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Abstract: Trust has recently received some attention in demographic literature as 
one potential factor for fertility considerations in post-industrial societies. It has been 
argued that trust is relevant in a number of different ways, including as a resilience 
mechanism against different perceived uncertainties that may affect childrearing 
decisions. Trust is also related to a host of positive political and economic outcomes, 
all of which enable childbearing. To date, studies have used macro-level or 
multilevel frameworks and a measure of social trust that focuses on confidence in 
fellow members of society. In our study, we use two novel modules of the Swedish 
Generations and Gender Survey 2021 (GGS2021) to study this relationship further. 
First, we analyse the associations between different measures of interpersonal and 
institutional trust on the one hand and individuals’ fertility intentions on the other. 
Second, we examine whether either interpersonal or institutional trust acts as a 
resilience mechanism against various individual and global uncertainties. The results 
do not show trust to be a decisive factor behind fertility intentions in Sweden. The 
absence of strong associations may be attributable to Sweden’s position as a notably 
high-trust society, with its inclusive labour markets and welfare services.
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1 Introduction

The field of social sciences boasts a considerable degree of literature on social 
trust, and how it is correlated with a range of positive outcomes at the societal level 
(Schilke et al. 2021). A clear understanding has emerged that sees trust as a vital 
pillar for successful social relations and the functioning of social systems. However, 
only a few articles in recent years (Aassve et al. 2021, 2018, 2016) have dealt with 
the potential impact of trust on fertility. These papers focused on social trust only 
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and studied the link between this kind of trust and fertility in a cross-country or 
a single-country setting. For the latter, the spotlight was on Italy, in which both 
trust and family support are deemed to be low in a European comparison. These 
studies found social trust to be positively associated with fertility. As far as Sweden 
is concerned, a recent study uses municipal-level change in the vote share for an 
anti-establishment political party as a proxy for (decreasing) social trust, and links it 
with fertility developments (Comolli/Andersson 2021).

Researchers have linked social trust to fertility in a number of ways. First, a higher 
level of social trust would increase the likelihood of using non-familial day care, since 
greater social trust should also be correlated with trusting day care workers to take 
care of one’s children (Aassve et al. 2016). Second, social trust can be interpreted as 
a mechanism that helps people to cope with risks and uncertainties, considering the 
long-term commitments of raising children (Aassve et al. 2021). Third, the effect of 
social trust can be implicitly linked to fertility through a number of variables, since 
greater social trust also benefits economic prosperity at the societal level, and the 
development of welfare states (Lee 2013).

This article contributes to the small body of literature that exists on the 
link between trust and fertility in four main ways. First, the study focuses on 
Sweden, which, by European and global standards, is a high-trust country with an 
economically thriving society that is both gender-equal and socially-equal, a welfare 
state offering comprehensive levels of family support, and high-quality, universal 
child care services for children of all ages. Second, we introduce institutional trust 
as an additional and thus far neglected trust dimension to fertility research. Third, 
we address employment-related and global uncertainties in order to measure 
linkages between perceived uncertainties, social and institutional trust, and fertility 
considerations (Neyer et al. 2024). We believe that it is important to include different 
dimensions of uncertainty in a trust-fertility study, given previous research findings 
on economic uncertainty and fertility (Vignoli et al. 2022) and the increasing global 
risks in a globalised world (Beck 1992). The use of institutional trust measures 
ought to be relevant when it comes to seeing trust as a coping mechanism against 
different forms of macro-level uncertainty. Fourth, we focus on fertility intentions, 
and, in particular, on intentions to have a(nother) child in the next three years. By 
adding institutional trust as well as uncertainties at the individual economy and 
global levels, and by looking at fertility intentions, we expand previous research 
perspectives on the role of trust and on the links between trust and fertility. By 
focusing on fertility intentions, we emphasise the association between trust and 
childbearing considerations, and thus on individuals’ imaginations of the future.

2 Theory and background

2.1 Two types of trust

Social trust, often also called generalised social trust, can be conceptualised as 
interpersonal trust. It is social, generalised, and interpersonal in the sense that it 
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is not limited to the family, kin or friends. It is based on the assumption that an 
individual’s own honest and fair behaviour towards others – including persons that 
one does not know or has previous personal connections to – is reciprocated. We will 
therefore use the term “interpersonal trust” in this study, in addition to “social trust”. 
Societies vary widely on the level of social trust, as it is measured most frequently 
and relevantly by the World/European Values Surveys (Atlas of European Values 2023; 
Bjørnskov 2007). It is common for Nordic countries to display high social trust, while 
Southern European countries record low social trust levels. During the last decades 
for which we have such data, we do not see a convergence between countries in this 
respect. Indeed, many of the explanations for differences in patterns of social trust 
emphasise deep historical roots for observed cross-country differences. The country 
rankings in such surveys closely correlate with findings of cross-country differences 
in various trust games/experiments, such as returning found wallets or getting 
caught up in bribery (Cohn et al. 2019; Rothstein/Eek 2009). Hence, interpersonal 
trust is something both real and behavioural. Social trust is seen as a crucial positive 
factor behind the political and economic success of high-trust societies, because it 
enables collective functioning and increases cooperation (Schilke et al. 2021).

Institutional trust captures people’s trust in the capacity of different institutions 
to provide conditions that reduce risks and enhance well-being. Thus, while social 
trust is related to individuals’ trust in fellow citizens, institutional trust refers 
to individuals’ reliance on (public) institutions. Countries also differ as regards 
confidence in different institutions. Similar to social trust, people in the Nordic 
countries are commonly found to have a high level of trust in their institutions, 
whereas in Southern European countries it is low (Atlas of European Values 2023). 
This interrelation between the two forms of trust is assumed to have contributed to 
the creation of different types of welfare state (Ellingsæter/Pedersen 2016; Rothstein/
Uslaner 2005). Thus, populations that display both social and institutional trust are 
more likely to live in universal welfare states with extensive public services (for 
children and others in need) and more equal opportunities (e.g. through education 
and egalitarian labour market policies); in familistic welfare states, where there is 
reliance on the family as the provider of social services, a clientelist welfare system 
and a high degree of social and gender inequality, people tend to have low levels of 
social and institutional trust (Bergh/Bjørnskov 2011; Delhey/Newton 2005).

2.2	 How	may	trust	influence	fertility?

The theoretical explanation of why trust would matter for fertility outcomes 
has touched on three main arguments. The first is that social trust increases the 
likelihood of using non-familial day care services, since greater social trust in general 
should also be correlated with trusting day care workers to take care of one’s 
children (Aassve et al. 2016). This explanation is embedded in the wider framework 
of the gender revolution theory (Esping-Andersen/Billari 2015; Goldscheider et al. 
2015), which claims that an easier combination of work and family life, of which 
outsourced child care is an important factor, is a prerequisite for realising positive 
fertility intentions and achieving higher fertility. In response to the rise in female 
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labour market participation, Aassve et al. (2016) argue that one of the main reasons 
why fertility rates have diverged in Western countries since approximately 1970 is 
that societies with a high level of social trust were better equipped for the need 
to outsource child-rearing in order that women may retain their employment and 
succeed in the workplace, despite motherhood. There is some empirical support for 
this at an individual as well as a country level (de Ruijter/van der Lippe 2009; El-Attar 
2013). 

The second argument sees social trust primarily as a coping mechanism that 
helps people deal with uncertainties (Aassve et al. 2021). This mechanism is linked 
to the “perceived uncertainty” or “imaginations of the future” literature that has 
emerged during the past decade to help make sense of persistently low and 
declining fertility rates (Guetto et al. 2023; Matera et al. 2023; Vignoli et al. 2022). 
This literature conceptualises uncertainty primarily in economic terms, related to 
issues of individuals’ perceptions of employment security, income retention, and 
job scarcity. Uncertainty has indeed emerged as one of the most influential topics 
in recent literature on fertility (Guetto et al. 2023; Matera et al. 2023; Vignoli et 
al. 2022, 2020; Neyer et al. 2022). It can be conceptualised by objective measures 
of employment-related difficulties, or can be seen as an individual subjective 
perception. What is common is the notion that uncertainty makes people insecure 
about their own future. Given the long-term nature of child-rearing, it is obvious 
that (the feeling of) precariousness limits people’s wish to commit to such a lasting 
task. Indeed, the lowest-low fertility in Southern and Eastern European countries 
is seen to be linked to the persistent economic difficulties in these countries (Ahn/
Mira 2001; Billingsley/Duntava 2017; Caltabiano et al. 2017; Tragaki/Bagavos 2014). 
Especially in countries where there is little institutional support, the family often acts 
as one coping mechanism against uncertainty. 

Third, Aassve et al. (2021) also see social trust as an indication of greater confidence 
in the wider community and its social networks, as a sign of greater social cohesion 
and civic engagement. This argument is more indirect in nature and related to the 
fact that higher levels of social trust are associated with a host of positive political 
and economic outcomes, all of which may enhance the feeling of individuals to be 
able to cope with uncertainties surrounding the future. This may be one reason why 
research finds higher fertility levels in those regions/countries in which social trust 
in the population is greater (Aassve et al. 2016, 2018, 2021). 

Fourth, in modern societies, public institutions have resumed vital functions in 
protecting individuals against essential life-course risks by providing support to cope 
with uncertainties (e.g. unemployment, medical needs) (Kumlin/Rothstein 2005). 
Trust in institutions may thus be essential for fertility considerations, particularly in 
comprehensive, universal welfare states that provide extensive support for families 
and children. In Norway, it has been claimed that trust in public institutions helps 
young people to cope with uncertainty and avoid unrealised fertility outcomes 
(Ellingsæter/Pedersen 2016). Research has also found that social trust in institutions 
may vary depending on whether it concerns “selective institutions”, i.e. institutions 
that either carry a stigma or with which any form of encounter may be perceived 
as stigmatising (e.g. the police or social services), or “universal institutions” with 
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which everyone interacts (e.g. medical services) (Edlund 2006; Rothstein/Stolle 2008). 
The association between institutional trust and fertility can therefore be expected 
to vary depending on whether trust concerns a selective or a universal institution. 
Trust in public institutions may also have become more important for fertility amid 
a growing perception of global uncertainties, such as climate change, war, and 
the prospects for future generations. This is true especially since the family or civil 
society has a limited ability to serve as a coping mechanism against such macro-
level uncertainties (Neyer et al. 2022, 2024). 

2.3 The Swedish context

This study focuses on Sweden, a universal welfare state with a gender-equal parental 
leave system, economic support for parents, and comprehensive public child care 
services. Within the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), Sweden ranks among the leading countries when it comes to availability 
and use of day care (OECD 2023). In the latest round of the European Values Survey 
in 2017, Sweden had one of the highest results for both interpersonal as well as 
institutional trust (Atlas of European Values 2023), having also held top positions in 
all previous comparative trust studies (see, for example, Delhey/Newton 2005; Lee 
2013). While it is true that trust in specific institutions (media, government, European 
Union) may be below 50 percent, it is still rather high relative to other countries. 
When it comes to objective economic uncertainty, Sweden is a nation of considerable 
economic success, as evidenced also by its experience in the Great Recession and its 
aftermath (Comolli et al. 2021). With respect to trust and economic performance, it 
should be noted that Sweden is clearly distinct from Italy, the country that has been 
the focus of most previous studies on the link between trust and fertility. 

The recent decline in fertility in Sweden that began in the early 2010s was 
thus unexpected, and cannot be explained by persistent or newly occurring 
economic crises, cuts in family policies or welfare state support. Nor do previous 
or concurrent changes in the degree of social trust (at the national level) offer a 
satisfying explanation for the fertility decline, since yearly surveys do not reveal 
decreasing trust at the national level. This is the case for a variety of trust measures, 
both social and institutional (Martinsson/Andersson 2021). Comolli and Andersson 
(2021), however, find that there is a slightly negative relationship between aspects 
of declining trust, as reflected in rising votes for an anti-establishment party, and 
childbearing propensities, having factored in a host of individual and municipal-
level variables. 

2.4 Aims 

The aim of this study is therefore to broaden the scope of the analysis on the link 
between trust and fertility considerations by focusing on fertility intentions. We do 
this in three ways, using new modules introduced in the Swedish GGS2021 (Neyer et 
al. 2024). First, we focus on universalistic, high-trust Sweden as a counter example to 
familistic, low-trust Italy. Second, we use survey items on trust in specific institutions, 

https://www.oecd.org/els/soc/PF3_2_Enrolment_childcare_preschool.pdf
https://www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu/maptool.html
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in addition to the item of social (or interpersonal) trust as in the previous literature. 
Ultimately, the effect of social (interpersonal) trust in itself and as resilience against 
uncertainty may be channelled via the provision of better institutional support that 
provides protection against current and future insecurities. 

Third, we also explore the mitigating role of trust on uncertainty. In other words, 
we ask if higher trust can moderate the negative effect of uncertainty on short-term 
fertility intentions. As well as considering employment-related uncertainty, a factor 
that concerns individuals directly, we also explore the role of wider national and 
global uncertainties in relation to trust and fertility considerations. The effects of 
such uncertainties (e.g. climate change) in relation to different aspects of trust may 
not be immediate, and do not only concern particular individuals specifically. 

3 Data, variables and method

3.1 Data

The most recent Swedish GGS (GGS2021) and its sister projects in the other Nordic 
countries set out to test novel theoretical explanations of determinants of fertility 
in advanced post-industrial societies (Andersson et al. 2020; Neyer et al. 2022). 
The explicit understanding was that the fertility declines witnessed in the Nordic 
countries since the early 2010s could not be explained by prevailing explanations 
that emphasise economic aspects, gender issues or public policies. Fertility in the 
contemporary Nordic context was instead assumed to have become more influenced 
by subjective imaginations and perceived uncertainties surrounding national and 
global developments, rather than objective or structural conditions or changes in 
them. 

To explore this assumption, the Swedish GGS2021 incorporated specific modules 
into its questionnaire. Those modules relevant for our study touch upon issues 
of both individual (economic) and wider (global) uncertainties, trust as resilience 
against economic uncertainty, and institutional trust. The newly added trust 
modules complement the module on social trust included in the baseline GGS 
questionnaire. The new modules of the Swedish GGS2021 have now been selected 
to be incorporated into the Generations and Gender Programme (GGP) baseline 
questionnaire for the second wave of the international GGS (GGP 2023; for a detailed 
description of the Swedish GGS2021 and the new modules, see Neyer et al. 2024).

The Swedish GGS was carried out in the spring and summer of 2021 as a web 
survey with an option to respond by post. At 27 percent, the response rate for the 
Swedish GGS was somewhat higher than the corresponding response rate in other 
countries (Neyer et al. 2024). Non-response was higher among the less educated, 
the young, men, and immigrants, as is usually the case. Statistics Sweden computed 
weights based on sex, age, country of birth, education and residence (Löfgren 2021). 
Despite the low response rate, the representativeness of the data is deemed good 
in terms of various fertility measures (Antunes Leocádio et al. 2023; Neyer et al. 2024).

https://www.ggp-i.org/call-for-survey-questions-for-the-follow-up-wave-2-questionnaire/
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3.2 Dependent variable

The GGS has two questions regarding respondents’ childbearing intentions, as 
posed to persons of childbearing age (18-49) who (and/or whose partner) are able 
to conceive, are currently not pregnant or are trying to get pregnant. Participants 
were first asked whether they intend to have a(nother) child in the next three years, 
with four possible response options: definitely not, probably not, probably yes, 
definitely yes. Those who did not intend to have a(nother) child in the next three 
years were asked whether they intend to have any (more) children at all, again 
with four response options. We will use the intention to have a(nother) child in the 
next three years1 as the main dependent variable, and also as a binary variable 
by collapsing the definitely and probably yes or no responses to the question on 
fertility intentions. With regard to the intention to have a(nother) child within a time 
limit that is unspecified, all analyses were repeated, using the question posed to 
those who did not intend to have a(nother) child in the next three years.

The differences in outcomes for our main variables of interest are very small. We 
will therefore not show the latter results, but comment briefly on them whenever 
deemed necessary (results available on request). 

3.3 Measures of trust

The baseline GGS questionnaire includes two questions on social trust similar to 
the European/World Values Surveys. These questions are: 1) “Generally speaking, 
would you say that most people can be trusted, or that you need to be very careful 
in dealing with other people?”, for which possible answers are “most people can be 
trusted” and “need to be very careful”; 2) “Do you think that most people would try 
to take advantage of you if they got a chance, or would they try to be honest and 
fair?”, with possible answers being “would take advantage” and “would try to be 
honest and fair”. Following previous research (Aassve et al. 2021, 2016) we will use 
the first survey item, which we refer to as interpersonal trust, in order to emphasise 
the difference to institutional trust. We also ran the analyses with the second survey 
item with very similar results.

Additionally, the Swedish GGS introduced a question on institutional trust: “How 
much confidence do you have in the way the following institutions and groups do 
their job?”, with six institutions included (government, police, medical services, 
civil service, media, European Union). There are five answer categories available, 
ranging from “very high” to “very low”. This item was taken from the University of 
Gothenburg’s yearly SOM survey that focuses on a wide range of issues concerning 
Sweden (Martinsson/Andersson 2021). In our analysis, we use the variables for each 
institution separately, but also combine the answers to create an index. When using 

1 As mentioned, respondents who were currently trying to have a child were not asked the questions 
on intentions to have a(nother) child. In the analysis, we have included those who are trying to 
conceive under the group that intends to have a child in the next three years.
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the variables for each institution separately, we collapse the outer categories to 
create a three-level scale (high trust, neither, low trust). When creating the index, we 
use the full information with the five-level scale and compute a continuous variable 
with values ranging from 6 (maximum trust) to 30 (minimum trust). The Cronbach 
α parameter for the institutional trust variables at 0.765 can be seen as a reliable 
outcome. 

Tab. 1: Distribution of the used variables

Trust variables N % Dependent and other variables N %

Interpersonal trust Three-year fertility intention
Careful 429 25.2 Yes 739 43.4
Trustful 1274 74.8 No 964 56.6

Institutional trust index Sex
6-13 514 30.2 Male 676 39.7
14-17 599 35.2 Female 1027 60.3
18-30 590 34.6

Trust in government Age
High 717 42.1 20-29 568 33.4
Neither 445 26.1 30-39 1135 66.6
Low 541 31.6

Trust in police N of children
High 1134 66.6 0 921 54.1
Neither 340 20.0 1 277 16.3
Low 229 13.4 2+ 505 29.7

Trust in medical service Global uncertainty index
High 1307 76.7 Low 645 39.0
Neither 231 13.6 Medium 571 34.5
Low 165 9.7 High 438 26.5

Trust in civil service Likeliness of losing employment
High 785 46.1 Unlikely 1072 86.8
Neither 578 33.9 Unsure 115 9.3
Low 340 20.0 Likely 48 3.9

Trust in media Likeliness of new similar employment
High 543 31.9 Unlikely 94 7.6
Neither 610 35.8 Unsure 197 16.0
Low 550 32.3 Likely 944 76.4

Trust in the European Union
High 604 35.5
Neither 739 43.4
Low 360 21.1

Note: For the uncertainty variables, there are additional NAs which have been excluded from 
the calculation of shares.
Source: Swedish GGS2021, authors’ calculations
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3.4 Other variables

When it comes to individual-specific employment uncertainty and resilience, the 
Swedish GGS2021 has two questions: 1) “How likely is it that you will lose your job 
in the next twelve months?”; and 2) “If you did lose your job, how likely do you 
think it is that you would find an equivalent job within twelve months?”. The first 
question is included in the baseline GGS questionnaire while the second is not. Both 
questions have five possible answers, ranging from “very unlikely” to “very likely”. 
For the analysis, we again collapse the outer categories to create three levels for 
these variables (unlikely, unsure, likely). Table 1 confirms that only a small minority 
of Swedish residents perceive job loss as a likely occurrence, although anxiety about 
finding a new one with similar characteristics is somewhat more widespread.

As mentioned, we also use a question relating to a range of issues that are 
not specific to the respondent’s own life and conditions but are instead broader 
in focus, the aim being to capture global uncertainties. The question was phrased 
as follows: “Thinking about the future, how much does the following worry you?”, 
and listed thirteen potential threats (terrorism, climate change, overpopulation, 
economic crises, increased number of refugees, high unemployment, organised 
crime, military conflicts, global epidemics, weakened democracy, increased social 
inequality, political extremism, prospects of coming generations). The items and 
answer categories (very worrying, somewhat worrying, not particularly worrying, not 
at all worrying) were once again taken from the SOM survey. Given the numerous 
threats, we combine these into an index with three levels noting high, medium and 
low (global) uncertainty following Neyer et al. (2022), who also provide uncertainty-
specific analyses. The Cronbach α for the global uncertainties is 0.828. 

We include three basic control variables in the models, namely sex, age (20-29, 
30-39) and the number of children (0, 1, 2+). Given the exploratory nature of this 
analysis, we did not want to add more complexity to the models, preferring instead 
to focus on the basic relationships between trust, uncertainty and fertility intentions. 

Table 1 shows the distribution for all variables. Somewhat more than half of the 
GGS2021 respondents do not intend to have a child in the next three years. As 
expected, interpersonal trust among the respondents is high, with 75 percent saying 
that others can be trusted. The distributions for the trust in specific institutions vary 
considerably, with trust in medical services being the highest at 76 percent, and 
trust in media the lowest at 32 percent. The strong Swedish economy and welfare 
state support in the event of unemployment are reflected in the answers about 
economic uncertainty and resilience. Most of the respondents (87 percent) do not 
expect to lose their job, and if so, the vast majority (75 percent) believe that they will 
find a similar one soon. Likewise, with 25 percent being highly worried, feelings of 
uncertainties about global developments are not very widespread. The distribution 
of the other variables is as expected from the survey outcome and/or population 
register (e.g. age distribution).
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3.5 Method

We limit our analysis to partnered individuals aged 20-39 at the start of 2021, with 
both the respondent and the partner able to have children, albeit not expecting 
children at the time of the survey. We chose to concentrate on partnered individuals, 
because most births in Sweden are to cohabiting or married couples, and the decline 
in fertility since 2010 is concentrated among (childless) couples (Ohlsson-Wijk/
Andersson 2022; Neyer et al. 2022). We leave aside 85 individuals with no answers 
in one or more of the trust variables. The analysis set is not restricted based on 
the existing number of children. This leads to our study population including 1703 
individuals. The number of cases is smaller if uncertainty is also included in the model. 
The largest decline in the number of cases (N=468) is with respect to individual 
employment uncertainty, since naturally, only those currently in employment were 
asked these questions. The exact number of observations can be seen for each 
model in Appendices 1-3.

For the modelling, we use binary logistic regression (glm function in R), and 
we model the intention of having a(nother) child without distinguishing between 
women and men of different parities. First, we concentrate on how different 
measures of trust, both interpersonal and institutional, are related to the intention 
to have a child in the next three years. Second, we measure how the link between 
uncertainty and fertility intention is moderated by trust. To measure uncertainty, we 
use the individual-specific questions regarding employment-related uncertainty, as 
well as the global uncertainty index. For this analysis, we only use the institutional 
trust index, and not specific items separately as in the main analysis. 

For the purpose of easing interpretation and comparison, we present the 
results of our analysis in the form of plots that show predicted probabilities with 
95 percent confidence intervals (predict function in R) derived from the regression 
models. In the interest of transparency, the regression tables themselves are given 
in Appendices 1-3.

4 Results

4.1 The direct relationship of trust and fertility intentions

We begin the results section by focusing on the direct link between trust and the 
three-year fertility intention. This is plotted in Figure 1. On Panel A, the predicted 
probabilities for interpersonal trust show absolutely no difference in fertility 
intentions between trusting and untrusting individuals. This goes against previous 
results recorded for Italy and a cross-country analysis conducted for Europe, although 
one has to consider that these studies used macro-level and multilevel analysis with 
the fertility indicator showing actual births and not intended childbearing (Aassve 
et al. 2021, 2016).

On Panel B, we display the predicted probability for the institutional trust index. 
Its relationship to the dependent variable is statistically significant in the model 
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(p=0.006). The index value of 6 shows the maximum level of institutional trust, while 
the value 30 shows the minimum level. People with a higher degree of institutional 
trust are more likely to profess a positive fertility intention. The difference between 
the maximum and the minimum ranges from 0.56 to 0.33, although these values 
are rare. The more adequate measure of the difference of one standard deviation 
around the mean (index value 16) is 0.04, which is a rather constrained size. The 
predicted probability on Panel B is computed from a model with only the linear term 

Fig. 1: Predicted probabilities of trust measured for positive three-year fertility 
intention

Notes: Predicted probabilities computed based on logistic regression models with 95% 
confidence intervals. All models control for sex, age and number of children. For prediction, 
the values for the control variables are set to women, aged 20–29, with one child.
Source: Swedish GGS2021, authors’ calculations
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for the institutional trust index. When adding a non-linear term (index2) to it, the 
coefficient of the linear index is smaller, and also statistically insignificant (p=0.211).

On panel C, we present the predicted probabilities for trust in each of the six 
specific institutions. For two of these institutions (media and the European Union), 
the differences are statistically insignificant. Two others (police, civil service) have 
a U-shaped relationship between trust and fertility intentions. Such a relationship 
is difficult to explain on the basis of our theoretical arguments. Previous research, 
however, showed that trust in such institutions is related to encounters with them 
(Rothstein/Stolle 2008). Experiences with both of these institutions – or lack thereof – 
may be mirrored in our results, so that fertility intention is highest among the most 
(and least) trusting individuals. With respect to the police, the predicted probability 
difference between the high trust and middle trust group is sizeable (0.36 vs. 0.48). 
The predicted probability for those whose response was that they do not trust the 
government is on the same level as for those who gave “neither” as their answer; 
but those with trust in government have greater childbearing intentions. However, 
the differences between the point estimates are not particularly large (0.43 vs. 0.50). 

As far as trust in the medical service is concerned, the results show a linear and 
statistically significant pattern, with the predicted probabilities for the three groups 
being 0.36, 0.39 and 0.48. From Table 1, we can see that overall trust in the medical 
services is high, and those individuals who do not have a high degree of trust in 
the medical services are a rather select group. Given that childbirth is a medical 
procedure, the link to this institution is the most direct among the institutions 
listed in the questionnaire. An obvious hypothesis is that this relationship may be 
influenced by experiences during a previous birth. However, models that were run 
separately for childless individuals and parents (not shown here) do not support this 
hypothesis, showing almost identical results for the two groups.

As mentioned, we also ran identical models for the overall fertility intention 
(without a time constraint). The results (not shown here) are similar. The main 
difference is that the associations are smaller, as well as more frequently statistically 
insignificant. For instance, a standard deviation for the institutional trust index is 
0.02 and not 0.04, as with the three-year intention. Additionally, the discrepancy in 
the predicted probabilities between high and low levels of trust in medical services 
is 0.07 rather than 0.12.

4.2 Trust as a coping mechanism against uncertainty

We also tested the extent to which we can detect interpersonal and/or institutional 
trust working as resilience factors in decreasing the effect of global or individual 
employment uncertainty on short-term fertility intentions. In a theoretical framework, 
a coping mechanism can be conceptualised as a moderator between two variables, 
as something that creates a heterogeneous treatment effect. This would mean that 
in our case, trust does not have any causal influence on uncertainty, but merely 
changes the impact of uncertainty on childbearing intentions. Moderators are 
included in the models as an interaction with the variable of interest. Figure 2 shows 
these results again as predicted probabilities. 
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If we interact global uncertainties and institutional trust (Panel A), we find 
decreasing predicted probabilities of positive childbearing intentions for those with 
lower levels of institutional trust. This is particularly the case for those with high 
levels of global uncertainty, as can be expected from the theoretical discussion. 
However, the confidence intervals around the estimates are wide. 

The results are more mixed for individual-specific employment uncertainty and 
institutional trust (Panel B). Institutional trust affects only the two extremes (likely 
and unlikely), as expected by theoretical assumptions. Those who think it unlikely 
and those who think it likely that they will either lose their job or find a new one soon 
are more inclined to consider having a child in the next three years if they have a high 
degree of trust in institutions. This is not the case for those who answered “unsure” 

Fig. 2: Predicted probabilities of trust and uncertainty interactions for positive 
three-year fertility intention

Notes: Predicted probabilities computed based on logistic regression models with 95% 
confidence intervals. All models control for sex, age and number of children. For prediction, 
the values for the control variables are set to women, aged 20-29, with one child. The global 
uncertainty index (Panels A and C) is computed as an index and categorised into three groups 
(low, medium, high global uncertainty). The labour market uncertainty variables (Panel B and 
D) are derived from two questions on whether the person thinks that losing their job and 
finding a new similar job is likely, unlikely or they are unsure.
Source: Swedish GGS2021, authors’ calculations
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to the question of their employment security or future employment options. Those 
with greater institutional trust show lower fertility intentions. Again, the confidence 
intervals are wide and the results need to be interpreted with the uneven distribution 
of individual-specific employment expectations in mind (Table 1).

Similar to institutional trust and in contrast to theoretical propositions, we also 
find no significant sign of moderation for interpersonal trust (Panel C). Among 
people who are very worried about global developments, those that are socially 
trusting do have marginally higher short-term fertility intentions than those who 
feel the need to be careful. However, we find the opposite relationship is true for 
those who are somewhat (medium) worried about the global situation. 

For employment-related uncertainty, the results are even messier (Panel D). 
Higher trust in others is associated with higher intentions to have a child in the 
next three years only for those with no employment worries, i.e. those who do not 
fear losing their job or are very confident of finding a similar one in the event of 
becoming unemployed. For those who are more anxious about their job security 
and employment prospects, greater interpersonal trust is associated with a lower 
childbearing intention. Given the small numbers here and the resulting high 
uncertainty, this outcome cannot be taken at face value. However, what is clear is 
that the empirical results go some way to supporting the existence of a moderating 
effect of trust only when it comes to global uncertainty. 

Our interaction results may also be due to methodological issues. As mentioned 
above, a coping mechanism is conceptually a moderator that has no direct effect 
on the variable of interest (uncertainty, in our case). However, we use cross-sectional 
survey data, and can assume that in reality, trust would have an influence directly 
on the answers that people give concerning various uncertainty issues. This would 
mean that trust may also function as a confounder, and thus not including it would 
result in bias. Hence, we tested the degree to which the inclusion of trust measures 
influences the relationship between uncertainty and short-term childbearing 
intentions.

Figure 3 depicts the results of the regression models once again as predicted 
probabilities. We again model each uncertainty measure separately, and repeat this 
process for all three models. It is evident that both the global uncertainty index 
as well as the individual-specific employment uncertainties are to some extent 
related to the three-year fertility intention, although the size of the relationship is 
relatively constrained (0.1 between the extreme values). The inclusion of the two 
trust measures one by one as control variables, however, has no impact on the 
association of uncertainty and short-term fertility intention. This is true for all three 
uncertainty measures. 

Similar models and calculations were also prepared using the overall childbearing 
intention without a time limit as the dependent variable (results available on request). 
The conclusions based on these models do not differ from those presented here.
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5 Conclusion and discussion

This study focused on the influence of interpersonal and institutional trust on three-
year fertility intentions. It is a vital addition to a small body of literature that has 
concentrated on the intersection of the interpersonal trust and fertility outcome in 
Italy and in a country comparison (Aassve et al. 2021, 2018, 2016). This previous work 
focused on interpersonal (generalised social) trust, and put forward three reasons 
why trust would matter for fertility. First, trust enables parents of young children 
to use non-familial child care services since interpersonal trust would also be 
translated into specific trust in service providers. Second, trust functions as a coping 
mechanism that helps people to come to terms with uncertainty regarding their 
future, and thus would also benefit the long-term project of child-rearing. Third, 
there is an indirect effect given that social trust is correlated with (and possibly 
causally related to) better social and economic outcomes.

Our study focused on Sweden, which is commonly found to be a high-trust 
country with a universal welfare state that provides extensive individual and 
institutional support both to parents and to children. In this regard, it represents 
a counter example to familistic and low-trust country of Italy that was the focus of 
previous studies on trust and fertility. We were able to make use of novel questions 
included in the Swedish Generations and Gender Study aimed at finding new possible 
explanations for fertility behaviours in high-income societies. These questions 
related to institutional trust and global uncertainties. This is the first study relating 
to fertility intentions that examines the possibilities of including more broad-based 
concepts of trust. Crucially, we were able to consider the role of institutional trust 
and not only interpersonal trust. The former can be important given the theoretical 
arguments with respect to fertility, especially in universal welfare states with 

Fig. 3: Predicted probabilities of uncertainty measures with the inclusion of 
trust variables for positive three-year fertility intention

Note: Predicted probabilities computed based on logistic regression models with 95% 
confidence intervals. M1 controls for sex, age, and number of children. For prediction, the 
values for the control variables are set to women, aged 20-29, with one child.
Source: Swedish GGS2021, authors’ calculations
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comprehensive social protection and extensive family support and child care offers. 
We concentrated on the general relationship of interpersonal and institutional trust 
on the one hand and fertility intentions on the other, as well as their interlinkage 
with economic and global uncertainties. 

The results of the analysis highlight the need to consider broader concepts of 
trust in order to understand its relevance for fertility. First, we find no statistical 
relationship between interpersonal trust on fertility intentions, neither on short-
term intentions (as displayed in this paper), nor on long-term intentions (results upon 
request). Second, for the institutional trust index that uses information on the level 
of trust in six specific institutions (government, police, medical services, civil service, 
media, European Union), we do see a theoretically expected relationship, but it is 
comparatively small. For specific institutions, we find the strongest association for 
trust in medical services. Since women in Sweden generally give birth in hospitals, 
we would expect a direct association between trust in medical services and fertility 
intentions. The universality of medical services and the high trust of our respondents 
in it may further explain our findings.

We find little evidence that either institutional or interpersonal trust functions 
as a coping mechanism that decreases the negative effect of uncertainty on fertility 
intentions. We do find that both institutional and interpersonal trust are weakly 
associated with lower global uncertainties. For employment uncertainty at the 
respondent-specific level, such resilience cannot be found. However, given the well-
functioning Swedish labour market and the country’s active labour market policies, 
the share of people who expressed at least some concern about losing their current 
job is small, and trust that they will find a new, similar job if needed is high. Since 
interaction models demand a much higher statistical power, problems with detecting 
these relationships are thus to be expected.

This study has some limitations. First, it is exploratory and uses simple models 
to look at basic relationships. Second, it is based on cross-sectional data, which 
severely limits the interpretation of relationships as causal, and requires the focus 
to be on fertility intentions rather than fertility outcomes. With a register-based 
follow-up, one could in future analyse the relationship between trust and actual 
childbearing behaviour during the period following the survey. Third, the study is 
based on just one country, because some survey items were only available in the 
Swedish GGS. We hope that with the coming survey waves, similar information from 
a greater number of countries will be available. Fourth, the GGS was carried out in 
late spring of the second year of the COVID-19 pandemic. This period was related 
to the onset of further fertility postponement (Bujard/Andersson 2024) and may not 
reflect the situation that is seen during more normal circumstances. However, no 
trend breaks in measurements of trust have been observed in other survey data 
collected in Sweden (Martinsson/Andersson 2021).

How do we interpret the results of our study? To some extent, the lack of 
significant associations may be due to Sweden being an economically stable country 
characterised by high levels of trust and its all-encompassing, universal, and well-
established welfare state. Swedish women and men may take institutional support 
for child-rearing for granted, and do the same for reintegration into the labour 
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market in the event of unemployment. Unlike in research on Italy, we find no direct 
link between interpersonal trust and fertility. This could be explained by the fact that 
Italy is a context where people have to rely on the support of other family members 
to a large extent, whereas in Sweden people can rely more readily on institutional 
support offered by the welfare state. The differences we find between the associations 
of interpersonal and institutional trust on fertility underline that the impact of trust 
on fertility is not universal, but depends on the country context. In another European 
or advanced post-industrial country, the results could be substantially different, as 
one would expect from previous research on Italy (Aassve et al. 2021), or from our 
research on Sweden. It also highlights the need to consider different dimensions of 
trust when studying the role of trust in fertility considerations.
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