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ABSTRACT 

This article addresses the issue of childbirth postponement in Serbia. The paper examines the interaction of 
demographic and socioeconomic factors as relevant indicators of demographic development. In the case of 
seven municipalities in the Srem region, the authors sought to determine the causes of putting off childbirth 
and examine the attitudes of the female population, considering their decision not to give birth. The paper 
pursues to provide answers to the problems of the postponement of childbirth phenomenon, the economic 
resources needed for birth, the importance of the institutional framework and the changing role of women in 
society, which directly affect women’s reproductive behavior. Research findings can be integrated into develop-
ment strategies, which include both population policy and family planning measures, from the level of an indi-
vidual to the extent of the community. 

Keywords: childbirth postponement, population policy, fertility, Srem region, Serbia.

INTRODUCTION

Serbia is one of the countries with the oldest population in Europe (Nikitović, 2015; Stojilković-Gnjatović 
and Devedžić, 2020; Sekulić, 2022). Since 1971, there has been a steady decline in the birth rate in Serbia. Ac-
cording to demographic estimates, based on current birth rates, by 2050, Serbia’s population will fall to 5.1 
million (Penev, 2013). Serbia’s population drops by about 40,000 every year. Due to the constant migration 
from villages to cities and the fall in the birth rate, in 2000 Serbian villages there are no more residents and in 
200 villages there is no one younger than 20 (Nikitović, 2015).

Serbia has long been facing the problem of a low birth rate. A more recent analysis of cohort fertility (ex-
cluding Kosovo and Metohija), shows that none of the 33 generations of women born between 1930 and 1962 
who came out of the reproductive period gave birth to more than two children, on average. Thus, the low fer-
tility rate has long been stabilized at 1.8 children per woman. According to data from the Statistical Office of 
the Republic of Serbia (2016), the total fertility rate is 1.46 children per woman, and is below the European av-
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erage of 1.58 (Rašević, 2015). Between the last two censuses (from 2002 to 2011), the number of women, aged 
30–34, who have not given birth, increased significantly from 21.2% to 30.3%. Their sociodemographic profile 
indicates that they are mostly unmarried and out of union (73%), highly educated (48%), working (81%), em-
ployed (64%), Serbian nationality (86%), and most often live in urban areas (78%) (Rašević, 2015).

Serbia belongs to a corpus of industrialized populations with low birth rates, accounting for more than 
half of the world (World Population Prospects, 2022). The dominant theoretical paradigm in the 21st century 
is still the Second Demographic Transition that explains the decline of the nuclear family due to: 1) the rise 
of individualism; 2) increase in female employment; 3) low level of birth desired and achieved due to delay; 4) 
decline in live births due to the absence of birth of more than one or two children (Rašević, 2015; Nikitović 
et al., 2019; Arsenović et al., 2018). Insufficient fertility is also caused by: a decline in fecundity due to delayed 
pregnancies and secondary sterility growth; the high economic and opportunity costs of raising children; the 
rise of divorce and dissolution of unions; pluralization of lifestyles, growth of personal freedoms, etc. (Bobić 
and Vesković-Anđelković, 2018).

The situation in Serbia is additionally demographically challenging due to the negative migration balance 
after the 2002 census. Over the last three decades, the young, highly educated population has been increasing-
ly leaving the country, resulting in both direct and indirect demographic losses (Bubalo-Živković et al., 2014).

The main driver of depopulation and profound changes in the Serbian age structure is precisely the level 
of childbearing that is below the needs of simple population renewal and has been going on for decades. Al-
ready in 1971, the total fertility rate was about 15% lower than the need for simple generation replacement in 
Central Serbia, or nearly 20% in Vojvodina province, until 1989, when the population stopped being regener-
ated naturally (Nikitović, 2015).

Identifying these trends imposes the increasingly important role of local self-government, i.e. defining 
population policy measures at the local level. The population should be the central focus of local self-govern-
ment institutions that can constitute their population policy that will complement state policy measures while 
respecting local specificities (Živković et al., 2017).

In response to the low birthrate problem, the Government of Serbia adopted a revised Birth Incentive 
Strategy at the end of 2017. Extensive material benefits are forecasted, and the foundation of a national pension 
for mothers with more children. But is the low standard of living the only cause of low birthrates in Serbia?

The task of this paper is to attempt to answer this question, i.e. whether the economic aspect is crucial for 
putting off childbirth. In addition, the article aims to identify the main factors that lead to this phenomenon. 
The subject of this paper is the analysis of the impact of socioeconomic indicators on demographic compo-
nents, primarily indicators of birth rates, mortality, and population growth in the Srem district, as well as re-
search of women’s views on this issue, all with the aim of family planning and shaping population policies at 
local and state level.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

The impact of economic development on population change is the subject of current debate among de-
mographers and economists. In the scientific community, the idea that the birthrate is negatively correlated 
with the level of economic development has been widely accepted. Although there is a connection between 
hard times and starting a family, the nature of this phenomenon is much more complex. Some authors find 
that economic uncertainty reflects poorly on fertility rates (Devedžić, 2006; Dzhumashev and Tursunalieva, 
2023). Others have argued that the birthrate is increasing precisely in times of recession: by reducing the op-
portunity cost of having children and by encouraging women to have them if they wish, precisely during the 
period when they are unemployed.

A decrease in the number of marriages together with new socio-economic conditions influence of reduc-
tion in birth rate (Ljakoska, 2021). The recession also affects the marriage rate, as well as birth rates. If young 
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people are waiting for the moment when they will finally obtain a secure income to build a home and start a 
family - then there is a link between starting a family and the rate of unemployment, especially male unem-
ployment. Sobotka presents the relationship between unemployment and fertility through the link between 
the fall in the birth rate and the fall in the employment rate, and vice versa: the fertility rate increases along 
with the employment rate (Sobotka et al., 2011).

However, there is doubt as to whether the decline in fertility is permanent or temporary. The decline in 
natural growth occurs in different ways. Couples may decide to have fewer children or may delay having them. 
In both cases, the population growth decreases, although in the latter case it may increase later. This is called 
the “tempo effect.”

In most European countries, population growth rates have fallen because couples want fewer children. The 
average age of having a first child has increased in most Western European countries since 1970. In 1970, the 
age at which most women gave birth to their first child was 22-25. In 2008, the age increased to 27-29. Howev-
er, between 2000 and 2008, the age increase slowed down considerably: women no longer delayed childbirth, 
while some gave birth much later, delaying pregnancy and childbirth. Currently, in some European countries, 
the rate of first-born children is falling faster than the rate of their siblings, suggesting that people are delay-
ing family formation (Bongaarts and Sobotka, 2012).

The social framework of childbirth postponement: demographic renewal warning

After the fall of communism, the countries of Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) have encountered many 
changes in the sphere of social, economic, and political relations and faced many demographic challenges, 
where delaying birth is one of them. The decline in fertility in post-communist countries is seen as a juxtapo-
sition of old conditions to the new ones at the demographic level, especially in the field of reproductive behav-
ior (Stankuniene and Jasilioniene, 2008; Hoem et al., 2009).

To contextualize fertility changes, Kohler (2010) emphasizes that birth rates in developed, as well as less 
developed countries, represent a social change of primary importance, encompassing human relationships 
and their interdependence at all social levels. Petrović (2011) emphasizes the importance of the character of 
social relations and the prevailing value system and states that the position of the individual and family, as 
the carrier of reproduction in the social system, is of primary importance in determining the causes of insuf-
ficient birth rate within its framework.

The determinants that control the flows of First and Second Demographic Transition are the structural, 
cultural, and technological changes that take place within society (van de Kaa, 2008). Given that changes in 
fertility represent the core of these two transitions, in the essence of changes in the field of fertility, are major 
social changes, which are transposed through the variety of changes in the structure, technology, and inno-
vations of a particular society, which are characteristic of its cultural determination. 

Changes in reproductive preferences occur in specific conditions dictated by a particular society, which 
indicates the interdependence of fertility and the society which by its mechanisms affects reproduction. This 
emphasizes the fact that giving birth is conditioned by societies. Lesthaeghe (1980) emphasizes this aspect of 
the impact which society has on birth rates and points out that many societies have produced a system of con-
trol through which they regulate reproductive behavior.

Many demographers and sociologists have observed changes in fertility in the wake of major social chang-
es. In this context, they consider the role of modernization, expanding education, adoption of technological 
innovations, the role of contraception, and changes in fertility are abstracted as part of a larger social context 
(Bernardi and Klärner, 2014). The characteristics of modern society, consisting of urbanization, industriali-
zation, rising levels of education, women’s emancipation, and a higher standard of living, represent the con-
textual framework of the low or reduced birth rate. Authors from non-European countries also indicate that 
the reduction of fertility and changes in the family structure is influenced by the modern western lifestyle, 
through the effects of the second demographic transition (Al-Khraif et al., 2020).
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In a study of the occurrence of childbirth postponement in Europe, Sobotka states that childbirth has be-
come a matter of choice for many people (Sobotka, 2004). In the multitude of roles that women choose, in one 
highly dynamic society, motherhood becomes an important role, although not the only one. The initial driv-
er of change in reproductive behavior is the education of population groups. During the general moderniza-
tion of society, low reproductive norms became a universal reproductive model. A lengthy educational pro-
cess leads to a delay in life events and involves a series of atypical transitions.

Economic variable of giving birth 

During the evaluation of the economic factors and the magnitude of their influence on women’s repro-
ductive behavior, it is necessary to start from the place and role that children occupy in specific social circum-
stances.

Changes in fertility depend on the level of the society’s socio-economic development. The process of indus-
trialization and socio-economic development, as the modernization achievements, form the structural frame-
work of changes that take place in the sphere of family and fertility and affect the decline in fertility rates (van 
de Kaa, 2001). Inglehart and Baker (2000) also point out that economic development drives the transforma-
tion of a society in a particular direction, which is directly dependent on its cultural and historical context.

Easterlin (1976) points out that people’s behavior is determined by the relationship between aspirations 
and resources. If the resources are scarce, and reproduction is one of the essential aspirations, people will hesi-
tate to have children. In contrast, the availability of resources brings a higher degree of couples’ freedom when 
it comes to reproductive intentions. Hence, material aspirations can be directly linked to the level of socioec-
onomic development.

The child’s economic cost is one of the most dynamic and evident structural variables of childbirth. Along 
with the modernization of society, economic and social changes such as industrialization and urbanization, 
followed by the spread of education, have led to a fall in mortality and then a decline in fertility. Rising costs 
and declining child costs have been the main drivers of fertility decline, leading to a decline in motivation for 
parenting (Veljović, 2015).

According to microeconomic fertility theory, children are considered in the context of possible benefits 
and costs. Parents decide on their future offspring based on the flow of benefits they will have from the child 
and the flow of inevitable costs, with constraints of their income and the cost. Children are a source of pleas-
ure, but also consumers of various resources. According to this understanding, parents choose between hav-
ing more children and having lower living quality and fewer children and higher living quality at the same in-
come (Becker and Lewis, 1973). The qualitative aspect of raising children is given importance, and emotional 
and financial resources are invested in their development to increase their chances of success in life. A child 
is seen as an investment that should provide utility. Thus, there is a tendency toward the nuclearization of the 
family, i.e. families with one child or fewer children.

Importance is given to the increase in opportunity costs relating to the time that a mother would spend 
caring for a child (Zhang, 2020). This time is of economic value because she would spend the same amount 
of time performing other activities. An opportunity cost is a missed opportunity for a mother to create value 
in an alternative activity. The importance of microeconomic fertility theory lies in its appreciation of the eco-
nomic dimension of giving birth, i.e. the potential costs and benefits that children may present, which, with-
in the Serbian socioeconomic continuum, is emerging as a determinant in the evolution of reproductive in-
tentions. The context of the prolonged economic crisis has added particular emphasis to the economic cost of 
giving birth, has acted as a disincentive to demographic trends, and is a distinguishing factor in delaying giv-
ing birth for better, more stable times.
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Family planning policy in European and Serbian Perspective

CEE governments and politicians’ post-1990 fears of significant fertility decline, linked to fears of losing 
human resources, and lack of financial and human capital for social reform, including rising medical, care, 
and social security costs for an aging population, demanded a search for a political answer. Child-centered 
social and family policies were formulated, expanded, and implemented (Frejka and Gietel-Basten, 2016). The 
transition to neoliberal capitalism created a very unfavorable environment for childbirth, unlike previous so-
cialist regimes, in which, in most of the previously mentioned countries, birth was early, universally, support-
ed by ideologies of pronatalism.

A qualitative, comparative analysis of family policies in 15 CEE countries identified four types:
1.	 A comprehensive model of family policy (most present in Estonia and Slovenia), so far, is the most pro-

gressive in creating the conditions for men and women to shuffle family and paid work, not only be-
cause of financial incentives, but also due to developed, institutional solutions, expanding institutions 
for babysitting the children of working parents, introducing “fathers’ quotas”, strengthening gender 
equality, etc.;

2.	 Pronatalist model (Russian Federation, Belarus, Ukraine, partly Bulgaria and Latvia), predominantly 
financial incentives to increase birth rates;

3.	 Temporary male breadwinner model (the Czech Republic and Slovakia); the desire to continue with 
well-paid, long maternity leave for women of socialism; employers discriminate against women/moth-
ers and young women, so it is challenging for them to reconcile work and family;

4.	 The conventional model of family policies (combination of maternity leave, child support, and child-
care facilities for working parents), allows only partial support for parents. However, comprehensive 
social support is insufficient to resolve the conflict between family and work (Serbia, Croatia, Lithua-
nia, Poland, Romania, and partly Hungary) (Frejka and Gietel-Basten, 2016).

A whole decade earlier than European countries, Serbia has faced fertility below replacement, even before 
the evident impact of the Second Demographic Transition (Vasić, 2021b). Since 2002, there have been two di-
rect population control measures in Serbia: full salary for one year of maternity leave and parental allowance. 
The parental allowance is paid for the first, second, third, and fourth child in the family. Its amount increas-
es with the birth order. It is adjusted to the increase in the cost of living, and it is paid, except for the birth of 
the first child, in 24 monthly installments (Vasić and Marinković, 2016).

At the end of 2017, the Government of Serbia adopted the Birth Incentive Program (Government of the 
Republic of Serbia, 2018). This document seeks to create a more comprehensive model of family planning and, 
among other things, emphasizes the reduction of the economic cost of giving birth, especially by support-
ing young couples in solving housing issues, facilitating employment, especially for women, empowering em-
ployees in the labor market, reconciliation of work and parenting, etc. Attention was also paid to the so-called 
reduction of the socio-psychological cost of parenting, which should create the conditions for gender-equal 
partnership and parenting. Having in mind other elaborate goals (eight in total), preserving, and improving 
reproductive health, infertility treatments, healthy motherhood, activating the local community, and popula-
tion education, it can be said that a solid basis for a very complex and contemporary political response to the 
problems which Serbia is facing, not only in the field of childbirth but also in emigration, aging, etc. was creat-
ed. In addition to the Program, the most recent Law on Financial Support for Families with Children provides 
for very generous pro-natal measures intended for parents, from the first to the fourth order of birth (Minis-
try of Labor and Social Policy, 2018).The implementation of the strategy is predominant in achieving a higher 
number of childbirths in Serbia (Sekulić and Solarević, 2021) because delaying fertility has led to a birth crisis 
in Serbia in the 21st century (Vasić, 2021a). Vasić (2021c) gives recommendations for encouraging earlier par-
enthood through support for a family policy with the help of the goals of the National Program for the Pro-
motion and Preservation of Public Health, the Strategy for Encouraging Childbirth, and the Public Health 
Strategy.
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY:  
INSTRUMENT, DATA COLLECTION AND SAMPLE

The research area covered the Srem region, one of the administrative parts of the Autonomous Province 
of Vojvodina in northern Serbia. This region covers an area of 3,485 km2, with 300,988 inhabitants distribut-
ed in 109 settlements within seven municipalities: Indjija, Irig, Pećinci, Ruma, Sremska Mitrovica, Stara Pa-
zova, and Šid (SORS 1991-2018).

The research consisted of two parts. The first part of the research concerned the quantitative analysis of 
data obtained from the Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia. The second part of the research is qualita-
tive, and the data were obtained through interviews.

The first part of the research used data from the statistical publication Municipalities and Regions in Ser-
bia from 1991 to 2021(SORS, 1991-2021) and data from the three consecutive Population Censuses (1991, 2002 
and 2011). The data on the total active population is taken from the 2011 Census of population. Data on em-
ployees were obtained based on the regular semi-annual reporting service, used to regularly collect data for 
the months of March and September as an annual average.

The influence of socioeconomic factors (unemployment rate, national income, active population, depend-
ency index) and demographic factors (population, population density, average age of population, aging index, 
and participation of the elderly in the total population) on significant indicators of natural population move-
ment (birth rate, mortality rate, natural growth rate) are investigated.

To determine the territorial difference between the observed variables, indicators of descriptive statis-
tics for some municipalities of Srem were calculated. The characteristics of the distribution of birth rate, mor-
tality rate, and population growth rate were examined in detail using the Box-Whisker diagram, while the 
non-parametric Kruskal-Wallis one-way analysis of variance was used to compare the medians of these vari-
ables. Choosing a linear regression model to determine the dependence of birth rate, mortality rate, and pop-
ulation growth rate on other considered variables was made using Stepwise regression. All statistical proce-
dures were performed in STATISTICA 13.0 statistical software.

The second part of the research required conducting interviews. The semi-structured interview was used 
for the research as the most reliable manner of obtaining this type of data. The empirical basis of the research 
was an interview with 16 women from Srem, who were over 30 and have not given birth. The snowball sam-
pling technique was used in the interview, which implies that existing respondents are recruiting future par-
ticipants from among their acquaintances. Most of the respondents have a university degree and incomes 
above 500 Euros and currently have no partners. A more detailed description of the socio-demographic char-
acteristics of the respondents is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of interviewed women

Education

Highschool 2

College 3

University 11

Permanent 
employment

Yes 13

No 4

Income
Up to 500 € 5

Over 500 € 11

Partner
Yes 4

No 12

The interview was conducted from April 25 to May 10, 2022. Most interviews (11) were conducted face-to-
face, the rest via Skype. The interviews took about 30 minutes. Interviewed participants are listed alphabetically.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Results of statistical analysis

Table 2 gives an overview of the values of the arithmetic mean, the interval of variation, and the coeffi-
cients of variation of the variables under consideration. Although there are some differences in the average 
values of birth rates by municipalities in Srem, they do not show statistical significance. The results of the 
Kruskal Wallis test (H = 2.2909; p = 0.8911) confirm that the observed differences are not significant.

Table 2. Arithmetic means, intervals of variation and coefficients of variation of observed variables

Municipalities
Birth rate (‰) Mortality rate (‰) Natural growth rate (‰)

X I CV (%) X I CV (%) X I CV (%)

Inđija 9.0 2.7 15.0 13.3 1.3 5.7 -4.3 -1.5 19.7

Irig 8.9 4.9 29.2 17.4 1.5 4.4 -8.5 -3.9 23.1

Pećinci 9.7 3.5 18.4 13.7 1.5 5.5 -4.0 -2.0 25.4

Ruma 8.7 3.3 21.5 14.6 1.0 3.4 -5.9 -3.7 32.9

Sr.Mitrovica 9.3 2.1 11.3 13.5 1.4 5.8 -4.2 -3.5 42.9

St.Pazova 9.0 2.1 13.5 11.3 1.4 6.4 -2.3 -1.1 24.2

Šid 9.3 2.6 15.8 15.0 1.1 3.8 -5.7 -3.6 35.3

Municipalities
Aging index Unemployment rate (%) Active population

X I CV (%) X I CV (%) X I CV (%)

Inđija 0.8 0.4 25.0 11.1 4.3 19.8 23,264 8,311 18.3

Irig 1.2 0.5 22.1 13.4 3.3 12.6 5,656 2,672 24.0

Pećinci 0.8 0.3 19.9 6.7 5.5 44.0 10,226 4,992 25.5

Ruma 0.9 0.4 22.3 10.9 2.6 12.0 27,418 13,866 25.6

Sr.Mitrovica 0.9 0.5 29.4 10.7 8.4 42.8 42,677 23,028 27.7

St.Pazova 0.7 0.4 28.4 7.2 3.6 26.4 31,402 8,989 14.5

Šid 1.0 0.4 20.2 10.5 4.2 20.1 17,759 9,811 27.8

Source: Authors’ calculations with Statistica 13.0

The lowest average birth rate was recorded in the municipality of Ruma and the highest in the municipal-
ity of Pećinci. These two municipalities also recorded the lowest, and the highest median birth rates (Chart 1).

Unlike the birth rates, the mortality rates significantly differed across municipalities, as shown by the re-
sults of the Kruskal Wallis test (H=18.3273; p=0.0055). Irig Municipality recorded the highest average mor-
tality rate, besides the highest median value of this characteristic (Chart 2). The municipality of Stara Pazova 
had the lowest average and median mortality rates.

Population growth in all Srem municipalities is negative and differences in average values of popula-
tion growth rates are not statistically significant. This conclusion is drawn upon the results of the performed 
Kruskal Wallis test (H = 7.3889; p = 0.2864). The highest average and median values of the natural increase 
rate were in the municipality of Stara Pazova, while the minimum values were recorded in the municipality 
of Irig (Chart 3).

A regression analysis was applied to examine and quantify the impact of economic and socio-demograph-
ic factors on birth rates, mortality, and population growth. The impact of economic factors was examined 
based on the impact of national income per capita. Socio-demographic factors include the number of inhabit-
ants, the average age of the population, the aging index, the unemployment rate, the number of employed, the 
share of the elderly in the total population, and the dependency.
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Chart 1. Box and Whisker chart of birth rates in the municipalities of Srem region

Chart3. Box and Whisker chart of the population growth rates in the municipalities of Srem region

Chart 2. Box and Whisker chart of mortality rates in the municipalities of Srem region
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Stepwise regression was used to estimate the corresponding regression models. The estimated model for 
quantifying the impact of these factors on the birth rate shows that population density (X1) and average pop-
ulation age (X2) have a statistically significant impact on this rate. 

Ybr = 30.4002 - 0.0101X1 - 0.5083X2 
	 (-3.242**) (-8.866**) F=39.795** R2=0.795

The estimated model is statistically highly significant, which is confirmed by the F test. Along with the 
increase in population density, as well as the increase in median age, birth rates decrease. The change in the 
birth rate, 79.5%, was explained by the influence of these two factors.

The aging index (X1) and the unemployment rate (X2) have the greatest impact on changing mortality 
rates. The aforementioned shows the estimated model obtained by applying Stepwise regression. 

Ymr = 7.7519 + 3.8407X1 + 0.0283X2 
	 (2.946**) (2.829**) F= 8.882** R2=0.658

The estimated model, which is statistically highly significant, shows that an increase in the aging index 
and the unemployment rate have an impact on the increase in the mortality rate. The impact of these two fac-
tors on the change in the mortality rate is 65.8%.

The aging index (X1), the number of employed (X2), and the unemployment rate (X3) have a statistically 
significant effect on the population growth rate.

Yngr = 7.7519 - 7.2095X1 + 0.05X2 - 0.0178X3 
	 (-8.833**) (2.913**) (-3.310**) F= 57.241** R2=0.909

The estimated model is statistically highly significant, and the selected variables determine the popula-
tion growth rate at 90.9%. An increase in the aging index and the unemployment rate leads to a decrease in 
the population growth rate, while the impact of the employed population is positive, i.e. an increase in the em-
ployed population leads to an increase in the population growth rate.

None of the models evaluated include national per capita income as a variable that reflects the impact on 
economic factors. This suggests the conclusion that the socio-demographic factors have a more significant in-
fluence on the observed rates compared to the economic factors.

Results of qualitative research

The results of the statistical analysis required verification through empirical research and conducting in-
terviews. Based on the information gathered during the interview, the obtained data were interpreted and dis-
cussed. The answers to the groups of questions are presented below. Certain answers are fully listed, while 
responses of a similar structure are grouped and summarized. The interview provided information on the im-
portance of marriage, maternity, financial and housing security, career, and self-fulfillment as reasons for de-
laying birth.

Respondents were first asked if they had heard of a new birth encouragement strategy, and if so, to express 
their opinion. Most respondents (ten out of sixteen) had heard of the strategy but did not know exactly what 
specific measures it involved. However, the opinion of respondent E (35), can be distinguished: 

‘Unfortunately, the measure is passed without much thought. Most responsible parents are unlikely to see the 
motivation and some security in these hundreds of Euros. There are other ways to help parents - complete-
ly free education, kindergartens, vacations, subsidies when buying clothes and shoes for children, etc. That 
way, the children would go to school, get an education and be useful to society.’
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Respondent B (38), has a similar opinion: 
‘This will not change anything. This is just social welfare for the poorest families, who have numerous chil-
dren regardless. In larger cities, growth will remain low. Money is not a problem, it’s just an excuse, the prob-
lem is much deeper and the West, which is far richer than we are, shares the same problem.’

Although the Birth Incentive Strategy is not just about obtaining cash, it can be observed that the re-
spondents highlighted this aspect in the foreground. As can be seen, economic assistance is not considered 
to be crucial for making a birth decision. The importance of material aspirations grows along with econom-
ic development. The higher the economic development degree of a particular society is, the higher the expec-
tations and standards for achieving the qualitative aspect of life. In this regard, standards are rising in terms 
of the qualitative characteristics of children at the expense of their quantity. By investing in their education, 
by involving children in various sports and other activities, people invest in their future and seek quality ed-
ucation. The amount of investment given to a child is determined by the amount of funding available to pro-
spective parents. In this way, the availability of material resources is an important, but not decisive, factor in 
the evolution of affirmative attitudes towards parenting.

Interestingly, most respondents (nine out of sixteen) think that motherhood is a very important life goal, 
and they favor it over marriage (seven out of sixteen).

These attitudes differ significantly from a period of thirty years ago. Communist discourse has put fam-
ily values ​​and child-centered values in a high position ​​in the value system, and therefore the concept of ear-
ly marriage and early parenthood was prevalent in Serbia as well as in other communist countries, until their 
collapse. On the other hand, the basis of modern reproductive behavior is comprised of the important factors 
that are part of our civilization, whether they represent its positive achievements or weaknesses. On the one 
hand, there are emancipation and individualism, the nuclear family and the changed position of women and 
children in it, insistence on the quality of their own lives and the quality of a child’s life, liberal law on abor-
tion, and the availability of effective contraception, and on the other, materialistic consciousness with a con-
sumer mentality and personal life. The contemporary model of two persons coexisting implies that marriage 
is less universal, people are getting married later than before, divorce more frequently remarrying less fre-
quently and for a shorter period, and alternative forms of a community becoming more numerous.

Respondent L (37), who has a partner, states: 
‘Children are one of my priorities, but I have a conception problem. The employer will not tolerate me leav-
ing work for 2 hours for a check-up. In some health care institutions, I can schedule a doctor’s appointment 
every other month due to the insufficient available terms. It takes a lot of time and money. More couples 
cannot become parents than those who do not want to give birth.’

These findings reveal another problem, the issues of employer responsibility and the functioning of the 
health system.

Financial and housing security are very important prerequisites for achieving reproduction. Ten out of 
sixteen women consider this a very important life goal. Respondent F (32) states: 

‘My life goal is to have children and I hope to fulfill it soon. All my friends want marriage and at least two 
children, but no one dares to embark on this adventure until they have a permanent job and a place to live.’

In the absence of the necessary material framework in the form of housing security and employment, the 
transition to adulthood is difficult for young people. This phenomenon is present in Serbia, as well as in oth-
er post-socialist countries (Lung, 2019), and some parts of Southern Europe.

Career and self-improvement are also high-ranking life goals. Twelve of the sixteen women interviewed 
consider this a very important life goal. All of them agree that motherhood and career are not always easy 
to reconcile. Respondents fear that pregnancy may endanger their current position at work. Half of them are 
afraid of the opportunism of their colleagues, and they say they would be prepared to hide from their boss 
that they are pregnant to ensure promotion. Half of the women interviewed fear pregnancy could put their job 
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in jeopardy, and seven in sixteen women believe they would become redundant at work if they opted for ma-
ternity leave. Thus, respondent A (35) states: 

‘The real help would be to guarantee that mothers will not lose their jobs when they become pregnant. The 
figures promised by the state are far from some serious help, except for those who neither have a job nor plan 
to get one.’

The women’s emancipation movement, promoted for reasons of taxing women who would be employed as 
emancipated, and because an emancipated woman has a lower birth rate than a woman in a patriarchal fami-
ly, has directly led to low fertility rates and delayed births. Thus, it can be concluded that economic incentives 
themselves are not sufficient to increase the birth rate.

Twelve out of sixteen respondents do not think that it would be practical for them to bring their child to 
work. Although this would benefit them in some situations, they still think that in that case, their productiv-
ity would be lower. Respondent N (36), confirms this with the words: 

‘A job is a place of work and I do not see how such an experiment would be fun and effective, neither for the 
child nor for me. Sometimes the problem is finding a person who would take care of the child if they cannot 
attend kindergarten or school. It would be nice ifI could bring a child to the work with me, but I don’t know 
how productive I would be in that case.’

To obtain information on the conditions under which they would choose to give birth, the respondents 
were asked to indicate the circumstances that would encourage them to have children. To facilitate their daily 
lives, most respondents (ten out of sixteen) stated that they could use higher salaries to pay for services such as 
a nanny or home help. Six respondents said that they could use more vacation days and eight of them would 
like flexible working hours. To devote themselves to a family, seven respondents would like to work part-time, 
and five would like to work from home. Of the other benefits, the respondents indicated a 6-hour workday, 
non-working weekends, and morning shift jobs.

CONCLUSION AND GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS

Old-fashioned demographic policies usually rewarded those women who had many children. However, it 
has been proven that such measures rarely work. It is, therefore, necessary to modernize population policy by 
providing high education, social security, social benefits, and adequate health care. Couples can respond pos-
itively to incentives such as cheaper daycare or longer parental leave.

Some of the possible suggestions are more active involvement of men in parenting and household chores, 
i.e. promotion of “new paternity” as a practice, education about changing gender roles and their flexibility 
(starting from family, through kindergarten, throughout the education of children), more equal division of 
household chores. The devaluation of the socio-psychological cost of parenting is closely related to the recon-
ciliation of work and parenting. Therefore, it is necessary to allow childcare leave for both parents, solid wage 
compensation, flexible working hours, stable employment contracts, expansion of childcare facilities, and sup-
port for young people in transition to adulthood, especially in employment, housing, etc. However, for these 
population measures to make sense, it is necessary to raise the standard of living, create new jobs, increase 
wages, etc.

Low reproductive norms are deeply conditioned and belong to the category of long-term phenomena, and 
therefore the need for their continuous monitoring, in different conditions and environments, is imposed, 
which will allow for more complex conclusions and definitions of general and specific goals and measures of 
population policy in the future. Thus, the following social support measures may be recommended when for-
mulating future policies on the local news, considering their specificities:

1.	 Monthly financial compensation for children under 18;
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2.	 Reduction of the utility costs (heating, water, garbage);
3.	 Reduction of property tax liabilities;
4.	 Free kindergarten and one free winter/summer vacation (during the year);
5.	 Free school books;
6.	 Free school snacks;
7.	 Free extended and full-day school stay;
8.	 Free transportation for school children;
9.	 Free parking for families with three or more children;
10.	Free coaching at sports clubs, funded by local governments;
11.	Preference for employment for parents of three or more children; and
12.	Reduction in retirement age for mothers with three or more children to 55 years.

The results of this research could allow the formulation of fertility policy as one of the initial demographic 
determinants of population development in the area, as it will complement the broader issue through appro-
priate parameters. The analyses obtained in the paper can be incorporated into development strategies, which 
receive both population policy and family planning measures, from the individual to the community level. 
Such steps should be the starting point for defining a spatially differentiated population policy at the munici-
pal level, resulting from the general goals and measures of the national population policy.
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