977, 1981, 1985 and 1991 respectively, predicted not only expected decrease in fertility. Moreover, they also pointed out the ever broader contradiction between an ideal and real number of children in families (Piscová 1996). In concrete terms, while in 1977 the number of children born to young couples was lower than the number they deemed ideal (“we would like to have more children but we cannot afford it”) during these years there occurred a radical change and a planned number of children was higher than the one considered ideal (nobody wants children nowadays, but we would like them). These extreme standpoints resulted from standpoints which in the Western Europe are known as “kinderfeindlich”. It would be very interesting to find out if such standpoints persist to date or whether the realised procreativity is more influenced by an effort towards its rationalisation and planning.


As is known from partial findings, in Slovakia the ideal number of children in family is 2.2 children which is markedly above the total fertility. Planning childbearing before marriage still does not belong to a standard life strategy of young people, even though over three-fourths of our sample find it correct and necessary, irrespective of their age or religious denomination. Standpoints on planned parenthood are markedly differentiated by the level of attained education. As the level of education increases so does their consent to the need for planned parenthood (as regards people with elementary education, this standpoint was represented by only 56%, in contrast to as much as 86% of those with university background)2.

Conclusions


Decrease in fertility and an ageing population in Slovakia has already begun to raise nation-wide concerns. Numerous discussions oscillate between two extreme terminals. On the one side there are catastrophic visions of “extinction of the nation” and, on the other there are claims and laws of the decrease, which is an integral component of nation-wide transformation. The supporting argument raised in this context refers to the demographic development, and specifically development in fertility of advanced countries for over 20 years. Many analogies may be seen between the demographic development then and at present. 


It is beyond any doubt that, following the changes in political and social conditions, marriage and family life found themselves in an excessively “competitive environment.” Under socialism, marriage and family represented a kind of safe-haven, a space of relative internal freedom against overly ideologised outside environment. This freedom was relative because the existing social environment did not allow for another, alternative models of life, as these would have been more difficult to control.


Under current situation young people have a possibility to opt for their own model of life which does not necessarily have to be associated with marriage and starting a family. Possibilities for travelling, enterprising, studying abroad and the like represent attractive and appealing options. In this context, starting a family early finds itself in a circumstance of mutual rivalry. 


At the time being we cannot offer an answer to the question whether postponement of marriage and postponement of childbearing shall become a permanent component in the life strategy of the Slovak population. However, we may state that signals of a more responsible approach to marriage and bearing children have already been traced. 


In conclusion I would like to make one last comment. Even though discussions over the reasons for the decrease in fertility in our country are held at various levels, what is still absent is one very important aspect known as population policy. Do we have any population policy in Slovakia at all? Do we need it or is it not necessary? What is the relation between the population policy and social policy? Unfortunately, it looks as though there was no recipient for these questions. The society seems to have adopted the “laissez faire, laissez passer” approach. Even if it may be very difficult to enter into a fairly subtle world of a family and an individual, and to keep under control the borderlines between possible and desirable, our society badly needs such a discussion.
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Table 1. 

Comparison of Basic Demographic Characteristics in Selected European Countries in 1995

Country
No of Inhabitants (mill.)
Growth (%)


Population over 65 (%)
Total marriage rate
Average age of women

at first marriage
Total divorce rate
Total fertility rate
Average age of mothers
Births out of wedlock (%)
Infant mortality rate
Life Expectancy at Birth




Total
Natural
Migration








Men
Women

Czech Republic

Bulgaria

Hungary

Poland

Romania

Slovak Republic

Slovenia

Estonia

Latvia

Lithuania

Russia

Ukraine

Austria

Belgium

France

Germany

Greece

Italy

Netherlands

Spain

Sweden

Switzerland

United Kingdom
10.3

8.4

10.2

38.6

22.7

5.4

2.0

1.5

2.5

3.7

148.0

51.3

8.1

10.1

58.3

81.5a
10.5

57.3

15.5

39.2

8.8

7.0a
58.7
-0.11

-0.51

-0.33

0.07

-0.25

0.22

0.04

-1.04

-1.11

-0.16

-0.22

-0.76

0.19

0.22

0.42

0.25 a
0.30

0.11

0.45

0.16

0.24

0.72 a
0.35
-0.21

-0.51

-0.33

0.12

-0.16

0.16

0.00

-.0.49

-0.69

-0.11

-.0.57

-0.58

0.0-

0.01

0.34

-0.14 a
0.05

-0.05

0.35

0.03

0.11

0.30 a
0.21 a
0.10

.

0.00

-0.05

-0.09

0.05

0.04

-0.55

-0.42

-0.05

0.34

-0.18

0.09

0.21

0.08

0.39 a
0.25

0.16

0.01

0.13

0.14

0.44 a
0.14 a
13.3

15.2

14.2

11.2

12.2

10.9

12.5

13.4

13.7

12.1

11.8 a
13.6 a
15.0

16.0

15.2

15.4 a
15.7

16.4 a
13.3

15.4

17.5

14.8

15.7 
0.51

0.56

0.56

0.68 a
0.73

0.54

0.52

0.46 a
0.47

0.67

0.85 a
.

0.56 a
0.58 a
0.53 b
0.56 a
0.60 a
0.62 a
0.56

0.62 b
0.44

0.63

0.57 a
22.6

22.3 a
22.2

22.0 a
22.8

21.7

25.4

23.7 a
22.8

22.3

22.4 a
.

26.3 a
28.3 a
26.7

26.3 a
25.4

26.5 a
27.4

26.5 b
28.7 a
27.4

26.2 b, c
0.37

0.13 a
0.34

0.12 a
0.20

.

0.14

.

0.33

0.28

.

0.40 a
0.37 a
0.33 b
0.35 b
0.32 a
0.11

0.08 a
0.32

.

0.50

0.38

0.42 a
1.28

1.24

1.57

1.61

1.34

1.52

1.29

1.32

1.25

1.49

1.40 a
1.40

1.40

1.54

1.70

1.24 a
1.35

1.17

1.53

1.24

1.74

1.47

1.69
25.8

23.9

25.5

26.9

25.1

25.7

27.1

25.6

25.5

25.6

24.9 a
24.4

27.7

28.2 d
28.8 a
29.0 a
27.7

29.4 b
30.2

29.5 a
29.1 a
29.5

28.5
15.6

25.8

20.7

9.5

19.8

11.7 a
28.8 a
44.1

29.9

12.6

21.1

12.8 a
26.8 a
.

34.9 b
15.4 a
2.9

7.7

14.3

10.8 b
52.9

6.8

33.6
7.7

14.8

10.7

13.6

21.2

11.0

5.5

14.8

18.8

12.5

18.2

14.7 a
5.4

6.1

6.0 a
5.6 a
7.7

6.2

5.5

5.6

4.2

5.0

6.2
70.0

67.3 a
64.8 a
67.6

65.7

68.3 a
70.3

72.8 a
60.7 a
63.6

57.6 a
62.8 a
73.3 a
73.0 b
73.7 b
72.8 a
75.0 a
74.1 b
74.6

73.2

76.2

75.3

74.2 a
76.9

74.9 a
74.2 a
76.4

73.4

76.5 a
77.8

74.3 a
72.9 a
75.2

71.2 a
73.2 a
79.7 a
79.8 b
81.8 b
79.3 a
79.9 a
80.5 b
80.4

81.2

81.5

81.7

79.4 a

a - 1994, b - 1993, c - England and Wales only, d - Eurostat estimate, . - no data available.

Sources: Demographic Statistics, Eurostat, Luxembourg, 1996; Recent Demographic Developments in Europe, Council of Europe, Strasbourg, 1996; Population Change 1995, Czech statistical Office, Prague, 1996.

Taken from: Population Development in the Czech Republic, 1996, Charles University, Prague 1997.
Table 2.

Basic Population Characteristics of Slovak Republic

Year
Live Births
Deaths
Natural Increase
Marriages
Divorces
Abortions

                        abs.







1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

1997
78 560

74 640

73 256

66 370

61 427

60 123

59 111
54 618

53 423

52 707

51 386

52 686

51 236

52 124
23 951

21 217

20 549

14 984

 8 741

 8 887

 6 987
32 721

33 880

30 771

28 155

27 489

27 484

27 955
7 843

8 057

8 143

8 666

8 978

9 402

9 138
53 141

49 530

45 552

41 264

35 879

30 885

27 798

Per 1.000 inhabitants







1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

1997
14.9

14.1

13.8

12.4

11.4

11.2

11.0
10.3

10.3

 9.9

 9.6

 9.8

 9.5

 9.7
4.5

4.0

3.9

2.8

1.6

1.7

1.3
6.2

6.4

5.8

5.3

5.1

5.1

5.2
1.49

1.52

1.53

1.62

1.67

1.75

1.70
10.1

 9.3

 8.6

 7.7

 6.7

 5.7

 5.2

Source: Tirpák M.: Obyvateľstvo Slovenska v r. 1997 v číslach, príspevok na konferenciu Slovenskej štatistickej a demografickej spoločnosti, Bratislava 1998 (Tirpák M.: Population of Slovak Republic in the year 1997 in figures; paper presented on the Conference of Slovak Demographic Association, Bratislava 1998) Štatistická ročenka Slovenskej republiky 1995. (Statistical Yearbook of the Slovak Republic 1995)

Table 3.

Fertility Rates by Age in Slovak Republic

Year
Live Births (per 1,000 women)






Total fertility rate


15-19
20-24
25-29
30-34
35-39
40-44
45-49


1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996
50.2

49.4

47.6

38.1

32.3

30.3
182.4

176.4

166.7

139.6

124.4

115.0
111.6

108.1

106.7

95.0

90.6

91.5
44.8

43.4

44.6

42.1

40.0

40.0
15.0

15.3

15.2

14.8

13.8

14.7
3.0

3.2

3.0

2.9

2.8

2.6
0.1

0.1

0.1

0.2

0.1

0.1
2.050

1.980

1.920

1.663

1.520

1.471

Source: Tirpák, M., Ševčíková, V.: Demografický vývoj v Slovenskej republike v roku 1996 s výhľadom do roku 2000. (Demographic Development in Slovak Republic in the Year 1996 with a View to the Year 2000) In: Slovenská demografia a štatistika, VII, 1997, No.3

Table 4. 

Order – Specific Live Births In and Out of Wedlock

Year
In Wedlock





Out of Wedlock


Total
Position in the family








1
2
3
4
5+
abs.

1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996
71 544

67 354

65 527

58 598

53 680

51 693
30 413

28 174

27 267

24 376

22 311

21 397
24 495

23 236

22 869

20 395

18 907

17 914
10 627

9 759

9 510

8 427

7 426

7 013
3 645

3 604

3 463

3 059

2 803

2 941
2 374

2 581

2 418

2 341

2 233

2 428
7 016

7 286

7 729

7 772

7 747

8 430


Structure in %





 in %

1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996
100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0
42.5

41.8

41.6

41.6

41.6

41.4
34.2

34.5

34.9

34.8

35.2

34.6
14.9

14.5

14.5

14.4

13.8

13.6
5.1

5.4

5.3

5.2

5.2

5.7
3.3

3.8

3.7

4.0

4.2

4.7
8.9

9.8

10.6

11.7

12.6

14.0

Source: Tirpák, M., Ševčíková, V.: Demografický vývoj v Slovenskej republike v roku 1996 s výhľadom do roku 2000. (Demographic Development in Slovak Republic in the Year 1996 with a View to the Year 2000) In: Slovenská demografia a štatistika, VII, 1997, No
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1 Certain paradox can be observed especially in the development of natality from the viewpoint of structure of children. Until recently it was true that with the decreasing natality, which by itself resulted from decreasing female fertility, increased the number of children born first, or as the case may be, the second to a married couple. By contrast, as may be seen in Table 4, since 1991, in Slovakia there occurs a slight decrease in the number of children born first, second and third. However, the number of children born fourth and later increases. Even though this development is not as yet very clear-cut (for example, in comparison to the situation in the Czech Republic) still it signals postponement of marriage and delay in establishing a family. Similarly, number of pregnant brides has decreased.


2 There we refer to a representative survey “Modernisation and Transformation of Society” which was carried out in Slovakia as a part of international project held in 1996. The project was spearheaded by the Institute for Sociology, Slovak Academy of Sciences.
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