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Background and Research Questions

Childbirth is linked to household income losses, which are especially greater for
women who had a child while single (Harkness, 2018; Stanczyk, 2020). Compounding
this, single parent households, often headed by women, have significantly higher risks
of being in poverty than two-parent households (OECD, 2022) primarily because of the
lack of a second parent to share the costs of raising a family with. For separated women
with children, re-partnering may be a way to recover from the strains of single
parenthood (Fisher & Zhu, 2019; Jansen et al., 2009).

Little is known about how single parenthood impacts the economic situation of
a small but growing number of women who planned to bear a child on their own, known
as “solo mothers” or “single mothers by choice.” According to mostly qualitative
research, solo mothers were typically in their late 30s to early 40s around the time of
childbirth, from high socioeconomic backgrounds, and usually conceived via medically
assisted reproduction (MAR) (Golombok, 2015; Hertz, 2008; Jadva et al., 2009). Given
these characteristics, they might have been less impacted by income loss post-
childbirth and less willing to get into a partnership post-birth.

In Belgium, around 12% to 14% of yearly births are to single women (Statbel,
n.d.) and these rates have been stable in the past couple of years. Single women in
Belgium also have long had access to publicly-covered MAR treatments. The state
reimburses around 80% of costs of IVF or insemination for women under 43,
regardless of their union status. According to fertility clinics, some 3,000 insemination
cycles each year are for single women, representing a third of all inseminations
(Belgian Register for Assisted Procreation (BELRAP), n.d.). Moreover, birth records
show that around 600 babies are born yearly to single women who used MAR. While
there are many other ways to have a child on one’s own, looking at this group of single
women who used MAR to conceive may get us closer to quantitatively examining “solo
mothers.”

This context makes Belgium a good setting for studying the heterogeneity of
economic outcomes among women who have a child while single. Moreover, Belgian
birth records offer unique information on the birth mothers’ partnership status at the
time the child’s birth (single, married, legal cohabitation, or de facto cohabitation), as
well as the mode of conception for the pregnancy (spontaneous, hormonal treatments,
ICSI/IVF).

This study thus seeks to answer two questions:



(1) How do poverty risk and income evolve around the time of childbirth for
single mothers who conceived spontaneously and those who conceived via
MAR?

(2) How does having a partner relate to poverty risk and income changes post-
birth?

Data, Measures, and Analytic Strategy

We use individual-level Belgian birth records linked to population registers and
tax declarations provided by Statistics Belgium. Our analytic sample consists of 17,430
adult women aged 25 and over who had their first child between 2010 and 2014 while
they were single (“single mothers”). In this study, single mothers are women who were
not cohabiting with a partner during the time of her child’s birth, according to combined
information from the birth records and the population registers. We distinguish between
“spontaneous conceivers” and “MAR conceivers” who used hormonal treatments or
IVF/ICSI.

We use income from tax declarations to analyze three economic outcomes:

(1) poverty risk or the likelihood of falling below the income poverty threshold

(2) percentage change in yearly individual income relative to two years pre-birth

(3) percentage change in yearly equivalized household income relative to two years
pre-birth

For each single mother, we observe her poverty risks and individual and
household income from two years before childbirth to five years after childbirth (y-2 to
y+5). The original income variable was delivered to us in 5,000 EUR intervals. We took
the midpoint of the intervals to make income a continuous variable and adjusted all
values for inflation using the 2019 consumer price index.

Women’s partnership status after birth is another key measure in this study. This
variable is retrieved from the household composition on 1 January of each year, as
recorded in the population registers. Partnered women are those who were identified
as a spouse or non-marital cohabitant in the household composition of the registers.

As a first modelling step, we estimate how single mothers’ poverty risks,
individual income, and household income evolved before and after childbirth,
according to the mothers’ mode of conception. Next, we analyze how getting into a
partnership influences the three economic outcomes after birth, running separate
models for spontaneous conceivers and for MAR conceivers. For models estimating
poverty risk, we use mixed effects logistic regression, and for those estimating changes
in individual or household income, we use mixed effects linear regression, both with
random intercepts at the individual level. Results are shown as mean predicted values
for ease of interpretation. All models are controlled for woman’s age at the time of birth
and educational attainment.
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Preliminary Findings and Initial Reflections

In our sample (N = 17,430), 8% of single mothers conceived using assisted
reproduction. MAR conceivers were generally older than spontaneous conceivers
(mean age 35.2 vs 30.8), and a larger proportion of had long-tertiary education (25%
VS. 15%). MAR
conceivers also had
higher mean individual
and household income ™ o
(Figure 1). Sequence s 3500
index plots reveal that " e

24500 ________-——— 26500
68%  of  MAR =m =

conceivers remained ... -
single from y-2 to y+5 CESLEEEE FEEFSEEEE
compared to 41% of
single mothers who

conceived spontaneously.

Figure 1. Average individual and household income
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The multivariate analysis shows that both types of single mothers experienced
higher poverty risks in the year after childbirth, which progressively declined in the
years that followed. Spontaneous conceivers had higher poverty risks than MAR
conceivers, and the differences between the single mothers’ poverty risks remained
the same through all time points. For all single mothers, individual income rose over
time, while household income dipped after childbirth and increased afterwards (Figure
2). Spontaneous conceivers experienced a more positive increase in both individual
and household income, whereas the income lines for MAR conceivers appear flatter.
Five years after childbirth, spontaneous conceivers had individual income that was
56% higher and household income that was 20% higher than pre-birth levels.

Figure 2. Multivariate results: individual and HH income changes
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Getting into a partnership post-birth reduced poverty risks for all single mothers.
Partnership also had a steady, negative association (-3%) with spontaneous
conceivers’ individual income, whereas it had no statistically significant association
with MAR conceivers’ own income. On the other hand, post-birth partnership was
linked to an increase in household income by 26% (MAR conceivers) and 30%
(spontaneous conceivers) compared to pre-birth levels. Figures for these results were
omitted from this abstract but will be included in the presentation.
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The results shed light on various issues faced by single mothers. Adding a child
to a one-income household undoubtedly strains household finances, especially in the
year following childbirth. Although MAR conceivers have higher baseline incomes, their
flatter income trajectories suggest that they spend more years doing part-time work
and raising their child on their own. What we cannot ascertain is if this is voluntary or
if this shows difficulties in entering a partnership after childbirth. Partnership allows for
the sharing of earning (and perhaps caring) responsibilities. Yet partnership is linked
to a decrease in spontaneous conceivers’individual income, which may thus limit these
women'’s financial independence.

Before the conference, we will try other thresholds for income poverty, model
individual and household income values instead of relative change, and see whether
results change if we take only single mothers who did not declare a father for their
child. We will also enhance the interpretation and discussion of the results.
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