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  Pref ace   

 Persistent low fertility levels in Europe have triggered an interest in fertility intentions 
among population scholars. Knowing why intentions to have a child remain unrealised 
can facilitate our understanding of the reasons for low fertility and help to draw 
relevant policy implications. 

 These issues were addressed in the research project “Reproductive decision- making 
in a macro–micro perspective” (REPRO) run under the European Commission’s 7th 
Framework Programme. REPRO was designed to update existing knowledge and to 
generate new scientifi c knowledge about the factors that drive changes in birth rates 
and infl uence the reproductive decision-making of contemporary Europeans. The 
three-year project was completed in 2011. 

 The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) was applied to understand the reproduc-
tive decision-making of individuals. While this micro-level approach constituted 
an  important backbone of REPRO, it was also embedded in the macro-level set-
tings in which individuals formulate their personal decisions. REPRO comprised 
fi ve substantive work-packages, each taking a different macro-, micro- or macro–
micro perspective of reproductive decision making. This structure is refl ected in 
Chaps.   2    ,   3    ,   4    ,   5    , and   6     of this book. Chapter   1     introduces the fertility context into 
which REPRO was born and the macro–micro and TPB frameworks that underpin 
the project and the book. The last chapter summarizes key fi ndings from research 
undertaken within REPRO, and by members of the REPRO team and their col-
leagues, since the project’s conclusion glances at the road ahead and considers 
implications of the new theory, methods and fi ndings from the REPRO project for 
future research and policy. The authors are members of the REPRO team. 

 The book is written for a wide range of readers. It can be used by graduate stu-
dents who want to get acquainted with the formation of reproductive decision- 
making, by scientists interested in this topic and by policy advisors. The authors 
believe that the fi ndings obtained in the REPRO project and reported in this book 
have opened up new ways of obtaining profound knowledge about reproductive 
decision-making and suggest new ways of considering the effects of policy on fertil-
ity decisions. We trust that readers fi nd it valuable. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-017-9401-5_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-017-9401-5_3
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    Chapter 1   
 Reproductive Decision-Making in a Macro- 
Micro Perspective: A Conceptual Framework 

                   Aart     C.     Liefbroer     ,     Jane     E.   Klobas     ,     Dimiter     Philipov     , and     Icek     Ajzen    

1.1            Introduction 

 Europe has been characterized by below-replacement fertility for several decades 
now (Frejka and Sobotka  2008 ). Moreover, when comparing the total fertility 
rate (TFR, measured fertility levels) with the ideal or intended number of children 
(i.e., desired fertility), it is evident that, at the macro-level, people want to have 
more children than they actually do (Van de Kaa  2001 ; Goldstein et al.  2003 ). 
The difference is known as the ‘fertility gap’ (Philipov  2009 ). A large fertility gap 
is interpreted as the result of obstacles people face when trying to realise their 
desired family size. 

        A.  C.   Liefbroer      (*) 
  Netherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic Institute ,   The Hague ,  The Netherlands    

  University Medical Center Groningen ,   Groningen ,  The Netherlands    

  VU University Amsterdam ,   Amsterdam ,  The Netherlands   
 e-mail: liefbroer@nidi.nl   

    J.  E.   Klobas      
  Dondena Centre for Research on Social Dynamics, Centre for Arts, 
Science and Knowledge ,  Bocconi University ,   Milan ,  Italy    

  Murdoch University ,   Perth ,  WA ,  Australia   
 e-mail: jane.klobas@iinet.net.au   

    D.   Philipov      
  Vienna Institute of Demography ,   Vienna ,  Austria   

  Wittgenstein Centre for Demography and Global Human Capital (OEAW-VID, IIASA, WU) , 
  Vienna ,  Austria   
 e-mail: dimiter.philipov@oeaw.ac.at   

    I.   Ajzen      
  University of Massachusetts ,   Amherst ,  MA ,  USA   
 e-mail: aizen@psych.umass.edu  

mailto:liefbroer@nidi.nl
mailto:jane.klobas@iinet.net.au
mailto:dimiter.philipov@oeaw.ac.at
mailto:aizen@psych.umass.edu


2

 This edited volume presents results from an international collaborative project, 
funded by the EU’s 7th Framework Programme, which was designed to advance our 
understanding of the factors that infl uence the ‘fertility gap’ in European societies. 
The name of the project, ‘Reproductive decision-making in a macro-micro perspec-
tive’ (REPRO), succinctly summarizes what the project is about; it is about under-
standing how individuals make their micro-level fertility decisions within the 
opportunities and constraints provided by the macro-level structures in which they 
are embedded. In designing the REPRO project, the idea of the ‘fertility gap’ pro-
vided a clear focus to the conceptualization of the key issues to be tackled. Given 
that the ‘gap’ results from a discrepancy between fertility intentions and behaviours, 
the focus of the project was both on how individuals form their fertility intentions 
and on how and to what extent these intentions are realized. In addition, both 
individual- level and societal-level factors that infl uence the formation of intentions 
and their realization were studied. 

 The key aim of the results of the REPRO project presented in this volume is to 
provide a general sense of the theoretical and methodological orientation of the 
project, as well as a fresh and interesting sample of its substantive outcomes. It does 
not provide an exhaustive overview of the results of the project, as many empirical 
studies conducted within the REPRO project have been published in leading inter-
national journals in the fi eld, and their content will only be alluded to in this volume. 
The volume also does not provide an exhaustive discussion of the theoretical under-
pinnings of the REPRO project (cf. Morgan et al.  2011 ) for a discussion of the 
Theory of Planned Behavior 1  or TPB, the theoretical approach guiding the REPRO 
project, and how it relates to other theoretical perspectives). Rather, the focus of the 
volume is on outlining the theoretical approach guiding our study, and highlighting 
interesting results about the different key components of our model. 

 This introductory chapter lays the theoretical and methodological foundation for 
the more substantive analyses presented in the rest of the volume. First, to set the 
stage, a brief overview of the main fertility trends in Europe in the past decades will 
be provided. Next, the general theoretical framework that guided research within the 
REPRO project is introduced. It starts from the contention that to understand macro-
level trends in fertility, a thorough knowledge of micro-processes and how the micro- 
and macro-levels are interrelated, is a necessity. The following sections present the 
macro-level model, the micro-level model, and their interrelatedness, in more detail. 
The chapter concludes with a brief overview of the content of the rest of the volume.  

1.2     The Background: Low Fertility in Europe 

 The 1960s marked the start of fertility decline in Europe. Fertility fi rst dropped in 
the Scandinavian countries and soon after in Austria and Germany. It took until the 
1980s for the decrease to be noted in southern Europe. The next decisive milestone 

1   Throughout this book, we retain the original US spelling of  behavior  in the name of the Theory of 
Planned Behavior, but use the English language spelling of  behaviour  elsewhere. 
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was an abrupt fertility decline in the ex-socialist countries of Central and Eastern 
Europe around 1989 after the removal of the old political regimes. The time at 
which the total fertility rate (TFR) dropped below the replacement level of 2.1 
children per woman is usually taken to indicate the onset of this development. 
Fertility has remained below replacement level ever since. No European country 
had fertility rates above replacement level in 2010. Figure  1.1  depicts these trends 
for selected countries from the regions.

   Many countries witnessed a drastic fertility decline. Kohler et al. ( 2002 ) noted 
that at the end of the 1990s the TFR had reached a ‘lowest low’, i.e., levels below 
1.3, in 14 southern, central and eastern European countries. During the 2000s, these 
rates recovered a bit (Goldstein et al.  2009 ). Figure  1.1  illustrates this trend for all 
countries except Portugal. One of the demographic factors mentioned by Kohler 
et al. ( 2002 ) to explain the drop in fertility rates is the postponement of fertility. It is 
connected to an increase in the mean age of childbearing by order of birth, which 
infl ates period measures such as the TFR, although completed cohort fertility may 
remain unchanged. The amount by which the TFR is infl ated constitutes the tempo 
effect of fertility, which must be distinguished from the quantum effect. A detailed 
discussion and measure of the tempo and quantum effects can be found in Bongaarts 
and Feeney ( 1998 ). They suggest a new tempo-free indicator of period fertility, the 
‘adjusted TFR’. Estimates show that during the 1990s this adjusted TFR is on aver-
age about 0.2–0.4 higher than the conventional TFR. 

 Thus, part of the TFR’s drop to such low values as 1.3 is due to the tempo effect. 
In Kohler et al.’s terms ( 2002 ), the drop in the TFR can at least partially be viewed 
as a ‘postponement transition’. 

 TFRs started to increase again during the 2000s. Lowest-low fertility levels of 
TFR < 1.3 were not observed anywhere in Europe around 2009, although they hov-
ered only slightly above this level in such countries as Hungary and Moldova. These 
changes raised the question of whether lowest-low fertility was a development of 
the past, as discussed by Goldstein et al. ( 2009 ). Their analysis is based on the 
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  Fig. 1.1    Fertility decline in selected European countries: Austria ( AUT ), France ( FRA ), the 
Netherlands ( NLD ) and Sweden ( SWE ) in panel ( a ); Hungary ( HUN ), Portugal ( PRT ) and Russia 
( RUS ) in panel ( b )       
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adjusted TFR, which does not contain tempo effects and indicates that the postponement 
transition was one of the main reasons for the increase in TFR after 2000. This infer-
ence is of crucial importance for assessing the effect of family policies on births 
because, in some countries, the increase in TFR was attributed to policy measures 
introduced in this period. In times of fertility postponement, the TFR is a distorted 
measure and its usage for assessing policy effects could be misleading. 

 Although lowest-low fertility rates disappeared, fertility remained low and stayed 
below replacement level in all of Europe. Policy-makers continued to worry about 
Europe’s persisting population decline and population ageing and invoked the argu-
ment of the gap between actual and desired fertility to introduce pro-natalist policies. 
For example, in Europe, the measured ideal number of children is around 2.1, which is 
considerably higher than actual fertility, regardless of whether we use the conventional 
period TFR or the tempo-free adjusted TFR. The gap, also referred to as the ‘unmet 
need for children’, is taken to point to diffi culties in the realisation of people’s desire 
for children. Sentences like “Europeans want more children than they actually have” 
can frequently be found in various documents prepared by the European Commission 
and the Council of Europe (see Philipov et al. ( 2009 ) for more detailed citations). 

 Measuring the fertility gap is not straightforward (see Sobotka and Lutz ( 2010 ) 
and Philipov and Bernardi ( 2012 ) for a discussion). The conventional TFR, the 
adjusted TFR or completed cohort fertility can be used to measure actual fertility. 
Measuring desired fertility is more problematic, because it is based on such con-
cepts as the ideal or intended number of children, which are not clearly defi ned in 
demography (Philipov and Bernardi  2012 ). Hence it is not clear exactly what is 
measured when these indicators are used to determine the fertility gap. Policy- 
related inferences could thus be biased. 

 This highlights the need for a more rigorous defi nition and measurement of 
intentions. Given its centrality in social psychological theories (Fishbein and Ajzen 
 2010 ), the defi nitions of intention developed in that science can be applied when 
using the concept in demography. The application of theoretical models from social 
psychology can also help to better identify why some people manage to realise their 
intentions while those of others remain frustrated. In turn, this information may be 
useful for implementing policies. 

 As the above discussion makes clear, fertility intentions are a key component of 
reproductive decision-making. Because individuals decide about having children in 
a social environment, the micro-level construction of reproductive decision-making 
is embedded in a macro-level confi guration. These ideas constitute the basis of the 
REPRO project, which is briefl y outlined in Sect.  1.3 .  

1.3      General Framework 

 The basic premise of the REPRO project is that our understanding of micro- 
phenomena (such as the unmet need for children) and macro-phenomena (such as 
low birth rates) can be signifi cantly improved by focusing on individuals’ and 

A.C. Liefbroer et al.
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couples’ reproductive decision-making. A sound knowledge of these processes 
offers a solid basis for refl ections on relevant public policies. We start our endeavour 
by conceptualising fertility as a macro-micro problem. 

 Understanding the relationship between the macro and micro-levels of analysis 
of social phenomena constitutes one of the major puzzles in social sciences. 
Coleman’s micro-macro model (Coleman  1990 ; Opp  2011 ; Raub et al.  2011 ) pro-
vides a general analytic scheme to facilitate its solution. Figure  1.2  applies this 
scheme specifi cally to fertility intentions and births and outlines the theoretical ker-
nel of the REPRO project in a concise manner. It shows that although fertility rates 
depend on the macro-level conditions in a society, this is not a direct effect. Macro- 
level conditions infl uence individuals’ fertility decisions. Fertility behaviour can be 
seen as the outcome of this decision-making process. Finally, the fertility rates of a 
society are the macro-level result of the aggregation of the myriad of fertility deci-
sions made by individuals and couples.

   Figure  1.2  indicates that fertility rates are the aggregate-level result of indi-
viduals’ and couples’ fertility behaviour, which, in turn, is the result of individu-
als’ or couples’ decision-making processes. Understanding the important 
considerations in the decision-making process and the ways in which they are 
infl uenced by macro- level conditions, can help to design effective policy initia-
tives to strengthen individuals’ and couples’ freedom of fertility choices in a 
national and European context. The fi gure outlines three domains of scientifi c 
research:

•    The macro-domain focuses on research that links macro-level economic, social, 
cultural and institutional conditions with fertility rates. It is depicted in the top 
layer of Fig.  1.2 . The dotted line indicates that this relation is not necessarily 
causal.  

•   The micro-domain is explored by studies that refer to the decision-making pro-
cess and its subsequent outcome. It is depicted in the bottom layer of Fig.  1.2 .  

•   The macro-micro and micro-macro domains are dealt with by studies that ana-
lytically combine the top and bottom layers of Fig.  1.2 . The macro-micro level is 
depicted by the left downward-pointing arrow the micro-macro level by the right 
upward-pointing arrow.    

 These three main lines of research are also refl ected in the structure of this chap-
ter and the entire book.  

Macro-level
conditions

Fertility rates

Micro-level decision-
making process

Fertility behaviour

  Fig. 1.2    A macro-micro 
model of fertility and its 
determinants (inspired by 
Coleman  1990 )       
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1.4      The Macro-level: Societal Environment 
and Fertility Rates  

 The infl uence of macro-level factors on fertility rates is usually studied exclusively 
at the macro-level. Examples include Butz’s and Ward’s ( 1979 ) early study of the 
relationship between gross domestic product (GDP) and fertility rates, studies by 
Engelhardt and colleagues (Engelhardt et al.  2004 ; Engelhardt and Prskawetz  2004 ) 
on the relationship between female labour force participation and fertility, and 
recent studies on the ‘hockeystick’ relationship between the TFR and the Human 
Development Index or GDP (Myrskylä et al.  2009 ). These studies focus on differ-
ences in fertility across countries or across time in one country or combine both 
approaches. In terms of Coleman’s scheme as presented in Fig.  1.2 , such studies 
link macro-conditions and macro-outcomes (fertility rates), but completely bypass 
the micro-level. The line, which describes the infl uence of macro-level conditions 
on fertility rates is  dotted  to signal that assuming a direct effect of macro-level vari-
ables on fertility may be misleading. 

 What is more, such macro-level studies run the risk of ecological fallacy by 
assuming that a relationship observed at the macro-level also holds true at the 
micro-level (Robinson  1950 ). For example, suppose that – at the macro-level – a 
rise in unemployment is associated with a decline in fertility. It may be wrong to 
infer that unemployed people decide to avoid childbearing as the association sug-
gests. Inversely, when unemployment rises, the unemployed might decide to have 
their children while staying at home and those who are employed may decide to 
avoid childbearing in order not to lose their job in a shrinking labour market. 
Additional micro-level studies become necessary in order to examine these and 
other likely hypotheses more closely. 

 In general, macro-level studies cannot shed light on the micro-level processes 
that give rise to the observed relationship at the macro-level. Let us take a positive 
macro-level relationship between GDP and TFR as another example. How does this 
relationship come about? Is it because rich people can afford to have more children 
than poor people and the proportion of rich people is higher in countries with a 
higher GDP? Or is it because, irrespective of their income, all people in countries 
with a high GDP feel more secure and thus decide to have more children? Without 
clarifying the micro-level process, a macro-level relationship can be at best indica-
tive and is open to manifold and even potentially incorrect interpretations. 

 An important mechanism that infl uences fertility rates at the macro-level is 
referred to as the composition effect. It can be observed when a population is het-
erogeneous with respect to fertility. Let us suppose that the proportion of highly 
educated people in a society increases. Though this does not necessarily infl uence 
individual decision-making, it does have an impact on the ratio between the higher 
and lower educated individuals in a society. If higher educated people, on average, 
have different fertility outcomes than their lower educated peers, an increase in the 
proportion of higher educated people will lead overall fertility outcomes in the society 
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to more strongly resemble those of the higher educated. This shift is due to changes 
in the educational composition of the population and not to a homogeneous fertility 
change throughout the entire population. 

 However, provided potential pitfalls such as ecological fallacy and composi-
tional effects are taken into account, macro-level studies make an important contri-
bution to science. The studies cited above instigated hot debates and induced 
in-depth research, which helped to make inferences drawn from their results more 
accurate. With these considerations in mind, Chap.   2     presents an international com-
parative macro-level analysis of the effect of family policies on fertility.  

1.5     The Micro-level: Theory of Planned Behavior, Fertility 
Intentions and Their Realisation 

 The bottom level of Coleman’s fi gure depicts the micro-level in the overall model. 
It comprises reproductive decision-making and subsequent behaviour that leads to 
relevant outcomes. The lower left box in Fig.  1.2  represents the construction process 
of individual reproductive decision-making, while the lower right box signifi es the 
corresponding outcomes (i.e., having or not having a child). We fi rst discuss the 
theoretical foundation of reproductive decision-making. 

 In demography, the concept of reproductive decision-making is not strictly 
defi ned. It usually involves such notions as the ideal number of children, fertility 
desires and fertility intentions. In a series of papers, Miller (see, for example, Miller 
and Pasta ( 1995 ); an overview is given in Miller ( 2011 )) developed a theoretical 
framework which specifi es a motivational sequence that drives reproductive behav-
iour. This sequence includes motivational traits, fertility desires and fertility inten-
tions that entail proceptive or contraceptive reproductive behaviour, which, in turn, 
leads to the respective fertility events (outcomes). Although this theory is frequently 
cited, its use in demographic studies is rather limited, probably because it has not 
been operationalised and data are lacking. 

 In the REPRO project and in this book we use a different theoretical framework, 
namely the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB 2 ). It was developed in social psy-
chology, operationalised in various surveys and has been used in demographic stud-
ies. As it is a general theory, it has been applied in a wide variety of fi elds (Fishbein 
and Ajzen  2010 ; Billari et al.  2009 ) used it to explain fertility intentions in 
Bulgaria and Billari and Liefbroer ( 2007 ) applied it in their research on leaving 
home in the Netherlands. A detailed description of the TPB and the requirements for 
its application in fertility studies can be found in Philipov et al. ( 2009 ), hence we 
will only present the highlights here. 

2   The TPB is an extension of the theory of reasoned action which will not be discussed here. See 
Fishbein and Ajzen ( 2010 ) for more information. 

1 Reproductive Decision-Making in a Macro-Micro Perspective…
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 Intentions are a fundamental concept in the TPB. Other measures of hypothetical 
fertility like desires and ideals are not explicit components of the theory. Intentions 
are formed on the basis of three determinants: attitudes (Att.), subjective (or per-
ceived) norms (SN) and perceived behavioural control (PBC) over factors associ-
ated with the behaviour or outcome of interest. In the TPB, Att., SN and PBC are the 
only direct antecedents of intentions. Other factors, including external conditions 
(such as the state of the economy or institutional support, which might affect per-
ceived control) or prevailing societal norms and personal characteristics (such as 
intelligence, personality, age, education, personal income and values) infl uence 
intentions only indirectly, via attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural 
control. General fertility desires and ideals are among these background factors. 

 The representation of the TPB in Fig.  1.3  describes the formation of the intention 
to have a child by focusing on the three immediate antecedents of the decision. The 
outcome we are interested in is ‘having a child during the next 3 years’. A rigorous 
application of the TPB requires a precise definition of the intended behaviour. 
It could, for example, be proceptive (e.g., pursuit of pregnancy, search for an adop-
tion of a child) or contraceptive (use of contraceptive methods). The scheme in 
Fig.  1.3  is in line with the demographic tradition to use the outcome as a proxy for 
the behaviour. The focus is on a relatively short period (3 years in the fi gure) because 
short-term intentions are less likely to change than long-term intentions.

   The outcome thus defi ned specifi es all the other elements of the model listed in 
Fig.  1.3 , which need to be expressed in similar or compatible terms. Therefore the 
factors that directly infl uence the intention are defi ned as:

•    Att.: Attitude towards having a child during the next 3 years. This is the decision- 
maker’s evaluation that having a child will have a positive or negative impact on 
his/her life. It effectively answers the question “Would it be good or bad for me 
to have a child some time during the next 3 years?”  

•   SN: Perceived social pressure to have (or not to have) a child during the next 3 
years. SN represents the decision-maker’s answer to the question “What do other 

Have a child
during the next 3

years

Intention to have
a child during

the next 3 years

SN
Beliefs about important others’ 

expectations and approval
(Do other people expect me to do it?)

Att.
Beliefs about expected outcomes
(Will it be good or bad for me?)

PBC
Beliefs about capability and ability

to overcome constraints
(Can I do it?)

Background
factors, e.g.

Values
General
attitudes
Desires
Experience

Gender, Age
Parity
Education
Employment
Income
Religion

Actual control

  Fig. 1.3    The immediate antecedents of the intention to have a child during the next 3 years based 
on the Theory of Planned Behavior       

 

A.C. Liefbroer et al.



9

people or social institutions that are important for me expect me to do?” It can be 
formed by observation, conversation or subjective reasoning. Because it is sub-
jective, it might, however, not be an accurate perception of what others think and 
thus differ from the general views of peers or the wider views of society for any 
given individual.  

•   PBC: Perceived control over factors associated with having a child during the 
next 3 years. This is the decision-maker’s perception that she or he is able to have 
a child and to care for it. It can be considered an answer to the questions, “Can I 
do it? How easy (or hard) would it be?” It is worthwhile to dwell on this concept 
a little longer. The key element is  control . For example, people with a low income 
who believe that they have suffi cient fi nancial resources to have a child will think 
they control this aspect of childbearing; on the other hand, people with a high 
income who believe they will not have enough money to pay for a child’s upkeep 
will think they have little or no control. Financial status is not the issue: what 
matters is the conviction that you have suffi cient fi nancial resources to raise a 
child. Moreover, like SN, PBC is a  perception  and may not refl ect reality: for 
example, few people who claim that they “don’t know how to bring up a child” 
fi nd they are actually unable to do so.    

 These three infl uences on having a child can be measured directly by asking 
questions about whether having a child would be a good or a bad thing, whether 
individuals feel a social pressure to have (or not to have) a child and how much 
control over having a child they think they have. Additional, more detailed, infor-
mation about the factors that underlie Att., SN and PBC can be obtained by asking 
people about the following beliefs:

•    Att.: The expected impact of having a child (‘expected outcomes’, also called 
‘behavioural beliefs’).  

•   SN: The perceived social pressures exercised by important individuals 
(e.g., spouse, doctor) or groups to have or not to have a child (‘normative beliefs’).  

•   PBC: People’s perceived ability to have and care for a child (‘control beliefs’), 
includes their ideas about controlling internal factors such as their own health or 
ability to fi nancially and emotionally care for a child and their perceptions of 
controlling external factors such as being able to meet a suitable partner and the 
availability of assistance with child care.    

 The arrows in Fig.  1.3  indicate how the three main antecedents are interrelated. 
For example, students may have a positive attitude towards having a child while 
social pressure might suggest that they postpone child birth until they have com-
pleted their education. Thus attitudes and subjective norms act in various directions 
in the formation of the intention to have a child. The fi nal decision depends on the 
relative strengths of the three antecedents. 

 Figure  1.3  also shows how the reasoning process is connected with the actual 
constraints encountered in having and caring for children. PBC should, at least to 
some extent, refl ect  actual behavioural control , which is the individuals’ actual (as 
opposed to perceived) situation such as their real fi nancial situation, housing, health, 
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etc. considered through the prism of the behaviour in question. In Fig.  1.3 , this is 
indicated by the arrow from actual control to PBC. Moreover, actual control plays a 
crucial role during the period that individuals and couples try to realise their already 
defi ned intentions. This infl uence is indicated by the continuous arrow from actual 
control to the path that points from intentions to outcome in Fig.  1.3 . 

 Last but not least, Fig.  1.3  shows the infl uence of background factors. They include 
personal characteristics, which infl uence each of the three blocks that represent the 
proximate antecedents. In traditional demographic research on intentions based on 
regression models, these attributes are often used as explanatory variables that have a 
direct infl uence on intentions, rather than an indirect one via Att., SN and PBC. 

 The lower right box in Fig.  1.2  depicts the realisation of intentions, the outcome 
that is shown at the right hand side of Fig.  1.3 . Empirical research on the realisation 
of intentions requires additional information about the outcome, i.e., whether the 
individual did or did not have a child 3 years later. Longitudinal surveys provide this 
information, which has been used for the research reported in Chap.   4    . According to 
the TPB, actual control plays an important role in the realisation of intentions. In 
Fig.  1.3  this is indicated by the arrow from intentions to outcome, which corre-
sponds to the arrow from micro-level decisions to fertility behaviour in Fig.  1.2 , 
except that outcome serves as a proxy for the behaviour. 

 Studies can thus illuminate the factors that defi ne the impact of actual control on 
the realisation of intentions and how individuals succeed or fail to cope with them. 
This information can be valuable for better understanding the obstacles people 
encounter in their attempts to realise their childbearing intentions. Chapter   4    , and in 
particular Chap.   5    , deal with this topic in more depth. It should be noted that the 
frustration of the intention not to have a child leads to unintended pregnancy and 
ultimately to unintended birth. This outcome is covered by the TPB in the same way 
as outcomes related to intentions to have a child. 

 The application of the TPB to studies of fertility intentions requires further work 
on the precise defi nition and measurement of crucial concepts and theoretical links 
in surveys. Moreover, the TPB is a theory of reasoned behaviour while some births 
appear to be the result of unreasoned behaviour (i.e., accidental births that were 
neither intended nor unintended). These issues recently raised a signifi cant debate, 
which is refl ected in eight articles published in the 2011 issue of the Vienna 
Yearbook of Population Research.  

1.6     The Macro-Micro Link: Fertility Intentions in Context 

 In this section we discuss the macro-level context of the formation of fertility inten-
tions. The macro-micro link refers to the left arrow pointing downward in Fig.  1.2 . 3  

3   This description draws heavily on Philipov et al. ( 2009 ). 
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 The TPB offers a rich heuristic framework to discuss the ways in which the context 
can infl uence fertility outcomes. The regression equation that is generally used to 
predict people’s intentions may serve as starting point:

  Intention Attitude Subjective Norm Perceived Control    1 2 3    

  In general, there are at least three analytically different ways in which the 
context can ‘enter’ into this equation. First, it can infl uence the scores of indi-
viduals on the attitude, subjective norm and perceived control variables. 
Affordable high-quality public child care is a good example. Its availability 
might infl uence individuals’ attitudes, subjective norms and perceived control. 
As a result, they may perceive the costs of having children to be lower, as it will 
be easier for them to combine parenthood and paid employment and to regain 
some autonomy over their own leisure activities. Public child care may also 
increase the perceived benefi ts of having children by enabling individuals to 
focus more strongly on ‘quality time’ with their children. This reasoning gives 
rise to the expectation that individuals with good access to high-quality child 
care will have more positive fertility attitudes than those with no or only limited 
access to this service. The availability of high-quality child care may also infl u-
ence individuals’ subjective fertility norm. If it is available, signifi cant others 
like parents and friends may tell them that there is little point in delaying child-
bearing. As a result, individuals may feel a higher normative pressure to have a 
child relatively soon. Last but not least, it is very likely that the availability of 
high-quality child care also infl uences the perceived control of most individuals’ 
childbearing decisions. 

 A second way in which the context can infl uence the intention equation is by 
adjusting the ‘weights’ ( β   1  ,  β   2   and  β   3  ) attached to individuals’ scores on the attitude, 
subjective norm and perceived control variables. For instance, if the availability of 
high-quality child care increases in a country, people may attach less importance to 
their parents’ opinions about childbearing, because they are less dependent on their 
informal support. In conjunction, the relative weight of individuals’ own attitudes in 
forming a childbearing decision may increase. 

 In addition, the TPB points out a third way in which context can infl uence 
decision- making. To the extent that a change in the context leads to a change in the per-
ceived or actual control over childbearing behaviour, it will also infl uence the link 
between intention and behaviour (see Fig.  1.3 ). If the availability of affordable and 
high-quality child care increases, it might become more likely that individuals will 
actually realise their childbearing intentions. 

 The equation above can be enlarged to include interaction terms between the 
three antecedents, which refl ect their interrelations and are depicted by bi- directional 
arrows in Fig.  1.3 . For example, more good-quality child care increases perceived 
control as discussed above. In turn, this enforces the individual’s positive attitudes 
towards having a child.  

1 Reproductive Decision-Making in a Macro-Micro Perspective…
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1.7     The Micro-macro Link: How to Integrate Both Levels? 

 The macro-level comprises links between macro-level factors and fertility rates. 
However, even if we only take into account the unidirectional connection, they can-
not be interpreted unambiguously in terms of causalities. In Sect.  1.4 , we discussed 
the ecological fallacy and compositional effects, which may lead to misinterpreta-
tions of statistically established links. The micro-macro approach is a convenient 
way to alleviate these problems and reach meaningful conclusions about causalities 
at the macro-level. In this section, we briefl y discuss several mechanisms for 
research in this domain. 

 Two types of studies may prove useful. In so-called  comparative micro-studies , 
the same kind of multivariate analyses are performed on comparable micro-level 
datasets from different countries. By comparing similarities and differences across 
countries and drawing on knowledge about potentially important macro-level dif-
ferences between the countries, inferences are made about macro-factors that poten-
tially explain the observed pattern of similarities and differences (Corijn and 
Klijzing  2001 ; Blossfeld et al.  2005 ). Alternatively, the selection of countries is 
guided by theoretical ideas about the potential importance of a macro-level factor 
and the observed pattern of similarities and differences in the micro-level analyses 
is used to ascertain whether or not the macro-level factor can explain the pattern. 
If so, this is interpreted as support for the relevance of the macro-factor under 
consideration (Liefbroer and Corijn  1999 ). 

 Although potentially interesting, this approach suffers from a number of weak-
nesses. First, it does not permit assessing the extent to which countries differ in the 
analysed processes. Second, there is no formal testing of whether a specifi c macro- 
level factor is able to explain the respective differences across countries. Third, no 
additional potential macro-level factors can be taken into account. Fourth, it is not 
possible to examine whether differences across countries mainly result from com-
positional variation or can be interpreted as genuine context effects (Moore and 
Vanneman  2003 ). 

 A second way in which macro and micro-levels of analyses can be combined is 
through multi-level analyses (Kalwij  2010 ; Testa and Grilli  2006 ; Adsera  2011 ). 
This approach pools data from multiple countries into one dataset and includes 
characteristics at the micro-level (e.g., age, educational attainment and religiosity) 
and at the macro-level (e.g., GDP and female labour force participation rates) as 
predictors of fertility-related individual-level outcomes such as having a child, 
childbearing intention or fertility norms. Proper care is taken to account for the 
dependence of observations at the macro-level. This approach has a number of 
attractive features. First, it allows us to estimate the proportion of variation in fertil-
ity outcomes that occurs at the macro-level. This offers the possibility of assessing 
whether differences across countries are relatively large or relatively small, com-
pared to differences within countries. Second, it permits estimating the strength of 
the relationship between specifi c macro-level factors and the fertility outcome 
of interest. It can be tested whether the strength of this relationship is statistically 
signifi cant and how much of the variation across macro-level units can be attributed 
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to the macro-factor under consideration. Third, this approach can be used to examine 
so-called cross-level interactions, i.e., interaction terms of a macro-level and a micro-
level variable. Such cross-level interactions show whether the strength of micro-
level variables differs across different levels of the macro-level factor. An example 
is the question of whether attitudes towards childlessness depend on the diffusion of 
the Second Demographic Transition in a country (Merz and Liefbroer  2012 ). 

 However, this approach is not without limitations either. The number of macro- 
level units has to be suffi ciently large to be able to include macro-level indicators. 
This is often a problem in country-comparative research as comparable data are 
only available for a restricted number of countries. Even if the number of countries 
is large enough to include macro-level indicators (e.g., 15 or more countries), the 
number of countries is often still so small that one can only include one or a very 
limited set of macro-level indicators. This signifi cantly limits the possibility of dis-
criminating between competing explanations. Chapter   6     discusses fi ndings related 
to the application of these methods.  

1.8     Outline of the Book 

 The outline of the book basically follows the sections in this chapter. In Chap.   2    , 
Olivier Thévenon starts off with a discussion of differences in family policy regimes 
across Europe. Family policies can be seen as one of the key macro-level determi-
nants of fertility trends in economically advanced societies. In addition, such poli-
cies set the institutional parameters within which individuals and couples make 
fertility decisions. 

 In the next two chapters, the attention is squarely on the micro-level decision- 
making process and its outcomes. In Chap.   3    , Jane E. Klobas and Icek Ajzen discuss 
fertility intentions in context. They give a detailed overview of the Theory of 
Planned Behavior and report a series of important cross-national fi ndings based on 
the application of the TPB in Generations and Gender Surveys (Vikat et al.  2007 ). 
In Chap.   4    , Zsolt Spéder and Balázs Kapitány discuss the realisation of fertility 
intentions, in a comparative perspective. Using longitudinal data, they pay particu-
lar attention to factors that lead people who initially intended to have a child to 
either postpone or abandon that intention. Chapter   5     presents qualitative analyses of 
reproductive decision-making. In this chapter, Laura Bernardi, Monika Mynarska 
and Clémentine Rossier report on a series of cross-national qualitative surveys in 
which they examined the accounts Europeans give about their fertility decision- 
making processes. Chapter   6     is dedicated to the connection between the macro and 
the micro-level. Aart C. Liefbroer, Eva-Maria Merz and Maria-Rita Testa discuss 
the ways in which macro-factors infl uence micro-level decision-making. These pro-
cesses are illustrated by studying cross-national differences in fertility norms using 
data from the European Social Survey. Finally, Chap.   7     summarizes the main results 
of the REPRO project presented in this volume and discusses potential avenues for 
future research.     
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2.1            Introduction 

 Chapter   1     has shown that after decades of continuous decline birth rates in many 
European countries have started to rise again since the early 2000s. This decline was 
mainly caused by the postponement of childbirth among the younger generations, 
with the average age of women at childbirth in the OECD increasing from 27.2 years 
in 1970 to 29.9 years in 2008. Social change and economic development were key 
drivers of this process: young people are enrolled in education for longer periods, 
with a stronger focus on autonomy before starting a family; more women are active 
on the labour market and young households often wish to secure their economic 
situation before having children (Myrskylä et al.  2009 ; Lesthaeghe  2010 ). In recent 
years, however, fertility rates have started to rise again in most economically 
advanced countries. This development is mainly driven by a rise in birth rates above 
age 30; the fertility decline due to the ‘postponement’ of childbirth has approached 
its limits (Goldstein et al.  2009 ). Yet, the current economic recession has stalled the 
upturn of fertility trends in many European countries and entails consequences that 
are still uncertain in the long run (Sobotka et al.  2011 ). 

 Interestingly, this increase in fertility rates has been steeper in countries where 
female labour market participation has also risen markedly and where women have 
more opportunities to combine work and childbearing (Luci-Greulich and Thévenon 
 2014 ). Hence fertility rates are now higher in countries with high rates of female 
employment, while the opposite situation prevailed 30 years ago. Previous research 
emphasised the contribution of family policies to this upturn (Gauthier  2007 ). In 
particular policies that help parents to balance work and family life are found to 
encourage fertility (Thévenon and Gauthier  2011 ). 
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 Family policies are, however, diverse because countries have different histories 
and different policy priorities (OECD  2011 ; Thévenon  2011 ). 1  These policies target 
a range of objectives such as reconciling work and family responsibilities, mobilis-
ing female labour supply and promoting gender equality as well as ensuring the 
fi nancial sustainability of social protection systems, combating child and family 
poverty, promoting child development and enhancing child well-being throughout 
the early life course. The design of family policy may vary and refl ects the different 
levels of priority attributed to these objectives. 

 Not all policies succeed in promoting the conditions necessary for individuals to 
start or enlarge a family. A key differentiating characteristic is the extent to which 
policies targeting families offer a mix between fi nancial assistance, entitlements to 
leave work after a birth and the provision of child-care services. 

 This chapter considers the different settings by looking at three core components 
or levers of family policies in the OECD countries which can have an important 
effect on childbearing preferences: (a) fi nancial transfers to supplement family 
income, (b) leave entitlements to enable working parents to care for their child(ren) 
and (c) the provision of child-care services. It assesses differences in their key char-
acteristics as well as the extent to which a combination of these forms of support 
may infl uence fertility behaviour. Three main questions are addressed:

•    How has policy support for families evolved over the past decades? Key charac-
teristics of support will be compared at different points in time to track relevant 
trends.  

•   Do these policies support specifi c types of families, (one-earner or two-earner 
couples, number of children)?  

•   Are policy packages suffi cient to secure the environment needed to start family 
formation or to enlarge the family? Special attention will be paid to the combina-
tion of resources in terms of time, money and services available to parents over 
the life course of a child.    

 Section  2.1  reviews how policies directed towards early childhood developed 
over the past three decades by considering each type of intervention along the three 
levers: family-related fi nancial transfers, parental leave entitlements and the provi-
sion of child-care services. It shows that the scope of policies for families with 
children has been broadened in many countries, but there are still large differences 
across countries regarding the extent and type of support. Section  2.2  sheds light on 
these differences and explains how the different types of policy support complement 
each other. It underlines that the main difference concern the support given to working 
parents with children aged below three to either stay in the labour force or to choose 
between work and having a child. Section  2.3  discusses the characteristics of family 
policy packages that are likely to affect fertility behaviour. 

1   These differences are also documented by a large number of references, e.g., Gornick et al. ( 1997 ), 
Esping-Andersen ( 1999 ), Korpi ( 2000 ), Gauthier ( 2002 ), Meulders and O’Dorchai ( 2007 ). 
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 The main source of data is the OECD Family Database (  www.oecd.org/social/     
family/database) but other sources are also used. Policies and policy instruments 
can be defi ned at different ages of children within a single country and also across 
countries. To ensure consistency, the policy analyses in this chapter refer to different 
child ages while these ages are consistent across countries.  

2.2     The Three Levers of Family Policies in OECD Countries 

 Money, time and child-care support are key resources required by households 
wishing to have and raise children. As child costs rise, children become less afford-
able for actual and potential parents. However, governments provide households 
with resources that reduce the private cost borne by parents who raise children. 
Financial transfers, leave entitlements and spending on child-care services are the 
three main policy levers that governments may use to supplement families’ 
resources. The mix between these different types of support varies across countries 
as family policies may refl ect different priorities and target different groups of 
families in each country. 

2.2.1      Increasing Expenditures for Families 

 Before discussing each of the three policy levers separately, this sub-section looks 
at overall public expenditures for families. Expenditures made by governments for 
families have grown since the early 1980s, with an especially signifi cant increase in 
funds for formal child-care services used by working parents as a substitute for 
parental care (OECD  2011 ). Cross-country differences in the policy mix established 
to support family well-being and the work-life balance remain quite large, however, 
and only partially match the standard classifi cation of welfare states (Thévenon 
 2011 ; see below). 

 Figure  2.1  shows the proportion of the gross domestic product (GDP) govern-
ments spend for families (disregarding expenditures on compulsory education). 2  

2   Expenditure includes child payments and allowances, parental leave benefi ts and child-care sup-
port. Spending on health and housing support also assists families, but is not included here. No 
data on tax breaks for Estonia, Greece, Hungary and Slovenia. Tax breaks are not used in Denmark, 
Finland, Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg and Sweden. Coverage of spendings on families may be lim-
ited as such services are often provided and/or co-fi nanced by local governments. This leads to 
large gaps in the measurement of spending in Canada and Switzerland. Local governments also 
play a key role in fi nancing child care. This can make it diffi cult to get an accurate view of public 
support for child care across a country, especially but not exclusively in those with a federal 
structure. 
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In the OECD, this share rose from an average of around 1.6 % in 1980 to 2.2 % in 
2007, although the amount countries actually spend on child and family policies 
still varies considerably. In 2007, Denmark, France, Iceland and the United Kingdom 
allocated more than 3.5 % of their GDPs to family support, as compared with 
slightly more than 0.5 % in South Korea, for example.

   The breakdown of spending over childhood also varies widely across countries. 
Figure  2.2  illustrates the variations in governments’ spending, including preschool 
and compulsory education, with a breakdown into three periods: early childhood 
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  Fig. 2.1    Spending on families and children as percentage of GDP, 2007, countries ranked in 
decreasing order of total family benefi t spending in 2007 (OECD average is the unweighted aver-
age of all available OECD countries; data for Australia and Turkey are missing. Estimates for 1980 
are based on social expenditures data and do not include tax breaks)       
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  Fig. 2.2    Total public spending per child as a percentage of median earnings, 2003 (Numbers 
above bars are ratio of spending on middle and late childhood (7–17) to early childhood (0–6); 
author’s calculations, OECD  2009 )       

 

 

O. Thévenon



21

(0–6 years), middle childhood (7–11 years) and late childhood (12–17 years). In 
Switzerland, for example, the total amount spent per child is about 70 % of average 
earnings and less than half the amount spent in Hungary. The fi gure also shows total 
spending for middle and late childhood (7–17) as compared to spending for early 
childhood years (0–6). Most countries spend proportionately much more on middle 
and late childhood than on early childhood.

2.2.2         Financial Transfers 

 The breakdown of spending into broad categories of policy instruments also varies 
greatly across countries. The variations relate to differences in the orientations and 
priorities set by governments regarding the different policy goals (Thévenon  2011 ; 
OECD  2011 ). 

 Financial support can be provided in the form of cash benefi ts or child-related 
tax breaks. Cash benefi ts are twofold: some are paid out after a birth in the form 
of birth grants or payments to parents who take leave from employment after a 
birth. Other benefi ts are given to parents on a regular basis. They mainly include 
family allowances, child benefi ts or working family payments. A number of 
OECD countries also include one-off benefi ts such as back-to-school-supple-
ments or social grants (e.g., for housing) in this category. Overall, cash payments 
are often the main group of expenditures, representing 1.25 % of the GDP, on 
average, and over 2 % in Austria, Hungary, Iceland, Luxembourg, New Zealand 
and the United Kingdom (Fig.  2.1 ). 

 A comparison of spending per child and GDP per capita gives a better idea of 
actual government efforts to support families with children, because spending in 
percentage of GDP depends on the size of the population that contributes to the 
gross domestic product and on the number of children. Figure  2.3  shows the cash 
benefi ts spent for each child under age 20 relative to the average gross domestic 

  Fig. 2.3    Spending on cash benefi ts per child under age 20 in percentage of GDP per capita 
(author’s calculation based on OECD Social Expenditures Database)       
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product per capita (birth grants and leave benefi ts received by parents of a newborn 
child are not included here but are illustrated separately in Fig.  2.9 ).

   Interestingly, two English-speaking countries hold opposite positions: the United 
Kingdom, on the one hand, shows the highest in-cash expenditures per child, 
while the United States, along with Korea, rank lowest in this respect. Although the 
average amounts spent per child increased between 1980 and 2007, expenditure 
decreased in several countries during the past decades. More precisely, average 
spending has decreased in about one third of all countries since the mid-1990s. The 
larger number of children covered by policies – notably due to the fertility 
‘rebound’ – might partly explain this downward trend, together with the increase in 
the GDP per capita that contributes to lowering the relative share of spending on 
cash benefi ts. By contrast, in many countries expenditures on leave and child-care 
services have increased over this same period thus offsetting the relative decline of 
cash benefi ts (see below). 

 Child-related tax breaks are also a widespread means of supplementing family 
incomes. Only six of the 32 OECD countries grant no specifi c tax breaks to fami-
lies. Where these transfers do exist, they involve different mechanisms, including 
tax allowances on earned income and tax credits to support contracting services 
such as child care. The large majority of OECD countries provide such tax breaks, 
but their relative share in the overall support given to families varies widely 
(Fig.  2.1 ). Tax breaks are the main mechanism of family support, for example, in the 
United States and constitute an important share of fi nancial transfers to families in 
France and Germany. 

 To what extent do fi nancial transfers (through cash benefi ts and tax breaks) 
help to reduce the ‘direct’ cost of raising children? To answer this question, we 
study the increase in disposable income generated by tax and benefi t transfers 
given to families with children as compared to childless households with the same 
earnings. Of course, these transfers vary with household composition and earnings. 
Figure  2.4  illustrates the increase in net income of ‘traditional’ single-earner families 
with two children and average earnings. The situation of two-earner families is 
discussed thereafter. The difference in disposable income due to children is high-
est in the United Kingdom where the income of one-earner couples with two 
children is 28 % higher than that of childless households. In Spain, where in-cash 
support is rather low in general, the difference is only 5 % up (Fig.  2.1 ).

   This specifi c form of support has evolved differently across countries. In most 
cases, it has increased since the early 1980s, with an impressive rise in the United 
Kingdom, but has declined signifi cantly in Finland, the Netherlands and Norway, 
while remaining quite stable in France and Sweden. 

 Variations in the level of support depending on family size also differ between 
countries. The ‘family size ratio’ in Fig.  2.5  shows the additional benefi ts house-
holds receive for a third child as compared to equivalent households with one child 
only (comparisons with two children instead of one would reveal similar but less 
pronounced differences). This information is not available for all European coun-
tries, but family support is likely to specifi cally target large families in Belgium, 
France and Sweden. By contrast, family benefi ts are less predominantly earmarked 
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for large families in Finland, the United Kingdom or in Iceland and New Zealand 
where families with three children receive a per-child supplement equal to that 
received by one-child households. The overall spending in cash benefi ts gives prior-
ity to all poor families in most of these countries (Thévenon  2011 ; OECD  2011 ).

   It is also worth comparing the extent to which tax and benefi t transfers modify the 
fi nancial return of paid work. Households’ allocation of time between care and paid 
work and the division of labour between partners might react to the incentives gener-
ated by these transfers. In particular the participation of women in paid work might 
depend on the relative gain in disposable income of two-earner families as com-
pared to one-earner households with the same initial earnings. Figure  2.6  compares 
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  Fig. 2.4    Increase in disposable income due to fi nancial transfers (percentage of the income of a 
childless couple for a single-earner couple with two children and average earnings; author’s calcu-
lation based on OECD Social Expenditures Database)       

  Fig. 2.5    Per-child supplement received by a family with three children as compared to one-child 
families (relative difference in the supplement of income after tax and benefi ts given to couples 
with three children compared to the supplement of net income given to couples with the same earn-
ings and one child; the ratio is based on two-earner couples with average earnings and children 
aged 7–14 years; estimates from the Bradshaw and Finch dataset on the transfers received by families, 
broken down by family type, see Bradshaw and Mayhew  2006 )       
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the ratio of two-earner to one-earner net income for a family with two children and 
earnings equal to 133 % of the average wage. In the two-earner family, the second 
earner works part-time and receives earnings equal to one third of the average wage. 
Values above 100 indicate that a second earner working part-time is fi nancially more 
advantageous than a situation where all income is earned by one breadwinner. 
Household net income is higher for two-earner families in all countries, except in 
Germany and the United States where tax rates are very similar for one-earner and 
two-earner families. 3  Note, however, that this fi gure does not include child-care costs 
which can signifi cantly alter the relative gain for two-earner families (OECD  2011 ).

2.2.3         Child-Related Leave Entitlements 

 Leave entitlement after childbirth is a second broad category of parental support. 
Employment is protected during leave so that parents can resume work after taking 
time off to care for a newborn infant. Different types of leave entitlement can often 

3   Figure  2.6  illustrates one particular case, but transfers and their consequences on effective tax rates 
vary with income level and the number and age of children (OECD Family database, PF1.4). 
Germany is the only country where the tax/benefi t system signifi cantly favours single breadwinner 
couples over dual-earner families, at both levels of earnings, and particularly at higher earnings. This 
is due to the fact that in Germany social security contributions are capped in such a manner that a 
couple family with two adults who earn an average wage pays about EUR 7,000 more in social secu-
rity contributions than a couple family with a single breadwinner who earns twice the average wage. 
Similar effects exist in the tax/benefi t systems of France, Iceland and the Slovak Republic, but at this 
earnings level the effect of the caps is comparatively small. Moreover, it is lowered by the individual 
nature of the tax systems in Iceland and the Slovak Republic. 

   Fig. 2.6    Disposable income added by a second earner as per cent of net income of a one-earner 
household (illustrates the difference in household disposable income between a situation where 
husband and wife share earnings (100 % and 33 % of the average earnings respectively) and a situ-
ation where the husband earns the entire household income (133 % of the average earnings), for a 
couple with two children (Source: OECD tax and benefi t data))       
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be combined. First, working mothers are entitled to a period of maternity leave 
(or pregnancy leave) around the time of childbirth which protects the health of the 
working mother and her child and guarantees that she can return to her job within a 
limited number of weeks after childbirth. Across the OECD, the average duration of 
maternity leave was around 19 weeks in 2007. Maternity leave is paid in almost all 
countries, except in the United States where there is no central government legisla-
tion on paid leave (for details see OECD  2011 , indicator PF2.1). 4  Fathers are also 
entitled to paternity leave at the time of childbirth, but these entitlements cover a 
short period that varies from fi ve to 15 days following the birth. 

 Parental leave entitlements that supplement the basic rights to maternity and 
paternity leave vary substantially across the OECD. These variations exist because 
leave policies are designed to address different concerns (Kamerman and Moss 
 2009 ): economic concerns, since they affect labour market participation and regula-
tion; social concerns for the health of working mothers and their children, the physi-
cal and emotional development of children and gender equality; and demographic 
concerns, since the parents’ availability to care for their children might also infl u-
ence fertility decisions. 

 There are also large differences in the length of parental leave and the conditions 
of leave payment across the OECD. These differences have been quite constant (or 
even increased) over time. Strikingly, working parents are entitled to a much longer 
period of parental leave in countries which pioneered the introduction of 
employment- protected leave for both parents during and after maternity leave 
(Fig.  2.7 ). Parents are entitled not to work for at least around 2 years, but frequently 
up to 3 years. These periods of parental leave are usually taken just after maternity 
leave, though in some countries they can be taken when the child is much older 
(often up to age eight).

   The following notes provide more detail for comparison among the countries in 
Fig.  2.7 :

•    The total number of weeks includes entitlements to paid and unpaid leave. In 
some countries (Czech Republic, Norway) the totals refer to parental leave and 
subsequent longer periods of paid and unpaid leave women can take to care for 
their young children after maternity leave (sometimes under a different name, 
e.g., child-care leave or home-care leave).  

•   In some countries there are different payment options and hence different periods 
for which a benefi t is received. The fi gure shows the option with the longest benefi t 
period. In Australia, a parent can request to take up to an additional twelve months 
(of their own or of their partner’s unused leave period) after the fi rst 12-month-
period of leave. In Canada, the federal Employment Insurance programme grants 
35 weeks of paid parental leave; unpaid leave periods can be longer. For example, 
the province of Québec grants up to 52 weeks of unpaid leave. During this period, 
eligible clients can claim benefi ts under the Québec Parental Insurance Plan. In the 
Czech Republic, parental benefi t can be received until the child is 48 months old, 

4   In Australia, paid leave was introduced on 1 January 2011. 
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while the job-protected period of leave ends at month 36. In Germany, parents are 
entitled to a leave of up to 3 years, but the period of payment is limited: an income-
related ‘parental benefi t’ (Elterngeld 1) is paid for a period of twelve months (plus 
two months bonus if the father takes at least two months). Instead of 12 (+2) 
months, the parental benefi t may be spread over 24 (+4) months. In the Netherlands, 
payment is not made as benefi t but through a tax credit. In Norway, there are 36 
weeks of paid parental leave, which can be taken by the mother, plus 52 weeks of 
unpaid job-protected leave. However, a cash-for care payment can be received until 
the child has reached his/her third birthday. In Sweden, a municipal child-raising 
allowance (vårdnadsbidrag) was reinstituted in 2008 in addition to the statutory 
period of leave. As of 2009, municipalities may choose whether or not they provide 
a benefi t for parents having a child aged one to three who do not use publicly 
funded child-care services and for whose child 250 days of parental leave have 
already been used. In Poland, the basic payment covers 24 months, but the period 
can be extended to 36 months in case there is more than one child.  

•   Slovakia was governed by the leave legislation applying in the Czech Republic. 
From 1993 onwards, it implemented its own legislation.    

 Among the countries which pioneered parental leave entitlements, only Sweden 
and, more signifi cantly, Germany have reduced the duration of leave while increas-
ing the level of payment. This shows a clear change in policy orientation towards a 
shorter period of leave with earnings-related payment. 

 As payment is a key determinant of uptake, parental leave is paid in almost all 
countries except the United States, the only OECD country today with no statutory 
compensation payment. Payment conditions vary across countries, however. Long 
leave periods are generally associated with fl at-rate family-based payment, so that 
only one parent claims payment while on leave. Shorter periods of parental leave are 
often associated with earnings-related payments that guarantee a higher wage 
replacement rate up to a ceiling (for details see OECD  2011 , indicator PF2.4). Under 
such schemes, high earners and men are more likely to claim part of the entitlements. 
However, as leave payments do not fully replace the leave-taker’s wage and women 
very often earn less than their partners, they are more likely than men to take all or 
most of the leave. Moreover, women most often do so to care for an infant after the 
end of their maternity leave. In this case, they may not be in the labour force for a 
long period. Thus, for women who were employed before childbirth, the opportunity 
cost of a child caused by work interruption becomes quite high. Figure  2.8  adds paid 
weeks of parental leave to those of maternity leave entitlements and shows that 
women can take paid leave for three or more years in six countries (Austria, the 
Czech Republic, Finland, France (for the birth of a second child), Hungary and the 
Slovak Republic). In the other countries, the total periods of paid leave are much 
shorter – one year or less – because paid parental leave is shorter.

   As illustrated in Fig.  2.9 , differences in leave entitlements lead to substantial 
variations in the amounts spent per childbirth. These amounts include the ‘birth 
grants’ paid in some countries around childbirth to cover childbirth expenses. 
Spending per birth relative to GDP per capita is especially high in the Czech 
Republic and Hungary where parental leave is comparatively long.

2 Institutional Settings of Childbearing



28

2.2.4        Child-Care Services 

 Finally, child-care services that parents can substitute for personal care are also 
resources that might infl uence the decision to have children and to combine work 
and childbearing. Governments play a key role in subsidising the provision of child- 
care services. Trends over the past two decades show that countries have favoured 
expanding in-kind benefi ts over cash transfers and spending on education (OECD 
 2011 ). Nevertheless, in-kind expenditures for children under age three amount to an 
average of just below 0.9 % of the GDP in the OECD, which corresponds to roughly 
one third of the total expenditures for families (Fig.  2.1 ). Denmark, France, Iceland, 
Finland and Sweden are the ‘big’ service providers, with in-kind expenditures 

  Fig. 2.9    Spending on child-related leave per childbirth in per cent of GDP per capita, 1980, 2007 
(2006 for Italy, 2004 for Portugal; author’s calculation based on OECD Social Expenditures 
Database)       

  Fig. 2.8    Number of paid weeks for child-related leave (mothers, 1980, 1995 and 2007; countries 
ranked by number of paid weeks available in 1980; includes maternity and parental leave women 
can take after maternity leave and, when relevant, weeks of childcare or home-care leave (Source: 
OECD Family Database))       
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exceeding 2 % of the GDP in total, i.e., more than twice the OECD average. These 
expenditures can be measured per child under age three and expressed in percent-
ages of the GDP per capita to compare the share of income per inhabitant actually 
devoted to the provision of child-care services (Fig.  2.10 ). In this respect, Denmark, 
Italy and Sweden are the three countries with the highest shares of income per 
inhabitant spent for child-care services.

   As illustrated in Fig.  2.11 , the expansion of service coverage for children below 
age three is one consequence of the increasing investment in child-care services. 
Differences in participation rates are, however, still large between Denmark, where 
about two thirds of all children below age three have a place in a day-care centre, 
and Germany and Austria, which are at the other extreme. In Austria, care services 
cover no more than 12 % of all preschool children.

  Fig. 2.10    Spending on child-care services per child under age 3, percentage of GDP per capita, 
1990, 2007 (2006 for Portugal; fi gures include childcare and day-care services, home help for 
families and a suite of family social services (Source: OECD Family Database and data collected 
by the author))       

  Fig. 2.11    Proportion of children under age three enrolled in formal child-care services (Source: 
OECD Family Database and authors’ collection)       
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   In balancing work and family, the provision of out-of-school care services is also 
important for parents of school-aged children. Figure  2.12  shows that the percent-
ages of children covered by these services vary between countries, with Denmark 
and Sweden having much higher rates than the other European countries.

   To sum up, over the past decades, OECD countries have considerably increased 
their expenditures to support families. All types of support have been expanded to some 
extent: ever since the early 1980s, in-cash transfers for families with children have been 
raised in many countries, but the relative share of the GDP per capita invested per child 
has grown at a slower rate since the mid-1990s or even decreased in some countries. In 
turn, in the large majority of countries, ‘traditional’ households with two children and 
average earnings now receive a higher compensation for the cost of raising children 
than a few decades ago: compared to 30 years ago, their income is now more gener-
ously supplemented by tax and benefi t transfers relative to childless households. 

 Leave entitlements for working parents have also been extended, but parental 
leave policies vary widely across countries. Overall, there are two types of leave 
schemes: First of all, countries which pioneered the introduction of parental leave 
entitlements provide comparatively long periods of leave (up to 3 years) with fl at- 
rate payments, which might, however, make a return to the labour market diffi cult, 
especially for low-qualifi ed women. Secondly, countries that introduced leave 
 entitlements later and/or reformed them recently (e.g., Germany) offer shorter peri-
ods of leave, often combined with earnings-related payments and special incentives 
for fathers to take parental leave. This second type of leave scheme promotes a 
combination of work and family life for both parents and encourages mothers to 
participate in the labour market. Overall and over time, there is a polarisation 
between countries with respect to the two leave schemes. Only Germany radically 
changed its leave policy scheme from the fi rst to the second type, which drastically 
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  Fig. 2.12    Proportion of children aged 6–11 attending out-of-school-hours care services, 2008 
(children aged 5–11 in Germany, 6–11 in Australia, 5–13 in New Zealand, 6–9 in Canada, 6–13 in 
Italy, 6–14 in the Czech Republic and the Slovak Republic) (Source: OECD Family Database)       
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reduced the number of paid leave weeks from 2007 onwards (a period not covered 
in the present study). 

 Last but not least, as a consequence of a growing demand for child-care services, 
expenditures ‘in-kind’ have increased over the last decade and led to a much wider 
provision for infants and pre-school children. However, the percentage of children 
below age three enrolled in formal child-care services still varies widely and is par-
ticularly low in German-speaking and eastern European countries.  

2.2.5     A Diversity of Family Policy Patterns 

 As we have seen, there are remarkable differences in the way policy instruments are 
combined to provide support for families. These differences are rooted in the coun-
tries’ welfare state histories, their attitudes towards families, the government’s role, 
current family outcomes and the relative weight given to the different yet interde-
pendent family policy objectives. They also concern the extent and type of support 
provided to working parents with children under age three. Thévenon ( 2011 ) pro-
vides an in-depth discussion of cross-country differences and similarities in the 
policy mix accomplished to support families in OECD countries. Country classifi -
cations of family policy partially corroborate Esping-Andersen’s standard categori-
sation of welfare states (Esping-Andersen  1999 ) though with considerable 
heterogeneity within the respective groups and as well as outliers. 

 The fi ndings can be summarised as follows: the Nordic countries (Denmark, 
Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden) provide comparatively comprehensive sup-
port for working parents with very young children (under age three). In this respect, 
they clearly outdistance the other OECD countries. Support is provided through a 
mix of relatively generous leave arrangements for working parents after the birth of 
a child and widely available child-care services. English-speaking countries (Ireland 
and United Kingdom in Europe, but this group also includes Australia, Canada, 
New Zealand and the United States) provide much less support in time and in kind 
for working parents with very young children, while fi nancial support is more gen-
erous but primarily targeted to low-income families and preschool children. As seen 
above, not all of these countries offer the same level of support, with Canada and the 
United States lagging behind the others. Continental and eastern European coun-
tries are a more heterogeneous group with a more intermediate position. Among 
these countries, France and Hungary stand out by offering rather generous support 
for working parents as compared to the other countries in their respective groups. 

 One drawback regarding the above description of policy settings is due to the fact 
that many countries have multifaceted policies and promote the coexistence of differ-
ent options to balance work and family. Actually, the guiding principle for policy 
action is to give parents the freedom to choose between parental care or a substitute 
that allows them, and in particular mothers, to return to work soon after childbirth. 
In this respect, countries can provide resources for different types of households: on 
the one hand, they can actively support households with a clear distinction between 
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one partner acting as earner and the other being responsible for care activities by 
extended leave entitlements, generous (non means-tested) benefi ts and a tax system 
that treats one-earner families favourably; on the other hand, households where par-
ents share paid and care work can also benefi t from other policy developments. To 
measure the support received by these two types of households, we can examine 
how the provision of child-care services for children below age three, the existence 
of a leave period for fathers and tax incentives to encourage two earners instead of 
one are combined. The forms of support given to one or the other type of household 
are not mutually exclusive and can both exist in one country. However, policies may 
favour one type of household more than another, which may limit the extent to 
which households are actually free to choose their preferred organisation. 

 Two indexes built upon the aforementioned information on policy packages were 
designed to determine the degree of balance between the forms of support given to 
households with ‘one earner parent and one carer parent’ and households where 
both parents are ‘earners and carers’. The index comparing the support received by 
households with a traditional division of work combines the information on the 
fi nancial transfers received by families with two children presented in Fig.  2.4 , the 
length of the period of (paid or unpaid) leave a women can take after a childbirth, 
the spending on leave per childbirth as reported in Fig.  2.9  and the relative marginal 
tax rate of a second earner. 5  The position of countries regarding these three variables 
is estimated by a standardised score which is then combined into a composite index. 6  
A value close to 1 indicates stronger support of households with a clear divide 
between a parent who is the main earner and one who is the main carer. By contrast, 
a value of 0 does not mean that the country does not support this type of household, 
but that this support is lowest in countries with a 0 value. 

 A similar index is estimated to compare the types of support received by two- 
earner families. This index combines support in the form of tax incentives for two 
earners instead of one, 7  the duration of father-specifi c leave, if any, the coverage of 
services for children under age three and the spending per child allocated for the 
provision of these services as reported in Fig.  2.10 . A value closer to 1 indicates 
stronger support for two-earner families with children. 

5   More precisely, the relative tax rate of the second earner is indicated by the ratio of the marginal 
tax rate on the second earner to the tax wedge for a single-earner couple with two children and 
average earnings. This ratio represents the share of the earnings of the second earner which goes 
into paying additional household taxes. 
6   The standardised score for each criterion x is given by the formula (1- [Max (x) – x]/[Max (x) – 
Min (x)] 2 ), which permits ranking countries by their score ranging from 0 to 1. The composite 
index is calculated by taking the weighted average of the score obtained for each dimension that 
counts for one quarter in the total index. It allows for a partial compensation between the different 
dimensions, which implies that a low score in one dimension can only be partially offset by a high 
score in another dimension. 
7   These incentives are estimated by the increase in the household’s disposable income for a couple 
with two children where husband and wife both earn an income (100 % and 33 % of average earn-
ings, respectively) as compared with the situation, in which the entire household income is earned 
by the husband. 
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 Figure  2.13  plots countries with regard to these two indexes, which are only 
available for the few countries on which we have a complete set of information. 
Interestingly, many countries are located in the north-east of the fi gure that depicts 
the situation where both types of households receive quite high levels of support. 
This shows that countries which give stronger support to two-earner families also 
have quite high levels of support for households with one non-working parent who 
provides child care. Sweden and the other Nordic countries offer the highest levels 
of support for two-earner families. This is mainly due to the income return of having 
two instead of one earner and the broad provision of child-care services for children 
below age three. However, these countries as well as the United Kingdom also offer 
a comparatively high level of support for one-earner families, especially when com-
pared with Belgium, France, Italy or Spain.

   Among the countries considered here, support for either type of family is lowest in 
Japan. Australia, Germany, Ireland and New Zealand are the only countries where the 
one-earner/one-carer model explicitly receives more support. This is illustrated by their 
position below the diagonal line. Australia stands out as the country with the lowest 
support for families with two earners, but where part-time work for mothers is quite 
frequent despite the comparatively low level of policy support. In this case, maternal 
working time is a key adjustment variable, but is not taken into account here. It should 
be noted that even if support is weak, the one-earner/one- carer model is likely to be 
frequent in countries where the two-earner/two-carer model also receives low support, 
e.g., in Spain and Italy. This household type might often be ‘chosen’ as a default option 
when there is no support to help both parents to combine work and child-care.   

2.3     Summary: Family Policies and Fertility Outcomes 

 In most OECD countries, support for families with children has been considerably 
extended over the past three decades. Parents now get more help to reconcile work 
and child care, but there are still large differences in the actual support received by 
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working parents with a child under three. To some extent, these differences refl ect 
variations between two basic options in the early years after childbirth. On the one 
hand, policies can support a rather long interruption of labour market participation 
by one parent – in practice most often the mother – who makes use of extended 
leave entitlements to care for the young infant. This is often motivated by beliefs 
about the positive infl uence on child outcomes, although there is little evidence to 
suggest a lasting confl ict between maternal employment and child outcomes (OECD 
 2011 ). In any case, mothers are expected to adjust their labour market participation 
and working hours to give priority to child care (Thévenon  2006 ). On the other 
hand, households with two earners sharing child care can be actively supported by 
policies that facilitate the mother’s return to work soon after childbirth, as is the 
case, for example, in Nordic countries. Key factors to encourage this return are a 
limited but well-paid period of leave after childbirth combined with widely avail-
able child-care services for very young children. A more active contribution of 
fathers to care activities can also be fostered with father-specifi c leave entitlements 
after childbirth. Fathers usually take more leave days than in the past, but there is no 
clear evidence as yet that this signifi cantly affects the division of unpaid work 
between men and women, which still remains gender unbalanced (OECD  2011 ; 
Miranda  2011 ). This ‘combination’ option assumes that young adults prefer to fi nd 
a job and secure their earnings and labour market status before having children and 
using work-related support (Bernhardt  1993 ). One consequence of this attitude is 
that childbirth is postponed to later ages. This postponement process is a major 
cause of the decline in period fertility rates observed in most economically advanced 
countries over the past decades (Goldstein et al.  2009 ). However, supporting moth-
ers’ return to work seems to be an effective way to enhance fertility in the long run 
since countries which have high female employment rates now also have higher 
fertility rates (OECD  2011 ). As mentioned before, these two policy orientations do 
not necessarily exclude each other and many countries have developed support in 
both directions. 

 Figure  2.13  shows the parallel evolution of the average public expenditures given 
to families per child in OECD countries, on the one hand, and fertility rates, on the 
other hand. A steep fertility decline can be observed in Japan, Korea, German- 
speaking and southern European countries, which all continue to exhibit low fertil-
ity. By contrast, a signifi cant rebound in fertility rates has occurred in continental 
and northern Europe and in English-speaking countries. The public expenditures 
given to families per child have increased at the same time. An acceleration of this 
rise started a bit earlier than the recovery in fertility rates in certain areas, which 
suggests that the development of family policies has played a role in the fertility 
upturn (Fig.  2.14 ).

   Luci-Greulich and Thévenon ( 2013 ) provide evidence that the increase in gov-
ernment spending actually helped to boost fertility over the past decades. In line 
with former cross-national studies (see Table  2.1  for a summary of these results) 
they also fi nd that each of the policy instruments contributes to raising fertility. 
However, the duration of paid leave as well as leave and birth grants paid after childbirth 
have a very small effect as compared to other cash benefi ts paid over childhood, and 
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especially as compared to the impact of child-care provision for children under 
age three. The increased supply of child-care services for preschool children, which 
helps parents to combine work and family life, seems to be a more effi cient way of 
supporting fertility decisions in the long run than providing short-term support in 
the form of long leave periods and birth grants.

   Although the extent to which families are given a choice between work and care 
in the early years after childbirth varies considerably across countries, it does not 
seem to strongly infl uence fertility trends in the long run. Paid parental leave and 
birth grants do have an impact on fertility rates, but their strongest effect is probably 
on the timing of births. Their impact is generally weak as compared to the provision 
of child-care services that facilitate a return to work after childbirth (Luci-Greulich 
and Thévenon  2013 ). The actual infl uence of family policies on fertility decisions 
might depend on the comprehensiveness of policy support. 

 Complementary combinations of support in time, cash and services to foster the 
work-life balance and continuity of this support over childhood are key parameters 
for policy effectiveness. In this respect, it is worth noting that despite rather high 
total spending for families, investments in child-care services are much lower in low 
fertility countries such as Germany, Austria or Hungary than in Nordic countries, 
France or the United Kingdom. The lack of child-care services hampers the combi-
nation of work and family formation and obliges parents, and especially women, to 
choose between having a child and pursuing a career. 
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 The continuity of support over childhood is also fundamental for enabling potential 
parents to make clear childbearing plans. Fertility plans will be facilitated, in the 
fi rst place, if there is no gap between the expiry of leave entitlements and the provi-
sion of child-care services. Continuity also implies that support does not stop when 
children enter compulsory school and that parents with school-aged children 
can fi nd out-of-school-hours care services that match their working hours. Overall, 
a continuum in the support granted to working parents might help to minimise the 
lasting impact of childbearing on women’s career opportunities that might prevent 
potential parents from having children. Reliable fi nancial assistance throughout 
childhood seems also positively related with fertility trends (Luci-Greulich and 
Thévenon  2013 ). This fi nding is consistent with the fact that the cost of raising a 
child increases as the child grows older and that the compensation of this cost is 
crucial for reducing the poverty risk, but also for helping households fulfi l their 
intentions to have children. 

 As already noted, countries also differ in the extent to which fi nancial support 
targets households with specifi c needs caused by their limited income or size. 
Portugal and Italy are the two countries in which the largest share of family benefi ts 
(above two thirds) are means-tested, but a large number of benefi ts are also means- 
tested in many other countries, among them France, Germany, Ireland, Poland and 
Slovenia. Low-income families are also a specifi c target for policy support in many 
English-speaking countries, where the poorest quartile of families receives a sub-
stantial share of income assistance (Thévenon  2011 ). Transfers also vary with fam-
ily size, especially in Belgium, France and Sweden where they are signifi cantly 
higher for large families, i.e., those with three or more children. 

 Finally, the stability of policies over time is also vital for enabling potential 
 parents to make fertility plans and to realise their fertility intentions. Although this 
chapter did not directly assess stability, it shows that lasting differences in policy 
contexts emerged decades ago and have remained quite large despite growing 
investment in families on the part of national governments. In France, for example, 
policy support for families is anchored in a longstanding tradition that explains the 
relative stability in completed fertility rates over and above changes in the timing of 
childbirths (Thévenon  2010 ). This historical background has created high expecta-
tions regarding policies but also strong confi dence in the assistance that all families 
will receive from childbirth to adulthood. Moreover, the strong support received by 
working parents in France also explains why the birth of a fi rst child has a compara-
tively weak impact on women’s propensity to work full-time, while the impact of a 
second or third child is stronger (Thévenon  2009 ). By contrast, giving birth to a fi rst 
child has a much stronger effect in Germany, the Netherlands and in eastern and 
southern European countries where overall support for working parents is weaker. 
Moreover, these countries have seen a rather strong increase in childlessness and an 
increase in the differentiation of mothers’ labour market status by number of chil-
dren over the past decades. In Germany and the Netherlands, for example, childless 
women were more likely to work full-time around 2005 than 15 years before, while 
mothers now tend to work more part-time and often short hours. This illustrates the 
particular role of part-time work in balancing work and family responsibilities in 
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countries where child-care provision is comparatively limited and where services 
cover few hours per day. Thus, other factors besides family policies, such as specifi c 
labour market contexts and attitudes towards the role of women and the state should 
also be considered as important factors for fertility. These two aspects might infl u-
ence the extent to which policy-related resources are perceived and used by house-
holds and how they subsequently affect fertility behaviour.     
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    Chapter 3   
 Making the Decision to Have a Child 

             Jane     E.   Klobas      and     Icek     Ajzen    

          3.1  Introduction 

 This chapter considers the role of various factors that infl uence a person’s decision 
to have a child in different contexts. It focuses specifi cally on reasoned decisions to 
have or not to have a child (or, to be more precise, to  try  to have or to  try  not to have 
a child). Following the practice in demography, we call this decision the  intention to 
have a child  (Morgan  1985 ; Westoff and Ryder  1977 ). Generally speaking, a deci-
sion involves a choice between alternative courses of action. Consistent with this 
conceptualization, people make a decision when they form an intention to have or 
not to have a child. 

 At the outset, it is useful to refl ect on what we mean by reasoning to have a child. 
To say that a decision is  reasoned  is not to say that the decision is  rational  (Fishbein 
and Ajzen  2010 ). Examples of fl awed and non-rational reasoning abound in human 
decision making, and people are no different when they make decisions about hav-
ing a child: the man who mistakenly believes that his parents would love to have a 
grandchild, not realizing that they feel too young to be grandparents; the woman 
whose wishful thinking leads her to believe that she can manage both child and 
career, not taking into account the arrangements that need to be put into place to 
make this happen or the obstacles that might prevent it. 
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 We use the theory of planned behavior 1  (TPB) as the framework for our analysis 
of infl uences on fertility decision making. We begin by extending the overview of 
the TPB provided in Chap.   1     to show how beliefs underpin attitudes (ATT), subjec-
tive norms (SN) and perceived behavioural control (PBC), and explain how all these 
factors are likely to differ in different contexts. We then present the study data from 
eight countries that participated in Wave 1 of the Gender and Generations Survey 
(GGS). The fi ndings fi rstly summarize the possible effects of different individual 
backgrounds and contexts on intention to have a child in the short term (within 3 
years), and on the antecedent beliefs available in the GGS. We then report on how 
the effects of ATT, SN and PBC on intention to have a child within 3 years vary 
across the countries in our sample, and fi nally consider how personal contextual 
factors might interact with country-level effects (national context) to explain the 
decision to have a child. We conclude that country, sex, the number of children a 
person already has (parity), and in some cases, age, and potentially partnership sta-
tus, all play a part in setting the context for making the decision to have a child, but 
context alone provides a poor explanation of how the decision is made. Instead, the 
decision to have a child refl ects beliefs about the outcomes of having a child, per-
sonal normative infl uences, and personal sense of control over the factors associated 
with having a child, the effects of which vary as individuals goes through their life 
course.  

   3.2  A TPB Model of the Decision to Have a Child 

 In this section, we restrict our use of the TPB to the antecedents of intention, and 
extend the discussion of the TPB to include beliefs. In Fig.  3.1 , we present a simple 
TPB model of the intention to have a child, focusing on the three immediate 

1   In common with other chapters in this book, we use the original US spelling,  behavior , in the 
name of the TPB model and the English spelling,  behaviour , elsewhere. 

Intention to have
a child during the 

next 3 years

Att.  (child, 3 yrs)
Beliefs about expected outcomes

SN (child, 3 yrs)
Beliefs about (important) others’ 

expectations and approval

PBC (child, 3 yrs)
Beliefs about capability including 
ability to overcome constraints

  Fig. 3.1    The immediate 
antecedents of the intention 
to have a child during the 
next 3 years, as suggested by 
the theory of planned 
behavior, and their 
relationship with intention to 
have a child during the next 3 
years       

 

J.E. Klobas and I. Ajzen

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-017-9401-5_1


43

antecedents of the decision. The outcome we are interested in (not shown in the 
fi gure) is “Having a child during the next 3 years” 2  ,  3  This outcome defi nes the details 
of all the other elements of the model, which need to be expressed in “compatible” 
terms (Fishbein and Ajzen  2010 ). Intention is therefore expressed in Fig.  3.1  as the 
“Intention to have a child during the next 3 years”.

   We can obtain detailed information about the formation of ATT, SN, and PBC by 
inquiring into the beliefs that underlie these determinants of intentions. Specifi cally, 
ATT are assumed to be a function of beliefs about the likely consequences of having 
a child (behavioural beliefs); perceived social pressure or SN is assumed to arise 
from the perceived expectations of specifi c important social referent individuals or 
groups (normative beliefs), and PBC is assumed to derive from beliefs about the 
presence or absence of factors that can facilitate or interfere with having and caring 
for a child (control beliefs). 

 The following are examples of the three different kinds of beliefs.

•    Behavioural beliefs underlying attitudes: Having a child in the next 3 years will 
cut into my free time; having a child in the next 3 years will improve my relation-
ship with my partner.  

•   Normative beliefs underlying subjective norms: My partner thinks we should 
have a child in the next 3 years; my close friends think I should not have a child 
in the next 3 years.  

•   Control beliefs underlying perceived behavioural control: I am in good enough 
physical health to have a child in the next 3 years; our community does not have 
adequate child care services to support me if I have a child in the next 
3 years.    

   3.2.1  Childbearing Decisions in Context 

 The context in which a decision is made is an important principle in the TPB. A dif-
ferent context defi nes a different intention – and therefore, potentially, a different set 
of determinants (Fishbein and Ajzen  2010 ). The decision to have one’s fi rst child is 
also the decision to become a parent, a signifi cant change in the life course, and 
typically quite different from the decision of an existing parent to have another child 
(Philipov et al.  2006 ). The decision to have one’s fi rst child (to become a parent) is 
likely to have a different set of considerations to the decision to have one’s second 
or subsequent child because the decision maker (a ‘childless’ person in the fi rst 
instance, or a parent in the second) is making the decision in a very different 
personal context. Similarly, it is not diffi cult to imagine that the beliefs about having 

2   For simplicity, we use “Having a child” to refer here to subsequent children as well as the fi rst 
child, but we distinguish between fi rst and subsequent children in the results. 
3   Three years defi nes the outcome to be within a foreseeable period of time, one about which we 
might expect people’s reasoning about having a child to be more realistic than it would be for an 
indefi nite future. 
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a child that are important for women in their late teens differ from those that are 
important for women in their late twenties, and again in their late thirties, or that the 
antecedents that are important to a person without a partner differ from those that 
are important to a person who has been married to the same partner for several 
years. 

 So, not only are childbearing decisions made in wider environmental contexts, as 
illustrated in Fig. 1.3, they are also made in different personal contexts. In the TPB, 
these variables can be treated as background factors, as shown in Fig. 1.3. If this is 
the case, different TPB models will provide good explanations of the decision to 
have a child in different contexts. TPB models can differ in several ways: the beliefs 
underlying one or more of ATT, SN or PBC might differ; different beliefs might 
have greater or lesser prominence in different contexts; the relative importance of 
ATT, SN, and PBC as predictors of intentions might differ; or any combination of 
these differences might be observed. 

 In this chapter, we examine the extent to which differences in parity, partnership 
status and age, along with country of residence affect beliefs and infl uence the 
importance of ATT, SN and PBC as determinants of intention to have a child.   

   3.3  Data 

 We use data from eight countries that participated in Wave 1 of the Generations and 
Gender Survey (GGS: Vikat et al.  2007 ): Bulgaria (BG, dated collected in 2004), 
Russia (RU, 2004), Georgia (GE, 2006), Germany (DE, 2005), France (FR, 2005), 
Hungary (HU, 2004–2005), Italy (IT, 2003) 4  and Romania (RO, 2005). Participants 
are limited to females aged between 18 and 49, males aged 18 or over (except for 
those in a partnership with a female partner aged under 50), who are not currently 
pregnant (or whose partner is not currently pregnant), and who did not declare that 
they are unable to have a child. After removing respondents who did not provide 
information about their intention to have a child, the sample consisted of 48,886 
respondents, but many respondents who indicated they did not want to have a child 
answered very few, if any, of the questions about beliefs. After removing respon-
dents with more than 20 % of missing items appropriate to their life circumstances 
(partnership status and whether or not parents were living), the sample was reduced 
to 38,813. Characteristics of this sample and their intentions are summarized in 
Table  3.1 .

4   Harmonized GGS data were not available for Italy at the time of our study, but the subset of data 
necessary for these analyses were provided by Istat and harmonized to the GGS by UNECE. 
The Italian dataset provides data for more than one member of each household. We selected one 
respondent at random from each Italian household. 
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   Table 3.1    Intention to have a child during the next 3 years and the characteristics of the sample, 
countries ordered by percentage of analysis sample respondents who defi nitely intend to have a 
child (increasing)   

 All  BG  RU  DE  RO  GE  FR  IT  HU 

 All R with 
intentions 

 48,886  4,720  5,705  4,084  5,887  5,321  5,041  9,834  4,720 

 % Defi nitely 
yes 

 10.3  6.5  7.6  8.4  8.3  11.4  13.1  8.6  24.0 

 Analysis sample 
 Sample size  38,813  7,339  4,881  3,732  5,522  5,197  4,340  3,162  4,640 
 Intention 
 Defi nitely yes  11.6  6.6  6.8  7.7  8.5  11.6  14.1  18.8  24.4 
 Undecided a   33.3  36.2  37.0  23.3  28.3  40.2  24.6  70.4  14.1 
 Defi nitely no  55.1  57.3  56.3  69.0  63.1  48.2  61.2  10.8  61.6 
 Sex 
 Male  49.8  47.4  50.4  44.8  58.7  51.8  47.6  46.9  47.9 
 Female  50.2  52.6  49.6  55.2  41.3  48.2  52.4  53.1  52.1 
 Parity 
 0 (childless)  29.9  31.8  21.1  33.8  30.5  38.1  35.6  27.5  19.7 
 1 child  26.3  26.5  37.8  25.4  30.0  14.8  16.7  37.0  24.8 
 2 or more 
children 

 43.8  41.7  41.1  40.8  39.6  47.1  47.7  35.5  55.5 

 Partnership status 
 Single  23.8  30.0  23.0  23.2  24.9  39.2  24.5  0.0  11.9 
 Non- 
cohabiting 
partner 

 5.5  4.2  11.2  10.0  4.4  1.4  10.4  0.0  2.7 

 Cohabiting 
partner 

 12.0  9.8  11.4  12.3  5.3  12.4  20.5  8.1  18.0 

 Married  58.8  55.9  54.4  54.4  65.4  47.1  44.5  91.9  67.4 
 Age 
 18 to 24  15.8  20.2  18.5  16.2  14.7  24.1  17.0  2.4  6.3 
 25 to 34  34.5  36.4  33.4  27.3  32.8  31.5  31.6  40.0  42.2 
 35 to 44  37.8  35.4  35.0  41.8  38.3  32.0  37.9  48.0  39.9 
 45 and over b   11.9  8.0  13.0  14.8  14.2  12.5  13.5  9.6  11.7 
 Education 
 No secondary  5.3  5.4  0.3  1.1  2.9  1.0  0.5  40.7  1.4 
 Secondary  55.8  74.1  38.3  62.5  80.2  48.7  30.7  46.9  47.0 
 Tertiary  38.9  20.5  61.4  36.4  16.9  50.3  68.8  12.4  51.6 

   a Collapsed GGS response categories  probably yes  and  probably no  
  b Includes females under 50 and all males over 44 except those with a female partner younger than 
50 (We do not have information about the age of non-cohabiting partners, but we used a matching 
procedure to estimate the probability that a man had a female partner aged 50 or more. More detail 
is available in Klobas ( 2010 ))  
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   The resulting sample is clearly not representative in all countries. 5  Notably, no 
single or non-cohabiting respondents from Italy are included, resulting in an 
older sample on average, and a higher intention to have a child (18.8 %) relative 
to the Italian GGS sample as a whole (10.3 %). The German sample has a low 
proportion of male respondents, while the Romanian sample has a high propor-
tion of female respondents. France and Russia have a high proportion of tertiary 
educated respondents. Only in Italy is the analysis sample associated with a sub-
stantially different intention to have another child in the next 3 years, however, 
and again with the exception of Italy, the ranking of countries in order of inten-
tion to have a child remains much the same in the analysis sample as among all 
respondents who expressed an intention. The differences in intention to have a 
child across the different countries in the analysis sample are illustrated in 
Fig.  3.2 .

   In addition to illustrating how intention to defi nitely have and to defi nitely not 
have a child in the next 3 years varies across the different countries, Fig.  3.2  draws 
attention to the high proportion of Italian respondents, and the relatively high 
 proportion of Georgian respondents, who are undecided. There is no obvious geo- 
political or cultural pattern in intentions viewed at the country level. We therefore 
turn to potential contextual and social psychological explanations.  

5   Although population weights are available for some GGS countries, they are not available for all 
countries. A test on the whole sample of the weights for those countries for which weights are 
available showed that there remained some discrepancies between population and sample propor-
tions after weighting (see, e.g., notes on Methodology and Processing for France at  http://www.
ggp-i.org/online-data-analysis.html ), so it was decided to work with unweighted samples. 
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   3.4  Findings 

 We articulate our fi ndings in fi ve sections. In Sect.  3.4.1 , we use variance compo-
nents analysis to identify if certain individual differences might act as contexts 
associated with differences in intentions to have a child. This analysis also sets a 
baseline for the ability of country, and each of the personal context variables, to 
explain intention. In Sect.  3.4.2 , we identify beliefs available from the GGS that 
are salient (relevant) to the decision to have a child, and examine how beliefs vary 
with individual difference. Structural equation modeling (SEM) is then used 
(Sect.  3.4.3 ) to show similarities and differences in beliefs and in the effects of 
ATT, SN and PBC on intention for the sample as a whole and in different countries. 
ATT, SN and PBC provide much stronger explanations of intention to have a child 
in the next 3 years than country or individual difference. In Sect.  3.4.4 , we show 
how the introduction of individual differences as proxies for personal context pro-
vides a better fi t to the data than national context (country) alone, and fi nally, in 
Sect.  3.4.5 , we provide some illustrations of the many variations in the importance 
of beliefs, and the contribution of ATT, SN and PBC to the decision to have a child 
for people in different personal contexts (notably, females of different parity) in 
different countries. 

    3.4.1  The Contexts in Which the Decision 
to Have a Child Varies 

 To identify contexts associated with differences in beliefs about and intentions to 
have a child, we use the SPSS Variance Components procedure to estimate the 
variance in intention that is explained by each individual difference variable after 
taking account of country level differences. Reduced maximum likelihood 
(REML) estimates of the interaction between country (random factor) and the 
sources of individual differences (each entered in a separate model as a fi xed 
factor) are shown in Table  3.2 . Estimates of factor contributions are the simple 
difference between variance explained by the country and are therefore indica-
tive only.

   Both parity and age explain more variance in intention than country, and the 
introduction of these factors reduces the unexplained variance considerably. All 
interaction effects of individual differences with country are low. On the other hand, 
we can expect some interaction between parity, partnership status and age: older 
participants are more likely than younger participants to have had at least one child, 
if not two or more; similarly, we can expect partnership status to be related to age 
and parity. When we take the interactions between these variables into account, 
 parity remains the most important contextual variable (Table  3.3 ).
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       3.4.2  Beliefs About Having a Child in the Next Three Years 

 In this section, we identify which of the beliefs available from the GGS are likely to 
be salient to the decision to have a child in the contexts studied. These beliefs defi ne 
ATT, SN and PBC for our subsequent analysis of the different ways in which people 
in different contexts make the decision to have a child. 

 In the standard form of GGS Wave 1, 11 questions are asked about the expected 
outcomes of having a child in the next 3 years, six of them about possible positive 
outcomes and fi ve about possible negative outcomes; three questions are asked 
about normative beliefs; and nine questions about control beliefs. The control ques-
tions do not directly ask if the respondent perceives they have control over each 
control factor, but only how much their decision depends on the factor. Thus, we do 
not know if respondents who say their decision depends on a factor (e.g., fi nancial 
situation) perceive that they have enough control (e.g., they can afford to have a 
child) or not. This limits our ability to identify effects of PBC. The responses, for 
the whole sample, are summarized in Table  3.4 .

   Table 3.3    Variance in 
intention to have a child 
within 3 years attributable to 
parity, partnership status and 
age and the interaction 
between them (only variance 
proportions above .01 are 
reported),  n  = 34,046 a , error 
variance = .306, country level 
variance = .009  

 Source of variance  Variance  Proportion 

 Parity  0.109  0.22 
 Age  0.023  0.05 
 Partnership status  0.015  0.03 
 Age by parity  0.011  0.02 
 Age by parity by 
partnership status 

 0.026  0.05 

  Note. Restricted maximum likelihood (REML) 
 estimates, weighted samples 
  a Italy is excluded from the sample because there is 
little variation in partnership status  

    Table 3.2    Variance in intention to have a child within 3 years attributable to country, interaction 
of each source of individual difference with country, and estimate of separate contribution of each 
source of variance   

 Variance component 

 Source of variance 
(factor) 

 Unexplained 
(error) variance  Country 

 Interaction with 
country 

 Estimate of factor 
contribution 

 Country  0.449  0.046  –  0.046 
 Parity  0.353  0.043  0.021  0.072 
 Age  0.374  0.041  0.011  0.062 
 Partnership status  0.433  0.044  0.008  0.011 
 Education  0.446  0.045  0.003  0.001 
 Sex  0.448  0.046  0.001  0.001 

  Note. Restricted maximum likelihood (REML) estimates  
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    Table 3.4    Beliefs about having a child in the next 3 years, respondents to GGS Wave 1 in eight 
countries, % in each category, all countries combined   

 Attitudes   n  
 Much 
better  Better  Neither  Worse 

 Much 
worse 

 Positive outcomes 
 Joy and satisfaction  38,023  11.6  37.3  39.7  8.7  2.8 
 Care and security 
in old age a  

 33,962  6.6  40.3  47.9  3.4  1.8 

 Certainty in your 
life b  

 33,434  7.7  35.0  49.9  5.4  2.0 

 Closeness with 
partner c  

 33,841  8.1  31.0  53.5  5.6  1.8 

 Closeness with 
parents 

 35,029  4.8  22.2  68.0  3.4  1.6 

 What other people 
think of you 

 36,883  2.5  19.3  68.7  6.7  2.8 

 Negative outcomes 
 Financial situation  38,431  0.4  3.2  30.5  49.0  16.9 
 Female’s job 
opportunities 

 34,884  0.6  3.6  35.3  42.5  18.1 

 Possibility to do 
what you want 

 38,261  1.0  5.6  37.1  42.0  14.3 

 Male’s job 
opportunities 

 34,755  1.0  5.6  73.1  15.4  5.0 

 Sexual life  37,088  1.7  9.6  76.4  9.7  2.6 
 Subjective 
norms 

 Strongly 
agree  Agree  Neither  Disagree 

 Strongly 
disagree 

 Parents want you 
to have a child 

 33,814  10.1  17.8  17.8  18.9  35.5 

 Friends want you 
to … 

 35,896  7.4  15.5  21.8  19.6  35.8 

 Relatives want you 
to … a  

 33,061  6.2  13.9  20.2  20.3  39.4 

 Perceived 
control 

 Decision depends 
on …  Not at all  A little  Quite a lot  A great deal 
 Financial situation  37,281  28.4  19.5  26.3  25.8 
 Suitable partner a   32,366  48.7  9.0  17.1  25.2 
 Female’s work  33,947  38.3  21.1  23.8  16.9 
 Child-care  36,902  38.7  20.9  23.4  16.9 
 Housing conditions  37,280  40.2  20.6  21.3  18.0 
 Male’s work  34,543  43.9  18.9  21.3  15.9 
 Female’s health d   34,595  43.7  20.0  20.0  16.4 
 Parental leave a   31,465  53.2  17.6  16.5  12.7 
 Male’s health d   34,083  53.0  18.0  16.2  12.8 

   a Not available for Italy 
  b Not available for Hungary 
  c We use “partner” whether the respondent is married or not. The distinction is made in the GGS 
  d Not available for partner in Italy  
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   The most widely expected positive outcomes of having a child in the next 3 
years are increased joy and satisfaction from life, improved care and security in 
old age, increased certainty in life, and increased closeness with partner. Because 
questions about partners were asked only of respondents with a partner, increased 
closeness with partner is omitted from further analysis. The most widely expected 
negative outcomes are a worse fi nancial situation, poor female job opportunities, 
and reduced “possibility to do what you want”. Few respondents believe that 
having a child will have a positive or negative effect on the other aspects of life 
assessed in the GGS. These aspects will not be considered further in this 
chapter. 

 Table  3.4  also shows a wide range of normative beliefs. Nonetheless, more than 
half of the respondents believe that their parents, relatives, and friends all disagree 
or strongly disagree that they should have a child. 

 Financial situation is the most important control factor, while male health and 
parental leave are the least important. The other control factors are of similarly 
moderate importance. We will consider only the fi ve most important control factors 
in Sect.  3.4.3 .  

     3.4.3  Differences in Beliefs 

 In this section, we compare beliefs by country and source of individual difference. 
The countries are ordered by respondents’ intention to have a child in the next 3 
years. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) with Tukey’s post-hoc analysis is used to 
compare mean beliefs. Differences on this basis ( p <  .05) are pointed out in the text, 
and the full set of comparisons is available from the fi rst author. The fi gures show 
the proportions of respondents in each category for each belief. 

   3.4.3.1  Differences in Beliefs by Country 

 We begin by comparing differences in beliefs across the eight countries in our sam-
ple. Figure  3.3  summarizes positive expectations about the outcome of having a 
child. German respondents are least positive about having a child, while Georgian 
respondents are most positive. The extent to which respondents in different coun-
tries expected different positive outcomes also varies. For example, in France, 
which has strong family policies (Thévenon and Luci  2010 ), having a child is not 
expected to have much effect on care and security in old age. In Georgia, where 
there were concerns about economic and political security at the time of the survey 
(BMI  2008 ), having a child is expected to contribute to care and security in old age 
much more than in the other countries.

   Beliefs about the negative outcomes of having a child are compared in Fig.  3.4 . 
Respondents in all countries expect to be worse off if they have a child, with 

J.E. Klobas and I. Ajzen



51

respondents in Bulgaria – the country with the lowest intention to have a child – 
expecting to be worse off than those in other countries on all outcomes, and those in 
Georgia and Italy expecting to be less worse off than those in other countries on 
all negative outcomes. Of interest are the relatively large groups of respondents 
(more than 10 %) in Georgia and France who expect that having a child will improve 
the female partner’s job opportunities.

   There is more variation in normative beliefs for having a child (Fig.  3.5 ) than in 
the expected outcomes of having a child. Leaving aside Italy, for which the sample 
consisted primarily of married people, there is stronger perceived social pressure in 
all countries (albeit somewhat less in Georgia and Romania) to not have a child than 
to have a child.

   Perceived control, in terms of dependency on control factors, varies factor by 
factor and country by country (Fig.  3.6 ). The only clear patterns are that perceived 
dependency on all control factors is highest in France, the country in the sample 
with the most complete and stable institutional context for families (Thévenon and 
Luci  2010 ), and lowest in Romania, among the countries with the lowest intentions 
in the sample.
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  Fig. 3.3    Expected    positive outcomes of having a child in the next 3 years, by country ordered 
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      3.4.3.2  Differences in Beliefs by Parity 

 Expected positive outcomes decline, while expected negative outcomes increase, 
with the number of children a person already has (Fig.  3.7 ). In terms of negative 
outcomes, it is interesting to note that the belief that having a child will restrict the 
possibility to do “what I want” is held about equally by respondents with no children 
or with one child. Figure  3.8  confi rms that the more children they have, the more 
respondents are likely to believe that others do not want them to have another child. 
This effect is particularly marked among people who already have two or more chil-
dren. Perceived dependence on control factors increases with parity (Fig.  3.9 ).

        3.4.3.3  Differences in Beliefs by Age Group 

 Expectations of positive outcomes decline quite dramatically with age, while expec-
tations of negative outcomes change less (Fig.  3.10 , top panel). Fewer respondents 
aged 25 to 34 (although still 60 %) expect negative outcomes than older respon-
dents. While the belief that others disagree that the respondent should have a child 
in the next 3 years generally increases with age, there is markedly lower perceived 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Bulgaria
Russia

Germany
Romania
Georgia
France

Italy
Hungary

Bulgaria
Russia

Germany
Romania
Georgia
France

Italy
Hungary

Bulgaria
Russia

Germany
Romania
Georgia
France

Italy
Hungary

Fi
na

nc
ia

l
si

tu
at

io
n

Fe
m

al
e'

s 
jo

b
op

po
rt

un
iti

es
Po

ss
ib

ili
tie

s

much better better neither worse much worse

  Fig. 3.4    Expected negative outcomes of having a child in the next 3 years, by country ordered 
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disagreement (and higher perceived agreement) among 25 to 34 year olds (Fig.  3.10 , 
bottom panel). Perceived dependency on control factors increases steadily with age 
(Fig.  3.11 ).

       3.4.3.4  Differences in Beliefs by Partnership Status 

 As relationships form and become more stable, fewer respondents report that they 
believe having a child in the next 3 years will bring positive outcomes (Fig.  3.11 ). 
There is greater variation in expected negative outcomes, with stronger belief among 
respondents with non-cohabiting partners that having a child will reduce their pos-
sibilities to do what they want and affect their work (women) or their female part-
ner’s work (men) (Fig   .  3.12 ).

   Cohabiting, but not married respondents, report the strongest normative pressure 
to have a child, while married respondents report the strongest normative pressure 
not to have a child (Fig.  3.13 ). Control in the sense of having a suitable partner is 
less of an issue for cohabiting and married respondents than others (Fig.  3.14 ). 
Indeed, overall and with only minor variation, perceived dependence on control fac-
tors increases with relationship stability.
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  Fig. 3.5    Normative beliefs about having a child in the next 3 years, by country       
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       3.4.3.5  Differences in Beliefs by Education 

 Expected outcomes differ by level of education (Fig.  3.15 , top panel). The expecta-
tion that having a child in the next 3 years will bring certainty in life increases with 
educational level. Each of the negative outcomes is expected most strongly among 
respondents with secondary education, an indication that these respondents might 
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be more affected than those with higher educational levels who may have more 
alternatives in all spheres of life, including work arrangements. Perceived control 
(Fig.  3.16 ) seems to confi rm that this might be the case: control factors are of least 
concern to the most highly educated respondents, and, overall, decrease in 
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  Fig. 3.7    Expected outcomes of having a child in the next 3 years, by parity       
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importance as level of education increases. The respondents with the lowest level of 
education feel stronger normative pressure from parents and friends to have a child 
than do respondents at other levels of education. There is little difference, however, 
in perceived normative pressure from other relatives (Fig.  3.15 , bottom panel).

       3.4.3.6  Overview of Differences in Beliefs 

 Our results suggest that national and personal context contribute to our understand-
ing of beliefs as the antecedents of intention. Just as we saw for intention, beliefs 
vary with country of residence, parity, partnership status, and age, but less so with 
education. 

 Our earlier exploration of possible contextual differences in intentions showed 
some correlations between parity, partnership status and age; parity accounted for 
the greatest effect. We use parity in this section as a proxy for personal context in an 
initial examination of how national and personal context might interact. Tables  3.5 , 
 3.6 ,  3.7  and  3.8  present a set of analyses of variance (ANOVA) in which the depen-
dent variables are the mean behavioural beliefs, mean normative beliefs, and mean 
control beliefs, respectively. The mean beliefs are compared by parity for each 
country. The effects of parity and country are signifi cant at  p  < .05 in almost all 
cases, confi rming that beliefs vary by both personal and national context.
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      Table  3.5  shows that expectations of positive outcomes decline with the number 
of children a person has in all countries. The effect size column shows that the effect 
of parity differs in strength from belief to belief and country to country. In Germany, 
the effect of differences in parity is low to very low for all positive outcome beliefs, 
e.g.,  η   2   = .02 for care and security in old age. In Bulgaria (.14), Georgia (.15), and 
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France (.15), the effect of parity on care and security in old age is stronger, even 
though the belief that having one’s fi rst child (parity 0) would increase care and 
security in old age was weak in France (M = 2.70) compared to the former Eastern 
bloc countries (Bulgaria = 2.26, Georgia = 2.00). 

 Differences in beliefs about the negative outcomes of having a child vary only a 
little by parity (Table  3.6 ). The largest differences are seen between parity 1 and 
parity 2+. In Bulgaria and Georgia – and to a lesser extent (lower eta-square) in 
Russia and Romania – there is a small but signifi cant increase with parity in beliefs 
that having a child will have negative outcomes for fi nancial situation and female 
employment opportunity. With the exception of Bulgaria and Georgia, a different 
pattern is observed for the belief that having a child will limit the possibility to “do 
what you want”. The strongest parity effect is seen in France where, like most coun-
tries, there is little difference between the decision to have the fi rst and second child, 
but a notable difference between the second and third or subsequent child. 

 Perceived social approval of having a child declines with parity in all countries 
except Georgia and France (Table  3.7 ). In Georgia, where beliefs that friends, par-
ents and other relatives agree that the respondent should have another child are 
 relatively strong to begin with, there is no difference between parity 0 and parity 1, 
but there is a sharp increase when it comes to having a third or subsequent child 
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(parity 2+). In France, it appears that, in terms of perceived friends’ opinion, having 
two children (the decision taken at parity 1) is more strongly supported than having 
just one (the decision at parity 0). The effect size column shows that differences in 
parity have a moderate to moderately strong effect on normative beliefs in all coun-
tries. The strongest effects are seen for beliefs about parents’ and other relatives’ 
opinions in Bulgaria (the lowest fertility intention country in the sample) and 
Hungary (the highest fertility intention country). 

 Parity makes little difference to the importance of control factors in the different 
countries (effect size < .05 for all control factors in all countries, Table  3.8 ) and, 
overall, there is little commonality in the relationships between parity and control 
by country. Only in Germany do we see a consistent pattern, that of decreasing 
importance of control factors with increasing parity. In France, fi nancial situation 
declines in perceived importance with increasing parity. On the other hand, the per-
ceived importance of all control factors, except child-care, increases with parity in 
Italy. In Georgia, the only signifi cant difference is an increase in the perceived 
importance of fi nancial situation between parity 0 and parity 1.   
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  Fig. 3.12    Expected outcomes of having a child in the next 3 years, by partnership status       
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  Fig. 3.13    Normative beliefs about having a child in the next 3 years, by partnership status       
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nership status       

 

 

J.E. Klobas and I. Ajzen



61

    3.4.4  Effects of Social Psychological Factors on Childbearing 
Decision Making in Different Countries 

 In this section, we compare the extent to which the different beliefs in each country 
refl ect ATT, SN and PBC as well as how each of these factors infl uences the deci-
sion to have a child. Although all expected outcomes are aggregated to measure 
ATT in the TPB, we retain the distinction between positive (Att-Pos) and negative 
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  Fig. 3.15    Expected outcomes ( top panel ) and normative beliefs ( bottom panel ) of having a child 
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outcomes (Att-Neg) here in order to retain the information about the effects of both 
sets of expectation, following Billari et al. ( 2009 ) and Dommermuth et al. ( 2011 ). 

 We use multi-group structural equation modeling (SEM), as implemented in 
AMOS, to generate measurement models and structural models. Groups are defi ned 
by country. 

 The common measurement model for Att-Pos, Att-Neg and SN appears in 
Fig.  3.17 . The tabs represent the multiple groups defi ned by country. To allow for 
potential differences in the beliefs that underlie these latent variables in each coun-
try, we use a refl ective model in which each latent variable is assumed to exist and 
to refl ect an underlying subset of beliefs, including those measured in the GGS. The 
measurement model for PBC is an index developed from the control factors avail-
able for each country and individual who reported their dependency on at least two 
of the fi ve most important control factors. When plotted, the mean scores on the 
control beliefs form a power law distribution. The latent variable is therefore 
 constructed as the outcome of two variables: one binary variable measured as 1 – no 
dependency on control or 0 – some dependency on control, and the log of the mean 
dependency score. As seen earlier, not all beliefs are available for all countries. 
Where a belief is excluded from a country’s GGS, it is omitted from the measure-
ment model, but the latent variable is still included in the structural model of effects 
on intention for that country.
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  Fig. 3.16    Perceived importance of control factors for having a child in the next 3 years, by level 
of education       

 

J.E. Klobas and I. Ajzen



63

   The structural model is shown in Fig.  3.18 . The four latent variables, Att-Pos, 
Att-Neg, SN and PBC are modeled as having a direct effect on intention. Consistent 
with the TPB, they are permitted to be correlated. Age is used as a proxy for per-
sonal context in initial modeling and modeled as an actual control directly factor 
affecting PBC, and measured as 0 for age under 35, else age/100.

   In Table  3.9 , we report the results of joint maximum likelihood estimation of the 
measurement and structural models. More detail is available in Klobas ( 2010 ). The 
fi rst thing to notice is the high proportion of variance in intention to have a child 

    Table 3.5    Differences in beliefs about positive outcomes of having a child in the next 3 years, by 
country and parity   

 Country 
 Childless 
(parity 0) 

 One child 
(parity 1)  Parity 2+  Effect size ( η2 )  Contrasts 

 M  SD  M  SD  M  SD 

 Joy and satisfaction 
 Bulgaria  2.21  .82  2.60  .84  3.11  .84  .18  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Russia  2.24  .81  2.58  .81  2.97  .82  .11  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Germany  2.66  .89  2.86  .75  3.04  .66  .04  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Romania  2.20  .84  2.51  .79  2.93  .77  .13  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Georgia  1.97  .75  2.29  .84  2.72  .87  .15  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 France  2.05  .93  2.16  1.02  2.79  1.08  .11  (0 < 1) ** < 2+ 
 Italy  1.82  .72  1.95  .71  2.17  .73  .04  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Hungary  1.92  .71  2.39  .81  2.84  .66  .21  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Care and security in old age 
 Bulgaria  2.26  .69  2.49  .68  2.78  .73  .14  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Russia  2.18  .64  2.36  .66  2.57  .69  .10  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Germany  2.66  .68  2.88  .61  2.97  .53  .02  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Romania  2.15  .70  2.35  .68  2.58  .69  .08  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Georgia  2.00  .62  2.21  .71  2.56  .74  .15  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 France  2.70  .80  2.85  .78  3.07  .78  .15  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Italy  n.a. 
 Hungary  2.16  .72  2.53  .73  2.81  .59  .12  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Certainty in life 
 Bulgaria  2.23  .75  2.56  .77  2.95  .75  .09  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Russia  2.22  .72  2.55  .75  2.85  .74  .05  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Germany  2.89  .63  2.98  .54  3.05  .48  .05  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Romania  2.35  .74  2.59  .68  2.82  .63  .07  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Georgia  1.94  .61  2.15  .71  2.51  .77  .12  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 France  2.19  .86  2.50  .91  2.96  .83  .04  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Italy  2.39  .77  2.60  .71  2.79  .66  .13  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Hungary  n.a. 

  Note. Within country univariate analysis of variance with a priori tests of differences between 
parities (0 and 1) and (1 and 2+). All contrasts signifi cant with  p  < .001 unless bracketed 
  n.a . data not available for this country 
 * p  < .01; ** p  < .05. Scores from 1  much better  to 5  much worse   
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explained by this model, relative to the models that included only country and 
 individual differences (Tables  3.2  and  3.3 ), ranging from .43 to .59 across all coun-
tries except Italy, where variance explained is reduced because the measurement 
model is poor. Social psychological factors explain the decision to have a child 
much better than national contextual differences alone or in combination with 
individual differences. This makes sense: the reasons for making a decision can 
only be inferred from background and context while attitudes, subjective norms, 
and perceived behavioural control provide more direct information about the factors 
that infl uence the decision to have a child.

    Table 3.6    Differences in beliefs about negative outcomes of having a child in the next 3 years, by 
country and parity   

 Country 
 Childless 
(parity 0) 

 One child 
(parity 1)  Parity 2+  Effect size ( η2 )  Contrasts 

 M  SD  M  SD  M  SD 

 Financial situation 
 Bulgaria  3.79  .76  3.91  .74  4.21  .71  .06  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Russia  3.64  .76  3.82  .72  4.00  .74  .03  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Germany  3.86  .76  3.83  .75  3.75  .72  .004  (0 = 1) < 2 + ** 
 Romania  3.66  .80  3.77  .77  4.02  .75  .04  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Georgia  3.38  .85  3.59  .70  3.79  .68  .06  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 France  3.53  .76  3.44  .72  3.67  .80  .01  (0 < 1)* < 2+ 
 Italy  3.44  .60  3.45  .65  3.57  .64  .01  (0 = 1) < 2 + ** 
 Hungary  3.69  .65  3.72  .68  3.84  .72  .01  (0 = 1) < 2 + ** 
 Female’s employment opportunities 
 Bulgaria  3.69  .83  3.85  .78  4.09  .77  .04  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Russia  3.56  .80  3.78  .74  3.88  .76  .03  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Germany  3.94  .79  4.00  .83  3.88  .86  .003  (0 = 1) < 2 + ** 
 Romania  3.63  .82  3.78  .75  3.93  .77  .02  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Georgia  3.30  .87  3.51  .77  3.62  .73  .03  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 France  3.47  .84  3.48  .86  3.78  .85  .03  (0 = 1) < 2+ 
 Italy  3.40  .69  3.44  .68  3.54  .71  .01  (0 = 1) < 2 + ** 
 Hungary  3.63  .72  3.75  .77  3.89  .79  .02  (0 = 1) < 2 + ** 
 Possibility to do what you want 
 Bulgaria  3.62  .81  3.68  .79  4.02  .75  .05  0 < (1 < 2+)* 
 Russia  3.56  .88  3.61  .82  3.82  .80  .02  (0 = 1) < 2+ 
 Germany  3.80  .83  3.72  .80  3.71  .77  .003  (0 < 1)* = 2+ 
 Romania  3.68  .79  3.66  .74  3.88  .75  .02  (0 = 1) < 2+ 
 Georgia  3.12  .94  3.24  .78  3.54  .76  .05  (0 < 1)** < 2+ 
 France  3.35  .97  3.38  .99  3.90  .89  .08  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Italy  3.37  .69  3.36  .67  3.48  .67  .01  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Hungary  3.45  .69  3.43  .68  3.51  .68  .003  (0 = 1 = 2+) 

  Note. Within country univariate analysis of variance with a priori tests of differences between 
parities (0 and 1) and (1 and 2+). All contrasts signifi cant with  p  < .001 unless bracketed 
 * p  < .01; ** p  < .05. Scores from 1  much better  to 5  much worse   
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   Looking at the values in italics in the  All R  column, we see that normative 
infl uences (SN) dominate the decision to have a child, when we consider all coun-
tries combined. The beliefs underlying these factors are mostly of a personal nature, 
and only some of them might be infl uenced – indirectly – by policy or institutional 
arrangements. Att-Pos and PBC have a similar effect, about 60 % of the strength of 
SN, and Att-Neg has about half the effect of these two variables. Overall, normative 

    Table 3.7    Differences in normative beliefs about having a child in the next 3 years, by country and 
parity   

 Country 
 Childless 
(parity 0) 

 One child 
(parity 1)  Parity 2+  Effect size ( η2 )  Contrasts 

 M  SD  M  SD  M  SD 

 Parents 
 Bulgaria  2.88  1.31  3.12  1.27  4.36  .87  .264  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Russia  3.11  1.28  3.40  1.21  4.21  .91  .145  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Germany  3.55  1.56  4.01  1.41  4.70  .82  .136  0 < (1 < 2+)* 
 Romania  2.87  1.21  3.17  1.14  4.00  .89  .169  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Georgia  2.56  1.08  2.54  1.11  3.63  1.06  .201  (0 = 1) < 2+ 
 France  3.28  1.55  3.43  1.52  4.51  .97  .176  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Italy  1.59  .77  2.02  .80  2.67  .88  .218  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Hungary  2.57  1.57  3.62  1.57  4.73  .81  .335  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Friends 
 Bulgaria  3.10  1.23  3.22  1.23  4.35  .87  .224  0 < (1 < 2+)** 
 Russia  3.26  1.20  3.39  1.20  4.17  .92  .121  0 < (1 < 2+)* 
 Germany  3.87  1.41  4.02  1.40  4.63  .87  .077  (0 < 1)* < 2+ 
 Romania  3.08  1.14  3.29  1.07  3.96  .87  .124  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Georgia  2.63  1.04  2.61  1.08  3.65  1.01  .195  (0 = 1) < 2+ 
 France  3.38  1.40  3.17  1.46  4.40  1.04  .169  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Italy  1.84  .79  2.25  .79  2.64  .73  .143  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Hungary  3.03  1.61  3.57  1.56  4.62  .93  .219  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Other relatives 
 Bulgaria  3.04  1.27  3.26  1.23  4.39  .84  .241  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Russia  3.30  1.26  3.44  1.20  4.25  .88  .132  (0 < 1)** < 2+ 
 Germany  3.83  1.42  4.13  1.31  4.72  .74  .102  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Romania  3.13  1.17  3.35  1.08  4.00  .86  .121  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Georgia  2.65  1.03  2.69  1.11  3.69  1.01  .198  (0 = 1) < 2+ 
 France  3.32  1.46  3.38  1.48  4.46  1.00  .170  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Italy  n.a. 
 Hungary  2.79  1.60  3.67  1.54  4.74  .77  .299  0 < 1 < 2+ 

  Note. Within country univariate analysis of variance with a priori tests of differences between 
parities (0 and 1) and (1 and 2+). All contrasts signifi cant with  p  < .001 unless bracketed 
  n.a.  data not available for this country 
 * p  < .01; ** p  < .05. Scores from 1  strongly disagree  to 5  strongly agree   

3 Making the Decision to Have a Child



66

    Table 3.8    Differences in importance of control factors for having a child in the next 3 years, by 
country and parity   

 Country 
 Childless 
(parity 0) 

 One child 
(parity 1)  Parity 2+  Effect size ( η2 )  Contrasts 

 M  SD  M  SD  M  SD 

 Financial situation 
 Bulgaria  2.64  1.05  2.66  1.11  2.56  1.23  < .05  (0 = 1) < 2 + * 
 Russia  2.54  1.05  2.65  1.08  2.66  1.16  < .05  (0 = 1) < 2+ 
 Germany  2.48  1.08  2.13  1.08  2.06  1.08  < .05  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Romania  2.97  1.00  2.86  1.02  3.08  1.02  < .05  (0 < 1)** < 2+ 
 Georgia  2.36  1.20  2.54  1.15  2.42  1.23  < .05  (0 < 1)** = 2+ 
 France  1.88  .99  1.49  .79  1.47  .84  < .05  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Italy  2.20  1.04  2.40  1.04  2.50  1.04  < .05  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Hungary  2.33  1.06  2.46  1.11  2.51  1.17  < .05  (0 < 1)* < 2 + ** 
 Female’s work 
 Bulgaria  2.33  1.01  2.34  1.09  2.28  1.19  < .05  (0 = 1 = 2+) 
 Russia  1.95  .99  2.14  1.09  2.18  1.14  < .05  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Germany  2.43  1.10  2.24  1.16  2.01  1.11  < .05  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Romania  2.73  .98  2.69  1.01  2.79  1.01  < .05  (0 = 1) < 2 + ** 
 Georgia  1.81  1.06  1.74  1.04  1.73  1.08  < .05  0 = 1 = 2+ 
 France  2.04  1.06  1.60  .88  1.62  .95  < .05  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Italy  2.11  1.01  2.20  1.04  2.25  1.03  < .05  (0 < 1)* < 2 + * 
 Hungary  2.04  1.02  2.31  1.15  2.44  1.20  < .05  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Child-care availability 
 Bulgaria  2.78  1.02  2.59  1.11  2.56  1.19  < .05  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Russia  1.92  .96  1.95  1.00  2.01  1.07  < .05  (0 = 1) < 2 + * 
 Germany  2.23  1.05  1.94  1.04  1.81  .98  < .05  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Romania  2.82  .99  2.71  1.04  2.69  1.06  < .05  (0 = 1) < 2 + * 
 Georgia  2.15  1.14  2.21  1.14  2.16  1.20  < .05  (0 = 1 = 2+) 
 France  1.72  .92  1.60  .90  1.60  .94  < .05  (0 < 1)* = 2 + * 
 Italy  1.91  .93  2.15  .98  2.12  .98  < .05  (0 < 1)* < 2 + * 
 Hungary  1.63  .92  1.70  1.01  1.73  1.03  < .05  (0 = 1) < 2 + * 
 Housing conditions 
 Bulgaria  2.40  1.10  2.16  1.13  2.14  1.18  < .05  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Russia  2.51  1.11  2.44  1.15  2.34  1.19  < .05  (0 = 1) < 2 + * 
 Germany  2.17  1.08  1.78  1.02  1.74  .99  < .05  0 < 1 < 2+ 
 Romania  2.82  1.09  2.54  1.08  2.68  1.09  < .05  (0 < 1) = 2+ 
 Georgia  2.05  1.13  2.09  1.14  2.05  1.17  < .05  (0 = 1 = 2+) 
 France  1.92  1.02  1.56  .91  1.51  .88  < .05  (0 < 1)* = 2+ 
 Italy  1.80  .92  1.96  .96  2.02  .96  < .05  (0 < 1)* < 2 + * 
 Hungary  2.21  1.16  1.98  1.14  1.99  1.16  < .05  (0 < 1) < 2 + * 

  Note. Within country univariate analysis of variance with a priori tests of differences between 
parities (0 and 1) and (1 and 2+). All contrasts signifi cant with p < .001 unless bracketed 
 * p  < .01; ** p  < .05. Scores from 1  not at all  to 4  a great deal   
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  Fig. 3.17    SEM measurement model for Att-Pos, Att-Neg, SN and PBC. Each observed variable is 
explained by variance from the latent variable, with error represented by  e        
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infl uences on the decision to have a child in Europe remain strong, while anticipated 
negative outcomes (including limitations on individual freedom) have a weak 
effect – quite the opposite effect to that predicted by the theory of the second demo-
graphic transition (Lesthaeghe  1995 ). 

     Table 3.9    Measurement model for Att-Pos, Att-Neg and SN, and structural effects of Att-Pos, 
Att-Neg, SN, and PBC on intention (Not reported in the table are (a) the effect of  age  on PBC, 
which is signifi cant at  p  < .001 in all countries and has a total effect on intention (through PBC) of 
about .2 in all countries; (b) correlations between the direct antecedents of intention:  r (Att-Pos, 
Att-Neg) and  r (Att-Pos, SN) approx. .5,  p  < .001, all countries;  r (Att-Neg, SN)  p  < .001 all 
countries, approx. .45 except for Germany and Hungary, approx. .25;  r (Att-Neg, PBC) varies from 
.14 (Bulgaria) to .35 (Germany)  p  < .05 in all countries; all  r (Att-Pos, PBC) and  r (SN, PBC) are 
non-signifi cant), all R, and by country ordered by defi nite intention to have a child in the next 3 
years   

 All R  BU  RU  DE  RO  GE  FR  IT  HU 

 Sample size  35,914  6,814  4,617  3,502  5,414  5,180  2,936  2,986  4,445 
  Att-Positive 
Outcomes  

  .23    .23    .24    .22    .18    .10    .28    .30    .51  

 Certainty in 
life 

 .82  .89  .83  .66  .82  .92  .81  .62  na 

 Joy and 
satisfaction 

 .75  .79  .77  .68  .67  .71  .79  na  .86 

 Care, old age  .71  .73  .62  .61  .76  .89  .51  .68  .56 
  Att-Negative 
Outcomes  

  .13    .14    .06    .06    .16    .14    .29    .07    .02 ns  

 Limits 
possibilities 

 .73  .77  .78  .70  .68  .72  .60  .67  .71 

 Financial 
situation 

 .73  .80  .79  .66  .75  .82  .77  .53  .47 

 Woman’s 
work opps 

 .65  .66  .65  .66  .64  .63  .62  .55  .61 

  Subjective 
Norm (SN)  

  .41    .42    .41    .43    .43    .51    .28    .20    .27  

 Relatives  .96  .98  .97  .95  .96  .97  .92  na  .96 
 Parents  .93  .96  .94  .88  .92  .95  .82  .85  .91 
 Friends  .89  .91  .87  .80  .91  .94  .84  .74  .83 
  Perc’d Beh’l 
Control 
(PBC)  

  .26    .26    .24    .34    .33    .22    .26    .27    .26  

 Explained 
variance in 
intention 

 .48  .50  .43  .46  .50  .46  .56  .29  .59 

  Note. Standardized coeffi cients to permit comparison of relative weights within country. Weights 
cannot reliably be compared across country. Weights in italics are structural weights (effects on 
intention). Weights not in italics are factor loadings, i.e., the measurement model for the factor. All 
weights are statistically signifi cant at .05 or less except  ns  not signifi cant,  na  not available  
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   3.4.4.1  Differences in the Belief Structure 
of ATT, SN and PBC by National Context 

 Beliefs are ordered in Table  3.9  by their weight as refl ectors of the latent TPB 
variables. In some countries, the weighted order differs, for some TPB variables, 
from the proportion of respondents who hold each belief. Thus, we cannot rely on 
the extent to which people in different contexts hold each belief to defi ne Att-Pos, 
Att- Neg, SN, and PBC. Even if a belief is widely held (a descriptive measure), 
that does not mean it is highly infl uential in determining how a decision is made 
(an inferential measure). Indeed, it may be that widely held beliefs form a kind of 
underlying fabric that is taken for granted while other beliefs have greater infl uence 
on the decision to have a child. 6  

 Furthermore, if the importance of beliefs differs in different countries, then the 
meaning of the latent TPB variables that refl ect those beliefs also differs. For exam-
ple, we can see in Table  3.9  that care and security in old age is of little importance 
relative to the other beliefs about positive outcomes in defi ning Att-Pos in France 
and Hungary. This suggests that, when people in France and Hungary think about 
the positive outcomes of having a child, they are thinking less about care and secu-
rity in the long term and more about the joy and satisfaction that having a child will 
bring. This needs to be taken into account when interpreting the results. 

 Technically, we also see that only the measurement model for SN is satisfactory 
by the rules of thumb for SEM measurement models in all countries: each observed 
variable – belief in this case – should have a loading of .7 or above, with the average 
squared loading of all variables equal to .5 or above. At least one attitudinal belief 
has a loading below .7 in each country, and measurement models for both Att-Pos 
and Att-Neg are poor for Italy, Germany and Hungary. Identifi cation of more salient 
behavioural beliefs about having a child is likely to lead to a better understanding of 
the decision to have a child in these countries.  

   3.4.4.2  Differences in the Effects of ATT, SN 
and PBC on Intentions by Country 

 The relative infl uence of the TPB factors on the decision to have a child in the next 
3 years in the different countries in the sample is illustrated in Fig.  3.19 . The radar 
chart clearly shows that SN dominates in the fi ve lower intention countries (includ-
ing Germany), but although still important, it is of increasingly lower relative 
importance in the higher intention countries (France, Italy and Hungary). PBC is of 
similar importance in all countries, but its importance is increasingly outweighed by 
that of Att-Pos as intention increases, and Att-Pos clearly dominates the decision to 
have a child in the next 3 years in Hungary. Att-Neg is of relatively low importance, 

6   Empirically, widely held beliefs have little variance and hence cannot contribute to the prediction 
of intentions. 
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except in France, where all social psychological antecedents have a similar weight 
across the population as a whole.

   Even taking differences in the make-up of the TPB factors in the different coun-
tries into account, it is not easy to interpret all the differences in effects at country 
level. In fact, in technical as well as theoretical terms, a model that takes only 
national context into account is not particularly satisfactory. SEM provides several 
indexes of the fi t between the model and the observed data. 7  As Table  3.10  shows, 
multi-group modeling at the country level provides a better fi t than pooling all 
responses together – but satisfactory fi t is approached only once country, parity and 
sex are together taken into account. In other words, the factors associated with the 
decision to have a child vary across countries and, within countries, by sex and par-
ity (lowest chi-square/df).

7   The quality of the fi t of a structural equation model is compared to rules of thumb for good fi t. 
These vary, but most are summarized by Hair et al. ( 2006 , p. 753). We use the rules of thumb for a 
model with between 12 and 30 observed variables (beliefs and intentions, and where appropriate, 
age and age squared) and more than 250 case observations. We also adopt the least conservative 
rule of thumb for chi-square/df = 4, given the large sample sizes in this research, but consider lower 
values of this ratio indicators of better fi t. 
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  Fig. 3.19    Relative infl uence of attitudes to positive outcomes ( Att-Pos ), attitudes to negative out-
comes ( Att-Neg ), subjective norms ( SN ) and perceived behavioural control ( PBC ) on intention to 
have a child in the next 3 years in eight European countries ordered from lowest intention ( BU ) to 
highest intention (HU). Each radial shows standardized coeffi cients for a country on a scale of 0 to 
.6. Lines are drawn between coeffi cients for each antecedent for each country       
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   We    have insuffi cient data to drill down to this level by partnership status, but 
indications from model 4 in Table  3.10  and our initial analyses of variance explained 
by individual differences suggest that a further substantial improvement in model fi t 
would be obtained by further grouping the results by partnership status. It therefore 
appears that parity, age and, potentially, also partnership status, together represent 
different personal contexts in which the decision to have a child is taken, and for 
which we can expect different patterns of beliefs and ATT, SN and PBC to infl uence 
intention to have a child. In Sect.  3.4.5 , we provide some examples of how beliefs 
and the effects of Att-Pos, Att-Neg, SN and TPB on intention vary by personal con-
text within country.   

     3.4.5  Differences in the Effects of ATT, SN and PBC 
on the Decision to Have a Child in Different Contexts 

 The variables that defi ne national and personal contexts do not just identify differ-
ences in the  degree  to which Att-Pos, Att-Neg, SN and PBC infl uence people’s 
intention to have a child in the next 3 years, but also the  relative effect  of each of 
these factors on the decision. This can be seen from the coeffi cients in Table  3.11 , 
which where Att-Pos, Att-Neg, SN and PBC have different patterns of effect in 
 different contexts.

      Table 3.10    Fit of different multi-group structural equation models, compared to rules of thumb 
for good fi t   

 Fit index 

 Model no.  Model  Chi-square  df  Chi- square/df  RMSEA  CFI 

 Rule of thumb  Not signifi cant  < 4  < .07  > .92 
 1  All R  12,528.63  68  184.24  .07   .95  
 2  Sex  13,253.48  136  97.45   .05    .95  
 3  Parity  10,288.09  204  50.43   .04    .96  
 4  Partnership 

status 
 12,884.59  272  47.37   .04    .95  

 5  Parity by sex  11,320.90  408  27.75   .03    .95  
 6  Country  13,462.36  509  26.45   .03    .95  
 7  Sex by country  14,469.18  1,018  14.21   .02    .95  
 8  Parity by 

country 
 11,210.66  1,527  7.34   .01    .96  

 9  Parity by 
country 

 Males  6,614.86  1,527  4.33   .01    .95  

 Females  6,981.70  1,527  4.57   .01    .95  

  Note. Statistics are reported for multi-group models, except All R. Satisfactory fi t indexes are 
in bold  
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   Table  3.11  compares groups from model 7 (multi-group sex by country) and the 
more satisfactory model 9 (multi-group  parity  by sex and country) from Table  3.10 . 
There is much variation between the contexts, so to simplify presentation we show 
details only for the sample’s lowest intention country (Bulgaria), the moderate 
intention country (France) and the highest intention country (Hungary) for male and 
female respondents. To assist with the comparison, we also reproduce the values for 
the full sample, and provide coeffi cients for the full sample grouped by sex (fi rst 
column, model 2 from Table  3.10 ), by parity (model 4; in columns two to four), and 
by parity and sex (model 5). 

 Looking fi rst at the sample as a whole, there seems to be little difference in the 
pattern of effects between males and females, either when all parities are pooled or 
by parity. The weights of ATT, SN and PBC do, however, differ 8  – for both males 
and females – for different parities. The difference is particularly marked for women 
who are making the decision to have their second child during the next 3 years: 
norms have a relatively weak effect, while attitudes to positive outcomes and per-
ceived control play a stronger role in the decision to have a second child than to have 
either the fi rst or the third or subsequent child. The relative effects of ATT, SN and 
PBC differ even more markedly when we observe parity level differences within 
country by sex. 

 All factors are signifi cant for all parities in Bulgaria, where the differences in the 
weights at parity 1 are very different from those at other parities, and signifi cantly 
so for women for whom the decision to have a second child relies more than the 
decision at any other parity on expected positive outcomes and less than any other 
parity on perceived social pressure from others. Bulgarian men appear to be more 
concerned at parity 1 about potential negative outcomes and control (effectively, the 
ability to provide for the child) than at other parities. Indeed, in terms of variance 
explained, the model is best able to explain the decisions of males with one child 
(47 %), as well as women with no children (47 % – but the most infl uential factors 
are different for this group: SN and PBC). It is least satisfactory for women who 
already have two or more children (33 %). 

 In France, with smaller sample sizes, PBC has a signifi cant effect on the decision 
to have a child when the sample is divided by parity only when scores for males and 
females are pooled. In all parities, and when pooled or divided by sex, PBC has a 
similar effect to attitudes to positive outcomes (Att-Pos). But the relative effects of 
each factor vary with parity and for males and females with parity, The effect of 
PBC declines as parity increases, perhaps indicating that France’s family policies 
provide a perception of control which increases as family size increases. At the 
same time, attitudes to negative outcomes play the strongest role for males in France 
and for females who have had at least one child, while attitudes to positive outcomes 
have the strongest infl uence on intention to have a child for women who have not 
(yet) had a child. 

8   Differences discussed in the text are signifi cant at  p  = .05, based on the AMOS Critical Ratio for 
the difference between two parameters. 
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 By contrast, attitudes to negative outcomes, at least as measured in the GGS, 
have little or no infl uence on males’ or females’ decision to have their fi rst or subse-
quent child in 3 years in Hungary, the highest intention country in the sample. 
Instead, with the exception of childless males, attitudes to positive outcomes has a 
strong effect for both males and females. The effect of PBC is even stronger, again 
for both males and females, at parity 0. 

   3.4.5.1 Differences in the Role of Beliefs 

 The extent to which the measured beliefs refl ect Att-Pos, Att-Neg, SN and PBC is 
quite similar for males and females within each country. The most striking differ-
ence is that attitudes to negative outcomes refl ects beliefs about female employment 
opportunities more strongly for females than males. 

 As Table  3.12  illustrates, there are some differences in the role of beliefs across 
countries and for different parities within country. One exception is joy and satisfac-
tion, which consistently refl ects Att-Pos well. Expected certainty in life is more 
important in Bulgaria than France (no data are available for Hungary), and of low 
importance in France for P2+. Expected care and security in old age is more impor-
tant in Bulgaria than in France and Hungary, and is of particularly low importance 
among childless respondents in France.

        3.5  Discussion 

 The work presented here demonstrates the value of taking a social psychological 
approach to micro-level modeling of fertility decision making, but it also shows that 
there is much scope for further work. In this section, we consider several issues that 
might be pursued in future research. 

 We have demonstrated empirically that the beliefs underlying Att-Pos, Att-Neg, 
SN and PBC and the effects of Att-Pos, Att-Neg, SN and PBC on the decision to 
have a child differ by both national and personal context. Better fi t between data and 
model is obtained the more fully the model differentiates between personal  contexts. 
But, theory is the primary basis for defi nition of context, and indeed, we began with 
theory. From a social psychological point of view, a single, young heterosexual 
male with no children and no job in Italy asked to indicate whether he plans to have 
a child in the next 3 years is making that decision in a very different context to a 
34-year old mother of one child with a part-time job or a working mother in 
Germany, and so on. Both theoretically and empirically, it is necessary to identify 
the contexts in which the beliefs that are salient to the decision to have a child differ 
from one another, and between which we are likely to see differences in the effects 
of Att-Pos, Att-Neg, SN and PBC on the decision to have a child, and to defi ne 
 relevant beliefs for those contexts. 
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 This work relies on data that had already been gathered for the GGS population 
survey. The beliefs were pre-defi ned, based on population surveys going back about 
20 years (Liefbroer et al.  1994 ), and no pre-survey elicitation studies of the kind 
recommended for the TPB (Fishbein and Ajzen  2010 ) were done. Because of the 
broad scope of the GGS sample, the items were chosen to be as relevant to as many 
respondents as possible. In fact, as we have seen from the descriptive statistics and 
measurement models, few sets of beliefs provided completely satisfactory measure-
ment models in any context, and none provided sound measurement models in all 
contexts that we compared. This leaves considerable scope for elicitation of salient 
beliefs for the decision to have a child from both males and females in specifi c con-
texts at different stages of the life course. 

 Shortcomings and differences in the measurement models also raise questions 
about whether the results we have presented are truly comparable. We believe that 

   Table 3.12    Measurement model for Bulgaria (lowest intention), France (moderate intention) and 
Hungary (highest intention), by parity, males and females   

 Bulgaria  France  Hungary 

 PO  P1  P2+  PO  P1  P2+  PO  P1  P2+ 

 Males 
  Att-Positive Outcomes  
 Certainty in life  .90  .87  .89  .74  .80  .81  .86  .75  .85 
 Joy and satisfaction  .73  .74  .71  .79  .75  .73  na  na  na 
 Care, old age  .68  .69  .71  .19  .50  .58  .50  .40  .58 
  Att-Negative Outcomes  
 Limits possibilities  .73  .79  .75  .71  .66  .63  .94  .71  .67 
 Financial situation  .85  .79  .82  .77  .82  .66  .32  .51  .53 
 Woman’s work opps  .48  .46  .54  .59  .49  .57  .38  .49  .51 
  Subjective Norm (SN)  
 Relatives  .96  .98  .97  .89  .94  .92  .94  .92  .96 
 Parents  .94  .94  .95  .85  .76  .72  .90  .92  .93 
 Friends  .88  .89  .94  .80  .79  .88  .76  .82  .84 
 Females 
  Att-Positive Outcomes  
 Certainty in life  .89  .86  .90  .68  .69  .72  .85  .85  .87 
 Joy and satisfaction  .80  .78  .70  .85  .77  .84  na  na  na 
 Care, old age  .68  .70  .71  .25  .47  .61  .39  .43  .54 
  Att-Negative Outcomes  
 Limits possibilities  .76  .76  .75  .63  .57  .57  .93  .80  .74 
 Financial situation  .76  .78  .77  .71  .83  .73  .41  .42  .43 
 Woman’s work opps  .75  .76  .78  .72  .71  .59  .49  .66  .69 
  Subjective Norm (SN)  
 Relatives  .97  .97  .97  .93  .88  .87  .90  .96  .95 
 Parents  .94  .93  .95  .86  .75  .72  .88  .82  .90 
 Friends  .90  .87  .90  .76  .81  .79  .83  .69  .82 

  Note. All coeffi cients are standardized and signifi cant at  p  < .01  
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they are because of the way that we used latent variables in structural equation 
 modeling. We proposed the existence of comparable Att-Pos, Att-Neg, SN and PBC 
in each country, then measured the ability of each of the measured beliefs to refl ect 
these latent variables. Nonetheless, stronger measurement models based on a set of 
beliefs relevant to each context might produce a different set of results. We believe 
this would be a more meaningful comparison at the aggregate level than comparison 
of a latent variable based on a set of common beliefs that are salient only to a subset 
of respondents. The question of whether the results would be comparable would still 
remain: if PBC means control over different factors in different contexts (e.g., for 
different parities), can it still be compared?  

   3.6  Conclusion 

 Our results show that national context matters. There are differences across coun-
tries in the way people make their decisions about having a child. Successful imple-
mentation of family policies in one country may therefore not transfer to other 
countries. 

 We have also shown that the relative infl uence of attitudes, subjective norms, and 
perceived control on the decision to have a child varies across countries, with parity, 
and between men and women as they go through their life course. Age also makes 
a difference. 

 But, the differences are not consistent within country, or for all males or females, 
or for a specifi c parity or at a given age. Each stage of the life course is associated 
with a different set of considerations, and policy making needs to keep this variety 
in mind. As noted in the REPRO project, a set of stable policies that support fami-
lies through the life course is likely both to provide the most suitable environment 
for reproductive decision making and to be manageable in the face of the variety of 
factors taken into account by men and women as they make the decision to have a 
child at different moments in their lives (Sobotka  2011 ).     
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    Chapter 4   
 Infl uences on the Link Between Fertility 
Intentions and Behavioural Outcomes 

 Lessons from a European Comparative Study       

       Zsolt     Spéder      and     Balázs     Kapitány    

4.1            Introduction 

 This chapter focuses on the factors that explain whether committed and short-term 
fertility intentions are realised or not within a given time interval. As such, this study 
is closely linked to research that analyses discrepancies between fertility intentions 
and actual behaviour (Davidson and Beach  1981 ; Davidson and Jaccard  1979 ; 
Heaton et al.  1999 ; Monnier  1989 ; Philipov  2009 ; Quesnel-Vallée and Morgan  2003 ; 
Schoen et al.  1999 ; Spéder and Kapitány  2009 ; Testa and Toulemon  2006 ; Westoff 
and Ryder  1977 ). An increasing number of publications on this subject are being 
published today, and the research fi eld is becoming increasingly  differentiated. These 
scientifi c efforts have resulted in numerous discoveries, in turn triggering further 
questions, but fi rst and foremost they have confi rmed that an understanding of  how  
childbearing decisions are formed is crucial to understanding actual childbearing 
decisions. Furthermore, they have also stressed that more attention should be paid to 
understanding the meaning of fertility intentions and behaviour besides its “accurate 
measurement”. Naturally, empirical results are infl uenced by variations in the ways 
intentions are conceptualized and operationalized. Numerous mechanisms that 
might alter intentions have been identifi ed (Iacovou and Tavares  2011 ; Liefbroer 
 2009 ). In addition, a number of social categories and situations have been identifi ed 
(Quesnel-Vallée and Morgan  2003 ; Schoen et al.  1999 ; Testa and Toulemon  2006 ) 
which contribute to higher chances of realising fertility intentions. 

 In this chapter, we concentrate on people who have  positive intentions  to have 
a(nother) child within a given period of  time . Therefore, we are not interested 
here in the behaviour of people who  do not  plan to have a child within a given 
time period. Successful realisation is measured by the birth (or not) of a child 
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within the given period of time. In analysing the behaviour of people with positive 
short-term intentions, we wish to understand the factors that support or hinder the 
realisation of fertility intentions. Furthermore, we are also interested in which social 
groups maintain or abandon their short-term childbearing intentions when they fail 
to realise them. Lastly – and pre-eminently – since we would like to reveal universal 
and country-specifi c factors, we use a comparative method. 

 Much recent research on fertility intentions, and on the intention–realisation gap, 
has made use of the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) approach developed by 
Ajzen ( 1988 ,  1991 ). This approach is extremely helpful in understanding the forma-
tion of intentions (see Chaps.   1     and   3     in this book), and it is also thought to aid 
understanding of fertility behaviour, since it assumes a very close relationship 
between  intention and behaviour (Ajzen  1988 ). This study can be situated within the 
TPB framework, but it also highlights a feature of TPB, namely the intention–
behaviour link, on which relatively little fertility research has yet been carried out. 

 The chapter is structured as follows. In Sect.  4.2 , we outline the TPB frame-
work from the perspective of intention–realisation, and we discuss the relevant 
research results on the gap between fertility intention and behaviour. In addition, 
we discuss the relevant social-psychological literature about the intention–behaviour 
link in general. In Sect.  4.3 , we review relevant research fi ndings on the factors 
included in our empirical analysis. The construction of hypotheses is based on 
these considerations. The discussion is restricted to those variables that were 
available in all four countries’ data sets. The methodological section, Sect.  4.4 , 
starts with an outline of fertility developments in the four selected countries, and 
continues with a description of the methodological tools and datasets employed. 
In discussing the results in Sect.  4.5 , we stress the universality of some of the 
infl uences, but also identify some country-specifi c features. Furthermore, we 
draw attention to the potential effects of socio-economic and attitudinal differ-
ences in understanding fertility decision  making. We argue that a more extended 
set of such variables would yield valuable and novel results. Finally, we highlight 
the effects of socio-economic and attitudinal differences in understanding fertility 
decision making in Sect.  4.6 .  

4.2      Highlighting the Intention–Behaviour Link 
in the TPB Approach 

 In this section, an overview of the literature is presented, with the aim of summaris-
ing research fi ndings and improving our understanding of the observed discrepancy 
between fertility intention and behaviour. Although we are primarily interested in 
relevant demographic fi ndings, we cross the disciplinary boundary of demography 
and incorporate results from social psychology, since the basic approach employed, 
the TPB, is social-psychological in nature. As we describe later on, the interdisci-
plinary perspective has numerous advantages, yet also presents diffi culties, namely 
that including results from population research into the TPB is not always 
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straightforward. Our task is therefore to explore how the theory and research fi ndings 
of TPB can be combined with the reasoning and results of demographic and socio-
logical research. 

4.2.1     Relationship Between Fertility Intentions 
and Behaviour in the TPB 

 The TPB places great emphasis on understanding which factors and mechanisms 
infl uence the formation of intentions, as discussed in Chaps.   1     and   3    . The relation-
ship between intention and behaviour appears to be rather straightforward. Ajzen 
depicts this as follows: “Intention is… assumed to be the immediate antecedent of 
behaviour” (Ajzen  2002 , p. 179). 1  

 At the heart of the TPB is the explanation of the emergence of intentions from 
attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control (Fig.   1.3    ). We draw 
attention, in addition, to the role that perceived behavioural control plays (unlike 
attitudes and subjective norms) in infl uencing behaviour as well as intention. 

 The role of factors described as  background factors  in the TPB (Fig.   1.3    ) is espe-
cially important from the standpoint of demographic and sociological research. 
According to the TPB, aspects of social structure (e.g., social status, educational 
attainment and ethnicity), demographic characteristics (e.g., age, parity and sex), 
personality traits and general value orientations (religiosity and traditional vs. mod-
ern attitudes towards gender roles) infl uence the beliefs that shape attitudes, subjec-
tive norms and perceived control (Fishbein  1972 ). In terms of childbearing decision 
making, for example, educational attainment, age, parity and religiosity are expected 
to infl uence general and normative beliefs about childbearing and perceptions about 
barriers to childbearing. Importantly however, according to the TPB only those fac-
tors that remove actual voluntary control directly affect behaviour (Ajzen  1988 ). 

 The actual short-term fertility intention is usually a result of careful deliberation: 
people at a given point in time consider the particular aspects of having a child 
(including fi nancial, emotional advantages and disadvantages), how important cer-
tain aspects are for them, how much they perceive signifi cant others’ expectations 
regarding childbearing, and fi nally perceived barriers to childbearing.  

4.2.2     Measurement Issues 

 It has been suggested that the mixed results on the link between intentions and 
behaviour is at least partly due to inappropriate measurement of intentions and 
behavioural outcomes (Miller and Pasta  1995 , p. 531). Differences between fertility 

1   In Miller and Pasta’s sequential decision-making model (Miller and Pasta  1994 ,  1995 ), the rela-
tionship between intention and behaviour is also direct. As Testa and Toulemon ( 2006 ) state, inten-
tions are almost viewed as actions, “decision made but not yet executed”. 
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intentions and behaviours are highly dependent on the concept and operationalisation 
of intentions and on the fi t between the ways in which intentions and related outcomes 
are measured. 

 In the literature three different kinds of conceptualisations of fertility intentions 
can be identifi ed: (a) family size intentions; (b) intention to have any (more) 
 children; (c) intentions to have a(nother) child within a given time period or at a 
given age. Depending on the measure of intention used, fertility behaviour should 
be measured parallel and thus refer to: (a) completed fertility; (b) at least one birth 
before ending of the ‘fertility career’, (c) childbirth within a given period of time or 
before a given age. It is not surprising to observe low correlations if the intention is 
measured, for instance, without any time frame, but the behaviour is observed 
within a given time period (e.g., Westoff and Ryder  1977 ). 

 To avoid measurement errors, it would appear to be crucial to incorporate at 
least two dimensions: time and certainty. All research incorporating the  time  
dimension concludes that the closer the time between (measurement of) intention 
and behaviour, the better the correspondence between intention and the behav-
ioural outcome, and the less failure in intention realisation. Most probably, with an 
increasing time frame, both intentions and the context of the behaviour change, 
resulting in a lower correspondence between initial intention and subsequent 
behaviour. Indeed, a narrower time frame decreases the chance of changing inten-
tions (Ajzen  1988 ; Davidson and Jaccard  1979 ; Schoen et al.  1999 ). 

 There is clear consensus that the certainty of the intention (or the commitment to 
the behaviour) matters as well. Several surveys measure intention only with a 
dichotomous (yes/no) answer, but some of them also include the degree of certainty. 
These studies offer statistical proof that the certainty of intentions increases the 
chances of realising childbearing intentions (Westoff and Ryder  1977 ; Rindfuss 
et al.  1988 ; Schoen et al.  1999 ; Testa and Toulemon  2006 ; Philipov  2009 ). 2  

 From a general point of view, the need for more exact measurements of the cer-
tainty and time frame of the intention should be stressed. And from the point of 
view of a comparative perspective, the use of the very same concept of intention and 
behavioural outcome should be highlighted as well. 

 We should also briefl y mention the role of biological and emotional factors, as 
these factors have a clear infl uence on intention realisation, but are usually not mea-
sured in empirical studies. Fecundity has an explicit role in the model of Miller and 
Pasta ( 1995 , p. 534), and Ajzen also refers to it as the most important barrier to 
realising intentions (Ajzen  1988 , p. 129); demographic studies also highlight this 
factor (Rindfuss et al.  1988 ). Emotions have the same role in Ajzen’s concept as 
biological incapability: they can disrupt the intention–behaviour relation (Ajzen 
 1988 ). It is out of the scope of this study to evaluate biological and emotional factors 
in general. However we assume that these factors, if infl uential, will not differ par-
ticularly between countries.  

2   We should not forget that Ajzen and Fishbein suggest measuring the intention with a seven-
point scale, ranging from likely to unlikely (Ajzen and Fishbein  1980 , pp. 107ff., 140). 
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4.2.3     Partners and Partnership 

 Decision-making processes in modern societies are often regarded as instances of 
individual action. TPB also operates within this framework: an individual’s intention 
and behaviour, attitudes, subjective norms, etc., are considered. At the same time, 
earlier research focusing on childbearing decisions has revealed the importance of 
partners’ joint decision making and highlighted the role of partners’ behaviours, 
although generally focused on women’ fertility behaviour (for an overview see 
Thomson  1997 ). Surveys that include partner interviews might reveal how important 
it is to include partners’ intentions (Miller and Pasta  1995 ; Thomson  1997 ; Berrington 
 2004 ; Philipov  2009 ). Therefore, in the case of non-partnered samples, information 
about partners’ agreement is very important. 

 Davidson and Beach reveal how within the TPB partners’ intentions could con-
tribute to behavioural changes (Davidson and Beach     1981 ). The partner is the 
“most relevant other” in the case of intention–formation: changes in the commit-
ment of the partner modify the intention via subjective norms (ibid.). 

 To sum up: all research that queries the intention of both partners concludes that 
high partner agreement strengthens the link between fertility intention and subse-
quent behavioural outcome (childbirth) (Miller and Pasta  1995 ; Thomson  1997 ; 
Berrington  2004 ; Philipov  2009 ; Iacovou and Tavares  2011 ).  

4.2.4     On the Nature of Attitudes and Behaviours 

 A full overview of the literature on the strength and stability of attitudes would 
exceed the framework of our study. Nevertheless, it should be stressed that attitudes 
differ in their strength. Put differently, there are signifi cant differences between atti-
tudes in terms of the durability of their behavioural infl uence (Krosnick and Petty 
 1995 ). There exists a general consensus that attitudes of people based on their direct 
and personal experience last longer (Davidson and Jaccard  1979 , p. 1373). Others 
highlight that the more important an attitude is for an individual, the longer it lasts 
and the stronger the effect it has on behaviour (Bohinger et al.  1995 ). Both these 
observations may be caused by a mechanism whereby attitudes which have been 
formed as a result of a complex process of information searching and processing 
seem to be more durable (Petty et al.  1995 , p. 94ff.). The importance of an attitude 
goes hand in hand with permanent processing of relevant information and personal 
experience about the subject of the attitude incorporates acquisition of new informa-
tion as well. Finally, those attitudes are more stable which ascribe responsibility to 
the self (see Davidson and Jaccard  1979 , p. 1373). Why are these aspects important 
for our research regarding the interpretation of the TPB? Childbearing is an impor-
tant, irreversible decision, which signifi cantly changes an individual’s life. It is 
therefore reasonable to assume that this decision is preceded by extensive informa-
tion gathering. Thus, it is not unrealistic to hypothesise that attitudes attached to 
childbearing are not highly volatile. 
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 Can we state that the strength of childbearing attitudes is equal in all concerned 
individuals across different social categories? We cannot provide a straightfor-
ward answer, but as a working hypothesis we assume that certain social groups 
and/or life situations may differ in this regard. For example, we can be sure that 
an individual having a child is more informed about child rearing than a childless 
individual, even if the latter has had lots of contact with children. The assumed 
differentiation can lead different social groups to have attitudes of varying strength 
and duration. Through numerous steps it can result in a scenario where social 
groups differ in their ability to realise their intentions (which are based on norms 
and attitudes). 

 In their work analysing the “failure” of childbearing intentions, Davidson and 
Beach ( 1981 ) elaborate on and empirically prove the existence of a very persuasive 
mechanism termed the “inertia effect”. One of their starting points is the hypothesis 
that “attitudes and behaviours may have different thresholds” (ibid., p. 476). This 
implies that a change of attitude can more easily bring about a change in intention 
than an actual change in behaviour. In order to change behaviour, a very strong 
change in attitude is necessary. Turning to childbearing, they assume that “contra-
ception” is the routine (“baseline”) option in a modern society. In order to achieve 
childbearing, one needs to “suspend” this routine and to want to bear a child. 
Accordingly, if there are two behavioural options to choose from, and one of them 
is the maintenance of an already existing form of behaviour, then selection of the 
new alternative has a lower rate of realisation. Concerning childbearing in modern 
societies, they claim that “I use contraceptives” can be considered to be a behav-
ioural pattern maintaining the status quo, and the decision to have a child is the real 
decision. Hence, the negative intention (“I do not want to have a child”) is realised 
with higher probability than the positive one (“I do want to have a child”). Their 
empirical analysis supports this hypothesis. 

 Barber ( 2001 ), Philipov ( 2009 ) and to some extent Morgan and Rackin ( 2010 ) 
focus their attention on competing life goals, and by this they shift their focus 
from “shall I have a child or not” to “shall I have a child or shall I realise my other 
objectives (education, career, travelling, etc.) here and now (in the short term)”. 
According to Barber’s results, attitudes towards life goals that compete with 
childbearing (including career, employment and consumption) affect non-marital 
childbearing to a greater degree than attitudes about childbearing (Barber  2001 ). 
Concluding, she suggests extending the TPB, suggesting that if one includes also 
attitudes of competing life goals in the model then childbearing might be better 
predicted. Even though she does not elucidate exact details about where to include 
them in the TPB model, we assume that she refers to the effect of these attitudes 
on the emergence of intentions. We complement this by asking whether attitudes 
towards alternative life objectives do indeed infl uence the durability of intentions, 
and whether it can affect differentiation of intentions and their realisation by 
social groups.  

Zs. Spéder and B. Kapitány



85

4.2.5     (Un)expected Life-Course Events Causing 
Intention Revision 

 All of the three antecedents (attitudes, subjective norms and circumstances) of a 
given intention are subject to change if the time frame is broadened. The primary 
mechanism at play may be closely related to life-course development. Miller and 
Pasta ( 2004 ) emphasise events connected to partnership dynamics (e.g., separation 
and divorce), and Rindfuss et al. ( 1988 ) claim that these events alter the context of 
action, which strongly determines its success. The difference between fertility inten-
tions and behaviour was demonstrated within the framework of the TPB by research 
on existing small samples covering 1–2 year-long periods: they found attitude change 
and consequent alteration in fertility behaviour (Davidson and Jaccard  1979 ). 

 From the perspective of our analysis, studies about differences between intended 
and realised number of children, and changes of family size expectations through-
out the life course are of high importance. Even though the subject and time frame 
of these studies differ from our current inquiry, we still believe both short-term and 
next-child related intentions are strongly related. Morgan and Rackin ( 2010 ) focus 
on a crucial question, namely how unexpected and unplanned events infl uence 
 family size expectations, and how they affect under- and overachievement of indi-
vidual fertility goals. Their results prove that “current intent cannot take account of 
future unanticipated factors that can infl uence fertility” (p. 111). A sudden change 
in relationship status (divorce) goes hand in hand with underachievement of fertility 
intentions. We are able to demonstrate similar consequences regarding short-term 
fertility intentions as well (Spéder and Kapitány  2009 ). Divorced people are much 
more likely to delay childbearing than people who remain married, and this contin-
ues even when divorced people remarry (Morgan and Rackin  2010 ). On the other 
hand, earlier-than-planned or unplanned childbearing does signifi cantly increase the 
chance of “overachievement” (Morgan and Rackin  2010 ). It is probably safe to 
assume that the same mechanism could work in cases where anticipated events do 
not happen. That is, ‘we will have a child when we have fi nished the construction of 
our new house’, or ‘if my migrant partner returns from abroad where (s)he works’, 
etc. Provided that the anticipated events  do not  happen or they do but with some 
delay, intentions cannot be realised. 

 Liefbroer ( 2009 ) provides us with numerous insights that aid understanding of 
the TPB’s decision-making model and is relevant for our empirical analysis. He 
investigates change (mostly decline) in family size intentions (expected family size) 
as a function of time and life-course change. Based on the life-course perspective 
and on the theory of life-span psychology by Heckhausen, age (proceeding along 
the life course), relationship status, educational attainment, together with planned 
(childbearing) and unplanned (change in relationship status) life-course events play 
a major role in changing and ‘downsizing’ expected family size. When do intentions 
change to the greatest degree, and when does the expected number of children 
decrease? The expected number of children decreases with ageing: among single 
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and cohabiting people, with increasing time spent in employment, among women 
with a high level of education particularly when they are older; in cases of childless-
ness and low parity, whose effect increases with age. Alterations are caused by 
unfolding of the life course, and also by constantly changing opportunity structures 
(Liefbroer  2009 , p. 383). The process of ageing can shed light on problems of 
fecundity and confl icts between career and family and may also become more 
apparent than may have been apparent earlier on in the life course. Why is this 
important for our analysis? We believe that the difference between intention and 
behaviour is to some extent a consequence of changing intentions. Iacovou and 
Tavares ( 2011 ) studied factors infl uencing the alteration of expected family size 
within the REPRO project. Their results shed light on changes of intention in rela-
tion to time (age, time since the birth of the last child) and relationship status (equal 
or different intentions, divorce, moving together). Younger people tend to change 
their intentions more often than older individuals. Moreover, if much time has 
passed since the birth of the last child (four or more years), then respondents hardly 
modify their intentions: they do not wish to have more children and they do not 
change their intentions. Consequently, some ages and life situations favour change 
of family size expectations more than others (Iacovou and Tavares  2011 ).  

4.2.6     Group-Specifi c Behaviour: Social Status 
and Demographic Position 

 A challenge to the TPB is constituted by research which fi nds that social catego-
ries and demographic positions also have an effect on fertility behaviour (besides 
fertility intention). These results show that the above factors infl uence fertility 
behaviour not only indirectly, through the formation of intentions by attitudes, 
subjective norms and perceived control variables, but that they have a direct effect 
as well. Examples of such direct factors include relationship status (Berrington 
 2004 ; Heaton et al.  1999 ; Morgan and Rackin  2010 ; Schoen et al.  1999 ; Spéder 
and Kapitány  2009 ) and number of children (Morgan and Rackin  2010 ; Schoen 
et al.  1999 ; Spéder and Kapitány  2009 ). In addition, aspects like highest level of 
education (Morgan and Rackin  2010 ; Schoen et al.  1999 ), unemployment 
(Rindfuss et al.  1988 ; Testa and Toulemon  2006 ), religiosity (Jaccard and 
Davidson  1976 ), optimism (Spéder and Kapitány  2009 ) and general attitude to 
gender roles (Berrington  2004 ) are also worth considering according to these 
empirical studies. 

 In considering this problem we should mention some fi ndings that explicitly 
tested but could not prove the direct effects of the mentioned factors on the fertility 
intention–behaviour link (Miller and Pasta  1995 ). We have to note, however, that 
these studies were conducted on rather homogeneous samples (e.g., married cou-
ples, people living in one town, white individuals, etc.). 

 The (probable) direct infl uence of background factors leads to the question of 
how these factors produce an effect on the relationship between behaviour and 
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intention. The TPB allows for two different interpretations. The fi rst is based on the 
fact, noted above, that signifi cant lapses of time between the measurement of inten-
tions and actual behaviour and independent changes in social factors (situations) 
create different contexts. In other words, changing social and demographic situa-
tions modify the subjective antecedents of the intentions resulting in a revision of 
existing intentions. Had we measured fertility intentions closer to actual behaviour, 
then no other factors besides intentions would have infl uenced that behaviour. The 
second interpretation considers that the background factors affect behaviour through 
perceived/actual behavioural control. Socio-economic features and demographic 
situations indicate different distributions of resources and skills, and these in turn 
determine various behavioural options. That is, the above factors contribute to the 
character of the intention–behaviour relationship through obstruction or inhibition 
of planned behaviour. 

 Closely related to the second argument, we cannot reject an interpretation linked 
to the stratifi cation of social action either: different social statuses and varying 
demographic situations have different behavioural options and barriers associated 
with them, independent of whether they are perceived or not. A study by Morgan 
and Rackin ( 2010 ) presents numerous examples of these kinds of considerations. 
They claim that certain environments hinder individuals in the realisation of their 
fertility plans. Even though women may have a committed and determined child-
bearing intention, when working in traditional male jobs the long working hours 
and challenging environment are conducive to postponement of intentions despite 
providing them with high income, social prestige and self-realisation. In this 
 perspective, the non-realisation of plans is interpreted as resulting from “structural 
constraints” (p. 92). At the same time, the powerful normative ideal of the two-child 
family makes realisation of the second child intention most successful. This line of 
argumentation can only seemingly be interpreted within the TPB framework. That 
is, the two-child family ideal infl uences the strength of intention through subjective 
norms. If, however, this is the only mechanism at work, then it would have to have 
an effect on the emergence of intentions instead of on the realisation of intentions. 
Therefore, norms not linked to individuals can be interpreted as external inhibiting 
factors. 

 Although our empirical analysis will not be able to provide exact answers about 
these mechanisms, we will return to these issues in our overview of factor-specifi c 
effects and in the summary following the modelling.  

4.2.7     Macro-social Context 

 Little is known about how the macro-social context infl uences the relationship 
between intention and behaviour. It might be assumed that, since the TPB frame-
work is seen as universal, different macro-social contexts should not have specifi c 
infl uences. Alternatively, Ajzen ( 2011 ) prefers to describe the TPB as not specifi c to 
any domain, noting that it is up to scholars in a specifi c domain to defi ne relevant 
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infl uences for that domain. In any case, clear empirical evidence on the role of the 
macro context is only just emerging. 

 Two studies stress the importance of the prevailing normative structures (majority 
rules) in a given society. Westoff and Ryder relate inconsistency to non- conformity, 
and assume that if people plan behaviour in opposition to dominant patterns of 
behaviour in a given social context, or in other words if their intentions are non-
conformist, then their behaviour will actually tend to conform. Namely, there is a 
higher likelihood that non-conformist intentions will be abandoned (Westoff and 
Ryder  1977 , pp. 443–445). Testa and Toulemon expect that a “low fertility context” 
promotes postponement (failure of positive intentions) and decreases the risk of the 
birth of “non-desired” children (failure of negative intention) (Testa and Toulemon 
 2006 , p. 45). In general terms, prevailing norms may restrain non-normative behav-
iour, and this may be a crucial factor in our fi eld of research. These examples resem-
ble the “inertia-effect”: to carry out ‘unusual’ or non-standard behaviour we need a 
stronger motivational force (Davidson and Beach  1981 ). 3  

 Some studies also contemplate on possible period effects on the intention behav-
iour gap. Rindfuss et al. noticed the varying rate of realising negative and positive 
fertility intentions in time, and they assumed that this fl uctuation was caused by a 
specifi c periodic context (“strong delaying effects of period factors” Rindfuss et al. 
 1988 , p. 198). Davidson and Beach observed the modifi cation of childbearing inten-
tions in a small-scale longitudinal fertility survey, and identifi ed measurable and 
signifi cant changes in perceived social norms, assuming that these changes mirrored 
period effects of the economic recession in the years 1973 to 1975 (Davidson and 
Beach  1981 , p. 486.). They found that women perceived that their husbands had 
become more negative towards childbearing as a result of the economic recession. 

 More recently (within the REPRO project), we stressed the negative effects of an 
anomic societal context on fertility intention realisation (Spéder and Kapitány  2014 ). 4  
We found that the two post-Communist countries exhibited higher levels of failure in 
realising short-term fertility intentions. We concluded that in the two studied post-
Communist countries the failure of intentions could mostly be traced back to anomie 
emerging from the asynchronous changes of the value system and the structural 
 circumstances of childbearing. This is particularly due to the fact that the value 
 system refl ects the pre-transition society even one decade after the democratic transi-
tions (something we termed “cultural lag”). Moreover, postponement owes to the 
fact that institutional and economic transformations not only have “run forward”, but 
their pace – even after the millennium – is still higher than the dynamics of compa-
rable modern societies. Altogether, it results in a constant discrepancy between antic-
ipated and real living conditions, which in turn leads to the modifi cation of short-term 
childbearing decisions and postponement of intentions. The weaker relationship 
between intentions and realisation observable in the post- Communist countries is 
mainly due to the social context, that is, the distinct pace of social change.  

3   Additional insights that emerged from REPRO are summarized in Chap.  7 . Eds. 
4   See also the argument of Rodin ( 2011 ). 
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4.2.8     Revisiting TPB and Fertility Behaviour: Matches 
and Challenges 

 Numerous considerations can be found in the review presented in the previous 
 sections, which help us understand the “difference” between fertility intentions and 
behaviour. What is more, we introduced relations – the effects of unexpected events, 
the timeframe of intention and behaviour – which  predict the constant occurrence 
of difference  between intentions measured at a given time and behavioural conse-
quences registered at a different point of time. Our objective in discussing such 
aspects was to analyse how much they match the logic of the TPB. It becomes 
apparent that numerous descriptive mechanisms can  easily be accommodated into 
the logic of the TPB . Nevertheless, it is worth articulating some relationships, which 
do not match in a straightforward manner to the TPB, and which could constitute a 
challenge to it. As we noted earlier, the fact that the relationship between intentions 
and behaviour in certain social categories seems to differ in strength can hardly be 
reconciled with the universal action theory of the TPB, given that the TPB clearly 
argues that background factors affect attitudes and subjective norms through beliefs. 
Even if we accept arguments that background factors constantly shape beliefs and 
by this attitudes as well – and consequently, had we measured intentions close 
enough in time to behaviour – we might not have found structural effects. However, 
we still think that it is worth considering three further mechanisms, which we illus-
trate in Fig  4.1 .

Background
factors, e.g.

Values
General attitudes

Personality
Desires
Experience

Gender
Age
Parity

Attitudes

Subjective
norms

Perceived
control

Intention
Fertility

behaviour

Actual enablers
and constrainers

Background factors:
Values, Personality, Religion
Gender, Age, Parity, Education

  Fig. 4.1    Possible additional mechanisms ( dashed ) overlaid on the schematic representation of the 
Theory of Planned Behavior       
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   On the one hand, one can hypothesise that  specifi c social categories  have a 
 different resource and opportunity structure, which can either facilitate or hamper 
the realisation of intentions (Morgan and Rackin  2010 ). Group factors therefore 
infl uence the realisation of intentions through perceived behavioural control, or un- 
refl ected through actual hindering factors. On the other hand, we should not reject 
the argument that social (e.g., religious or educational) groups might differ in the 
strengths of their intentions   . 

 The TPB prefers to include the infl uence of norms via important others (subjec-
tive norms). We favour the concept that in modern societies internalised norms 
shape behaviour (Liefbroer and Billari  2010 ). However, we do not know how inter-
nalised norms can be incorporated into the TPB, since internalised norms are not 
expected to change via modifi cations of important others’ expectations. 

 Finally, how can we incorporate  contextual effects  into the model, namely, the fact 
that in different societies chances of realising one’s intentions might differ? According 
to the logic of TPB, contextual factors are taken into consideration during the forma-
tion of intentions (see Jaccard and Davidson  1976 , p. 333ff). The systematic and 
 massive cross-national differences in realisation, however, indicate that important 
and crucial societal circumstances are not perceived or misjudged. Whether it means 
that there are also non-perceived constrains and enablers operative, or whether 
 perceptions, for whatever reason, are distorted, we cannot answer, and this remains 
to be explained by future research. 

 In our empirical analysis, reported in the next sections, it is not possible to com-
prehensively answer all the questions that have been posed. Yet the analysis sheds 
light on the social differences in the intention–behaviour relationship.   

4.3      Building Hypotheses on Factors That Infl uence 
the Intention–Behaviour Link 5  

 When studying the determining factors of realisation and non-realisation of fertility 
intentions, it would be tempting to take all the studies analysing social determinants 
of fertility behaviour into account, particularly those that reveal social and attitudi-
nal factors infl uencing the decision to become a parent or have subsequent children. 
Even though these studies are undoubtedly important, in our analysis we (a) con-
centrate on literature that focuses explicitly on fertility intention variables, and (b) 
limit ourselves to longitudinal studies: studies measuring intentions at certain points 
of time, and which relate these intentions to subsequent childbirth. Since we 
described the concept and operationalisation of the intention and outcome variable 
as being of high signifi cance, we defi ne our dependent variable before proceeding 
with the detailed literature review of possible infl uential societal factors. 

5   The comparative analysis of group-specifi c effects was published in a slightly modifi ed manner 
in  Population  (Kapitány and Spéder  2012 ). Consequently, there is some overlap between that pub-
lication and the following two sections. However, this chapter, which focuses on the TPB 
and the results of the empirical analysis, uses new argumentation. 
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4.3.1     The Dependent Variable of the Analysis 

 The methodology and construction of the key dependent variable employed in this 
study draw on the experiences of Heaton et al. ( 1999 ). In their study, they concen-
trated not only on the fulfi lment or failure of fertility intentions, but also analysed 
changes in intentions over given periods of time. In addition, work carried out by 
Berrington ( 2004 ), who used multinomial regression techniques for a similar analy-
sis, and the approach of Iacovou and Tavares ( 2011 ), has helped inform our research 
from a methodological point of view. 

 As mentioned, our investigation concentrates on time-related intentions and out-
comes, and both aspects of fertility behaviour are included in our dependent vari-
able. On the one side, we only consider those who want to have a child within a 
given time period, and on the other side we differentiate three end states (outcomes) 
at the end of the time period. Those who intend to have and succeed in having a 
child within the indicated time period 6  are called  intentional parents . Since we are 
also interested in how reversible these short-term intentions are, we group people 
who do not realise their intentions before the end of our time-window into two 
groups: those who maintain their intention to have children are classifi ed as  post-
poners , and those who give up their plans are classifi ed as  abandoners . Table  4.1  
shows our typology, and the construction of our dependent variable.

4.3.2        Potential Factors Infl uencing Intention Realisation 

4.3.2.1     Age 

 Previous research indicates that a respondent’s age has a remarkable effect on the 
realisation of intention. Much research highlights (directly or indirectly) that 
younger respondents have higher chances of realising their fertility plans than older 
respondents. A study carried out by Noack and Østby ( 2002 ) about fertility expecta-
tion and realisation stresses the salient role of demographic factors, and concludes 

6   The fact that the time frame of the intention and the time period for realisation do not exactly 
match is due to the limitations of the different surveys we utilised. 

   Table 4.1    Basic types of positive fertility intentions and outcomes   

 Fertility intention- 
outcome types 

 Fertility intention 
within 2 years 
(at the 1st wave) 

 Had a birth within 
3 years (between the 
1st and 2nd wave) 

 Intend to have a child 
at subsequent wave 
(the 2nd wave) 

 Intentional parents  Yes  Yes  – 
 Postponers  Yes  No  Yes 
 Abandoners  Yes  No  No 
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that being younger (18–24 years) is associated with having more realistic fertility 
intentions. Schoen et al. ( 1999 ) show that after controlling for all the characteristics 
of intentions and other background factors, age remains the most signifi cant factor 
in determining childbirth: younger respondents have a higher likelihood of having a 
child. More recently, Philipov ( 2009 ) fi nds that if we control for a sensitively con-
structed intention variable, those below the age of 30 in Bulgaria have signifi cantly 
higher chances of having a child. Berrington ( 2004 ) studied a more specifi c group, 
namely childless women between the ages of 30 and 39, and also concludes that 
chances of successfully realising childbearing intentions decrease with age. Testa 
and Toulemon ( 2006 ) fi nd that the probability of involuntary postponement 7  inevi-
tably increased with age until the age of 32, and then stays at a high level before 
declining. They conclude that “those who failed to have a desired birth and still 
want to start a family 5 years later are probably those who cannot have a child due 
their advanced age and the resultant limited fecundity” (p. 65). Indeed, most of the 
research which fi nds a signifi cant relation between failure of realisation and 
advanced age assumes the operation of biological factors. 8  We characterise the 
above-mentioned research results as the  biological-clock  concept: because fecun-
dity decreases with age, realisation of intention will become increasingly unsuc-
cessful as age increases. As a consequence, failure of short-term intention is more 
likely for those of an older age. 

 Some studies call attention to life-course development and lifestyle when 
explaining higher failure or intention downsizing at older ages. Philipov assumes 
that ‘lifestyle’ factors may come into greater confl ict with childbearing decisions at 
later ages (Philipov  2009 ). 

 Although few reviewed research results directly support an alternative hypothesis, 
some approaches do suggest alternatives. Research demonstrating higher instability 
of intentions at younger ages (such as Rindfuss et al.  1988 ) suggests higher failures 
of intention realisation in earlier life-course phases. In a study on the relationship 
between intention and behaviour, Miller and Pasta assume a higher likelihood of 
realising fertility intentions at later ages: “The time pressure associated with higher 
age, longer marital life and higher age of previous child are likely to promote the 
occurrence of proception” ( op. cit . p. 535), namely higher probability of realisation 
at later ages. However, analysis of their results concerning young married couples 
does not support this assumption. Considerations about the prevalence of age norms 
in modern societies (Liefbroer and Billari  2010 ; Heckhausen et al.  2001 ; Settersten 
and Hagestad  1996 ) also suggest a higher likelihood of realisation at older ages. 
According to the life-span theory of control worked out by Heckhausen et al. ( 2001 ), 
people approaching the end of their fertile period intensify efforts to realise fertility 
intentions. Since people are conscious of the deadline – and a social deadline does 

7   Testa and Toulemon’s “involuntary postponement” corresponds perfectly with our “postponer” 
category. 
8   Shown by Leridon ( 2008 ). 
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exist (Mynarska  2009 ) – we can assume that people approaching this age limit, 
whenever this happens to be, will strive to realise their intentions. Consequently, the 
 social age deadline  approach assumes that realisation will increase with age. 9  

 Considering the two outcomes of failures, postponement and abandonment, 
some results of childlessness research and intention change can help us to make the 
relationship between postponement and abandonment more apparent. Several stud-
ies argue that many childless individuals did not originally intend to stay childless. 
However, by constantly revising their intentions and by postponing a decision to 
have the child, they revise their initial plan and end up childless (Berrington  2004 ). 
According to the above-mentioned mechanism an abandoner can be expected to be 
older than a postponer. Heaton et al. ( 1999 ) also called for greater attention to be 
paid to the effects of age in different kinds of failures of fertility intentions. Focusing 
on childless people, they found not only that older people are more prone “to switch 
to childlessness”, but also to switch from “not wanting any child to parenthood” 
(Heaton et al.  1999 ). 

 Investigations of intention change (Liefbroer  2009 ; Iacovou and Tavares  2011 ) 
very clearly show the strong infl uence of age in this regard. Liefbroer argues that 
planned and unplanned events at the beginning of the life course build up life trajec-
tories that narrow down freedom to make decisions later on in the life course 
(Liefbroer  2009 ). He fi nds a clear age effect in downsizing of the expected number 
of children. In his summary, he describes the mechanism as follows: “As their lives 
unfold, they will fi nd out that some futures become less likely than others and this 
might lead to a re-evaluation of their intentions” (p. 383). However, the controlled 
downsizing effect of age is linear, suggesting that intention change is parallel with 
increasing age. 10  Although the linearity implies no differences regarding the inci-
dence of abandonment by age, based on his argument we can assume a higher rate 
of abandonment at later ages. The results of Iacovou and Tavares have somewhat 
different implications. They fi nd a non-linear relationship, with a higher risk of 
intention change at younger ages (Iacovou and Tavares  2011 , p. 110 ff.). Importantly, 
they fi nd more changes both in upward and downward directions. This result hints 
that having more volatile intentions at younger ages means expecting more change 
to abandonment in younger ages. 

 Based on the above-mentioned considerations and in line with the two basic 
approaches ( biological clock  and the  social age norm ), we outline our hypotheses 

9   Since biological age limits differ according to gender, consciousness could also differ accord-
ingly. Unfortunately, due to low sample size in some countries, in this study we cannot carry out a 
separate analysis by gender. 
10   Although he found several interaction effect of age with other variables, we do not report it here 
since (a) we could not include such kinds of interaction effects in our model, and (b) he has a dif-
ferent intention variable (expected number of children) than we use, and therefore not all of his 
fi ndings are applicable to our analysis. 
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about the role of age in the fulfi lment and failure of time-related fertility intentions 
as follows:

    (H1a)    According to the  biological clock  approach, with increasing age the chances 
of realising one’s intention (of being an  intentional parent ) will be lower. 
Older people will be more prone to postpone than younger people.   

   (H1b)    According the  social age norm  approach, with increasing age the chance of 
realising one’s intention (of being an  intentional parent ) will be higher. 
Younger people will be more prone to postpone than older people.   

   (H1c)    Based on life-course related research, we assume that abandonment is more 
probable at older ages than postponement (maintenance of the intention).   

   (H1d)    At younger ages intentions are more volatile. With increasing age the chance 
of revising intention (abandoning and not maintaining intention in case of 
failure) is less probable.    

4.3.2.2       Parity 

 Longitudinal studies usually include parity as a control variable, and therefore parity- 
relevant results frequently become by-products of analyses focusing on  fertility 
intentions. Research carried out by Schoen et al. ( 1999 ), shows that respondents who 
have one child at a given time usually exhibit a higher likelihood of  having another 
child in the subsequent period (up until the next interview) than childless or higher 
parity respondents. However, among non-married women (living alone or cohabit-
ing), women of parity three also have signifi cantly higher chances of having another 
child. In analysing the British Household Panel Survey, Berrington ( 2004 ) fi nds that 
in a given 6-year period those with no child or one child have the highest chance of 
realising (further) childbearing intentions. The strength of the  parity effect also 
depends on time since last birth: the shorter the period since the last child, the higher 
the likelihood of having another intended child. 

 Studies investigating childless people stress the instability of intentions at 
younger ages (Rindfuss et al.  1988 ) and that many people do not realise and  postpone 
childbearing intentions (Heaton et al.  1999 ). In the US, among childless people of 
fertile ages, 45 % of those who intended to have a child 11  did not realise their inten-
tion within 5 years. As noted by Testa and Toulemon ( 2006 ), in France 54 % of 
childless people stating “I want a child within 5 years” had a child within that 5 
years period ( op. cit . p. 57). These results allow us to argue that among childless 
people we can assume a low level of realisation of intention and a high level of 
postponement. This assumption concurs with studies which demonstrate competing 
and confl icting life goals (Barber  2001 ; Philipov  2009 ; Rindfuss et al.  1988 ), since 
childless people exhibit a wide range of different life goals which frequently con-
fl ict with childbearing intentions (Barber  2001 ). 

11   The intention did not refer to any specifi c time frame. 
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 The literature about strength of attitude reviewed earlier stresses the importance 
of information and personal experience in the formation of attitude (Petty et al. 
 1995 ). Applying this idea to fertility attitudes refl ecting different parities leads us 
to assume that people with one or more children may have more elaborated and 
therefore stronger attitudes than childless people. This suggests that fi rst and higher 
parity people will have higher chances of becoming intentional parents than child-
less people. 

 Longitudinal studies investigating the realisation of family size intentions show 
that those intending to have two children have the highest chances of realising their 
initial intentions (Morgan and Rackin  2010 ). Moreover, those planning to have no 
children or one child will often end up having more, while those intending to have 
three or more often end up having fewer. As a result we can deduce that people with 
two or more children have lower chances of realisation than those who have none or 
only one child, and expect that:

    (H2a)    Childless people are more likely to postpone and less likely to abandon their 
plans in relation to successful realisation (to be intentional parents).   

   (H2b)    People with one child have the highest likelihood of realising their fertility 
intention within 3 years.   

   (H2c)    People with two or more children are more prone to abandon than to realise 
or postpone their plans.    

4.3.2.3       Partnership 

 Many researchers claim that a cohabiting partnership (especially marriage) is a pre-
requisite for realising childbearing intentions (Berrington  2004 ; Heaton et al.  1999 ; 
Schoen et al.  1999 ; Spéder and Kapitány  2009 ; Testa and Toulemon  2006 ). The 
reasoning is quite plausible: based on the causation described in the introduction: 
(a) a steady partnership and intensive interaction are a clear perceived and actual 
enabler of carrying out action; (b) partners’ beliefs and intentions are the most 
important factors shaping subjective norms (Ajzen  1988 , p. 131; Davidson and 
Beach  1981 ; Thomson  1997 ). Therefore we expect low realisation of people living 
separately. However, partnership form (marriage, cohabitation, or living alone) is 
also one of the strongest factors determining formulation of short-term childbearing 
intentions (Billari et al.  2009 ; Philipov et al.  2006 ). Consequently, partnership form 
dominates the whole decision-making process from the emergence of intentions up 
until conception. 

 A more intriguing question is whether the form of partnership (marriage or 
cohabitation) has any effect on the realisation of intentions. Cohabiting couples in 
the United States are less likely to realise their intentions than married couples 
(Heaton et al.  1999 ). Heaton et al. conclude that “despite the documented increase 
in non-marital childbearing, a close relationship between having children and mar-
riage persists” ( op. cit . p. 536). In a more detailed analysis we also fi nd that in 
Hungary cohabiting females are less likely to realise their positive intentions than 
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married ones (Spéder and Kapitány  2009 ). Different meanings of marriage and 
cohabitation could be responsible for this difference: cohabiting people might be 
less committed to each other than married ones (Waite and Galagher  2000 ). 
Consequently, married people’s intentions could be more committed, less volatile, 
and therefore have higher chances of realisation. 

 In contrast, in some countries such as France where cohabitation is widespread, 
this form of partnership only has a modest effect on the chances of childbearing 
(Testa and Toulemon  2006 ). This calls attention to the notion that the meaning of 
‘cohabitation’ may vary from country to country (Heuveline and Timberlake  2004 ). 
The four countries we analyse are interesting cases in this respect, because the 
popularity of cohabitation varies considerably. 

 It is also clear that the stability of the partnership will infl uence chances of 
realisation. (Un)expected life-course changes inevitably infl uence revisions of 
intentions and intention realisation (Heaton et al.  1999 ; Liefbroer  2009 ; Testa and 
Toulemon  2006 ). Separation or divorce will increase the likelihood of being a 
postponer or abandoner. Starting to cohabit or getting married will, on the other 
hand, increase the likelihood of being a successful realiser (intentional parent). 12  
This assumption is in accordance with the social-psychological approach, since 
this theory suggests that (unexpected) events in the life-course discourage actors 
from realising their (earlier) intentions (Ajzen  1988 ; Miller and Pasta  1995 ). 
Based on the above-mentioned research results we expect that:

    (H3a)    Cohabiting people (married and living in non-marital partnerships) will have 
a higher likelihood of realising their intentions successfully than people liv-
ing alone.   

   (H3b)    The rate of realisation of intention will be lower among cohabitants than 
among the married. However, due to different meanings of cohabitation, we 
expect differences across the countries.   

   (H3c)    Separation, independent of the institutional form of the cohabiting partner-
ship, will decrease chances of realisation. We also assume that separated 
people will have lower chances of realisation than people living alone.    

4.3.2.4       Background Factors: Educational Attainment, Activity Status, 
and Religious Denomination 13  

 We agree with those views that assume that the fertility decision-making process is 
set in a specifi c social context and carried out by people possessing different 
resources and who have diverse values and attitudes (Westoff and Ryder  1977 ; 

12   There is no space here to examine mutual relationships between childbearing and partnership 
behaviour. 
13   Usually both the theoretical framework and availability of data shape the building of hypotheses. 
In our case the latter had a much stronger limitation: using a harmonised data set and the very 
limited number of comparable indicators narrowed down our options. Since we see the harmonised 
variables as roughly differentiated, we do not develop specifi c hypotheses. However we include 
the relevant literature review. 

Zs. Spéder and B. Kapitány



97

Rindfuss et al.  1988 ; Heaton et al.  1999 ; Schoen et al.  1999 ; Noack and Østby  2002 ; 
Berrington  2004 ; Liefbroer  2005 ; Testa and Toulemon  2006 ; Philipov  2009 ; Spéder 
and Kapitány  2009 ). For this reason, structural position (social and economic 
status) and attitudes should be taken into account when analysing childbearing 
decisions, and therefore also realisation of intentions. 

 Research results concerning  education  are ambiguous. In studies analysing US 
data, education usually infl uences the strength of the relationship between intention 
and behaviour. For example, Heaton et al. ( 1999 ) found that better educated indi-
viduals were more prone to postpone their intentions. In another study, which used 
two waves of the National Survey of Households and Families, education only oper-
ated in the expected direction amongst non-married women, either living alone or 
cohabiting (Schoen et al.  1999 ). Explanation of the results followed an economic 
rationale: more highly educated women invest more resources in building up human 
capital, and having a child therefore costs much more. The results of various 
European studies differ. Testa and Toulemon ( 2006 ) found that better educated 
French women were more likely to realise their fertility intentions. Noack and 
Østby ( 2002 ) on the other hand did not fi nd any educational effect on having realis-
tic fertility expectations in Norway. 

 Education can also represent the effects of economic resources (the  income 
effect ), and if no relevant ideational factors are present in the model, can be viewed 
as a proxy for value orientations. A variety of lifestyles and cultural resources are 
linked to education. 14  It may well be important to highlight that people with a higher 
level of education are generally more informed and knowledgeable, and we can 
assume that intended parenthood will be the most widespread among them. Lastly, 
the above-mentioned human capital aspect (“opportunity cost effect”) should not be 
neglected either. 

 Research on different  economic activity  or  employment statuses  is abundant. 
Concentrating on employment status, we should highlight the effects of being 
unemployed on the realisation of fertility intentions. Rindfuss et al. ( 1988 ) indicate 
that male unemployment hinders the realisation of fertility intentions. Adsera ( 2005 ) 
in Spain and Testa and Toulemon ( 2006 ) in France fi nd the same pattern: unemploy-
ment is a barrier to realising childbearing intentions. We have also found that 
employed men are more likely to realise their fertility intentions than unemployed 
men (Spéder and Kapitány  2009 ). This corresponds with the well-known income- 
effect mechanism assumed at work among males (Ermisch  2002 ). We can also 
assume that a woman’s economic position can infl uence the realisation of fertility 
intentions in different ways (Kreyenfeld  2001 ), but we cannot fi nd strong empirical 
evidence to demonstrate this. 

 Although values should exert infl uence on intention formation and revision of 
intentions as stated in the TPB, the inclusion of general orientations in the analysis 
of the intention–behaviour link should not be prohibited. If these are measured at 
the time of stated intention they may signal intention strength and/or inclination to 

14   Employment motivations also differ. For example, career dominates among those with a higher 
level of education whilst those with a lower level of education are more concerned with making 
ends meet. 
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revise intentions. Here we follow studies pointing to the additional effects of 
 subjective factors (Berrington  2004 ; Heaton et al.  1999 ; Philipov  2009 ; Spéder and 
Kapitány  2009 ). Heaton et al. ( 1999 ) included several ideational variables, and 
 general value orientations, etc., in their analysis (Heaton et al.  1999 ). Some of their 
results are not unexpected: strong leisure orientation inclines people to postpone (as 
a result of ‘competing attitude’), and agreement with the sentiment that mothers’ 
employment is harmful to children supports realisation; surprisingly, career- 
orientation did not have a signifi cant effect. Berrington ( 2004 ) showed that gender 
role attitudes, particularly more egalitarian ones, increased the chances of childless 
females in their thirties conceiving a child. We revealed previously that in Hungary 
secular beliefs among women increase the likelihood of being an abandoner and 
that being male with a positive “future outlook” contributes to being an intentional 
parent and not an abandoner (Spéder and Kapitány  2009 ). 

 Unfortunately, our harmonised comparative data set provides only very limited 
opportunity for comparing ideational factors, and we can therefore only use  reli-
gious denomination . From a scarce literature on comparative analyses in Europe, 
Philipov and Berghammer’s ( 2007 ) fi ndings present a mixed picture according to 
different fertility intentions and preferences. Multi-denominational countries show 
contradictory evidence regarding preferences. In this analysis, however, our depen-
dent variable is different; we focus on intentional outcomes.    

4.4      Context, Data and Methods 

4.4.1     The National Context: Trends in Fertility 
in the Netherlands, Switzerland, 
Hungary and Bulgaria 

 In preparing a European comparative study, we planned to include as many coun-
tries as possible, but only selected those where longitudinal data sets are available 
and where the data sets include questions on time-specifi c fertility intentions. We 
also wanted to have data sets from chronologically similar periods of time. Naturally, 
it was requisite that the questions could be harmonised. We briefl y outline develop-
ments in fertility since 1990 in the selected countries below, and describe the situa-
tion in the last decade when the data used in our analysis was collected. Figs.  4.2  
and  4.3  show trends in the mean age at childbirth and in the total fertility rate in the 
four countries included in the study between 1989 and 2008.

     The Netherlands     The level of fertility is quite high and stable in the European 
context, though mothers give birth to their fi rst child at a late age (Fokema et al. 
 2008 ). The Netherlands is a case where recuperation took place quite early in com-
parison to other West European countries (Lesthaeghe  2001 ). During the period 
covered by our data collection (the period between 2004 and 2007), the mean age of 
mothers at fi rst childbirth increased by 0.2 years. The total fertility rate is at a high 

Zs. Spéder and B. Kapitány



99

European level, above 1.7. All of this indicates that the Netherlands represents a 
stable fertility regime.  

  Switzerland     Switzerland is characterised by low and very late fertility. Furthermore, 
the mean age of mothers at birth is increasing continuously. Around the beginning 
of the 1990s the mean age of mothers at childbirth was lower than in the Netherlands, 
but at the time of our inquiry (between 2004 and 2007) the mean age of mothers in 
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Switzerland had surpassed that of the Netherlands, increasing during this period by 
0.5 years. The TFR was around 1.45 at the time of the data collection.  

  Hungary     The Hungarian fertility transition started at the beginning of the 1990s. 
The level of fertility (TFR) dropped from 1.84 to 1.29 in 1999, and since that time 
has fl uctuated around 1.3. The mean age of mothers at fi rst birth has increased con-
tinuously since the second half of the 1990s (Spéder and Kamarás  2008 ). The fertil-
ity transition in Central Eastern Europe is taking place at a faster pace than in 
Western Europe. During the investigated period (2001 to 2004) the mean age of 
mothers at fi rst birth increased from 25.3 to 26.3. Naturally, if postponement distor-
tion in the calculation of the TFR was acknowledged then the adjusted fertility 
would be much higher than the actual one (Bongaarts and Feeney  1998 ).  

  Bulgaria     Bulgarian fertility followed the pattern of the fertility transition seen in 
other former Communist countries. During the investigated period the transition 
process continued: the mean age at fi rst birth increased by 0.8 years from 2002 to 
2005. At the same time, Bulgarian fertility showed a very slight increase, having 
reached its nadir at the end of the 1990s (1997–1998) at a level slightly above 1.1. 
Between 2002 and 2005 it increased by 0.1. The societal transition process in 
Bulgaria lags somewhat behind that of other Central European countries, and the 
economic and social crisis was somewhat deeper (Koytcheva and Philipov  2008 ).  

 As this very brief description of the four countries demonstrates, individual and 
group behaviours are embedded in quite different fertility regime settings.  

4.4.2     Data, Sample and Methods 

 We use four quite different though nationally representative large-scale panel sur-
veys. The Hungarian and Dutch surveys resemble each other in that they focus on 
changes in demographic behaviour. 15  We use the fi rst two waves of the Netherlands 
Kinship Panel Survey (Dykstra et al.  2007 ), and the Hungarian Turning Points of the 
Life Course Survey (Kapitány  2003 ). The time frame of the follow-up was 3 years 
in both cases. In the case of Switzerland, the Swiss Household Panel Survey’s fol-
low-up was organised annually; therefore we used the sixth and the ninth waves for 
our analysis (Voorpostel et al.  2009 ). In the Bulgarian Social Capital Survey more 
than 10,000 women and men aged 18–35 were interviewed between 2002 and 
2005. 16  Selected features of the surveys are noted in the  Appendix  (Table  4.4 ). The 
fi rst wave of the selected surveys was conducted between 2002 and 2004, and the 
second wave took place between 2005 and 2007. Although the four surveys’ ques-
tionnaire designs are rather different, the included fertility intention questions are 

15   Both surveys are part of the Generations and Gender Programme (GGP) (Vikat et al.  2007 ). 
16   The Bulgarian survey was carried out as part of the project “The Impact of Social Capital and 
Coping Strategies on Reproductive and Marital Behavior”, organised by the MPDIR Rostock and 
the Bulgarian Academy of Science (see Bühler and Philipov  2005 ). 
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comparable. All four surveys contain questions on time-related fertility intentions 
(though in somewhat different formats), and provide an accurate account of births 
between the waves. 

 Since we utilised four independent surveys, it is not surprising that we encoun-
tered diffi culties harmonising them. However, we believe that we have constructed 
a dependent (intention–outcome) variable suitable for comparison, and a set of 
comparable independent variables covering the basic infl uencing factors of inten-
tion–behaviour realisation. Obviously, we have had to make some compromises; the 
2-year time frame of the Swiss and Bulgarian surveys is the reason for having the 
2-year time frame for the intention question in this comparative study. Furthermore, 
women who were pregnant at the time of the interviews were handled differently in 
all three countries. 17  Our solution, adding second-wave pregnant women to inten-
tional parents, appears to be a satisfactory solution. 

 We selected a subsample of the surveys for our analysis. Only those persons who 
intended to have a(nother) child within 2 years and who were subsequently inter-
viewed were selected into the subsample. In short, we needed to fulfi l two criteria: 
(1) whether a respondent intended to have a child, and (2) whether a child was born 
and if the intention subsequently changed or was maintained. 

 We applied multinominal logistic regression techniques in our analysis. This 
method was used by Heaton et al. ( 1999 ) and Berrington ( 2004 ) to study the rela-
tionship between fertility intentions and the behaviour of childless people. We also 
utilised this approach in our Hungarian study (Spéder and Kapitány  2009 ). Since 
our research question aims to explore and understand failures to realise positive 
intentions, we used the group of intentional parents as the reference group. 

 The basic distribution of our dependent variable, the fertility intention–outcome 
variable, reveals huge differences between the countries (Table     4.2 ). The rate of suc-
cessful realisation is quite high in the Netherlands: three out of four people realise 
their 2-year-intention within 3 years. The ratio of realisation only slightly surpasses 
the level of 50 % in Switzerland. In Hungary and Bulgaria, two fi fths of time-related 
fertility intentions are realised; the ratio of those successfully realising their inten-
tions therefore seems to be quite low in Hungary and Bulgaria. In this study, we 
focus on similarities and dissimilarities regarding determining factors. 18 

17   The exact wordings of the questions are presented in the  Appendix , Table  4.5 . 
18   The Spéder and Kapitány ( 2014 ) study is devoted to describing and explaining country-specifi c 
differences in the rate of realisation. 

   Table 4.2    The distribution of fertility intention and outcomes variable in four countries   

 Fertility outcomes 

 Countries 

 Netherlands  Switzerland  Hungary  Bulgaria 

 Intentional parents  75  55  40  38 
 Postponers  15  27  42  44 
 Abandoners  11  18  18  18 
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   There is no need to describe all of the independent variables in detail as their 
construction is self-evident. 19  We only need to point out that  age (number of years),  
and the variable  educational attainment  (number of completed years of education) 
are continuous variables.  Parity  divides the people with intentions into three 
groups: the childless, those with one child, and those with two or more children. 
For the present study  partnership status  takes into consideration the presence and 
form – but not the length – of partnership: people are clustered into (1) living 
alone, 20  (2) cohabiting, and (3) married. Cases where respondents were in a 
 partnership for the fi rst wave and then subsequently separated afterwards are also 
considered in a separate dummy variable. The control variable,  employment status , 
distinguishes between having a job or not at the fi rst wave. For religious affi liation, 
we use Catholics (except in Bulgaria where we use Orthodox) as the reference 
group, and we also include Calvinists, other denominations and non-religious 
 people. 21  All but one variable was measured at the time of the fi rst interview, when 
stated intention was measured. One kind of partnership change, namely dissolution 
was measured between the fi rst and subsequent wave. Since the small sample size 
does not allow us to separately perform the analyses by gender, it serves as a 
 control variable in our models.   

4.5      Results 

 Results of the multinomial logistic regression analyses are presented in Table  4.3 . 
Age is a clear-cut predictor of the investigated relationships between intention and 
behavioural outcomes, since in seven out of the eight studied relations it has a sig-
nifi cant effect (Table  4.3 , fi rst line). Those who fail to realise their intentions within 
3 years – regardless of changes in their intentions – are older than those who suc-
ceed. In other words: the younger the respondent, the easier s/he can realise positive 
fertility intentions. 22  This result clearly supports the  biological clock  approach as 
assumed in Hypothesis 1a, since both postponers and abandoners are older than 
intentional parents. This unambiguous result, at least in the relationship of parents 

19   The descriptive statistics in the  Appendix  (Table  4.6 ) also serve to highlight the features of the 
variables included in the models. 
20   It should be noted that many people living alone have longstanding partnerships, but do not 
permanently cohabit. 
21   All four studied countries are religiously mixed, and differ in the ratio of the different denomi-
nations. In Hungary, Roman Catholics form the majority and Protestants (Calvinists and 
Lutherans) the minority. In Switzerland Protestants and Roman Catholics are equally represented. 
The Netherlands can be seen as a secular country, although Roman Catholics and Protestants are 
present. In Bulgaria, the majority of the population belongs to the Greek Catholic (orthodox) 
church. 
22   We experimented with additional non-linear and interaction effects with age as showed by 
Liefbroer  2009  and Iacovou and Tavares  2011 , but were unable to fi nd signifi cant effects (see 
Kapitány and Spéder  2012 ). 
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versus postponers, rejects the  social age norm  approach (H1b), namely the idea that 
people approaching the deadline of childbearing are more likely to realise than to 
postpone their intentions. The contrary is actually the case: postponers are older 
than intentional parents. Only in the Netherlands do we not fi nd age-differences 
between postponers and intentional parents.

   Abandoners are clearly older than postponers in Hungary and the Netherlands, 
and slightly so in Bulgaria. This result supports Hypothesis 1c, and fi ts the argument 
that abandonment in the three mentioned countries is a result of perpetual postpone-
ment. Nevertheless, the Swiss case does not support this concept. 

 The effect of the number of children ( parity ) appears to be signifi cant in most 
cases (14 out of 16 coeffi cients), and the remaining two coeffi cients correspond 
with the direction of the others, although the effect is statistically non-signifi cant. 
Our expectations seem to be confi rmed regarding most of the categories, though 
there are some exceptions. When looking at the relationship between intentional 
parents and postponers, we see very clearly that childless people (parity 0) have a 
higher risk of becoming postponers than successfully realising their intentions: 
Hypothesis 2a is supported. It confi rms our expectation that there are more confl ict-
ing and competing life goals that can prevent realisation if people do not have chil-
dren (Barber  2001 ; Rindfuss, et al.  1988 ), and/or in case of fi rst and higher parities 
people are more informed and experienced about childbearing than childless people 
and therefore their intentions are stronger (Davidson and Jaccard  1979 ). Nonetheless, 
one exception seems to exist, but only in relation to parity 0 and parity 1: in Bulgaria 
people with one child are more likely to become postponers than childless people. 
However, comparing childless respondents and respondents with two or more chil-
dren, the same correlation can also be found in Bulgaria: childless people are more 
likely to postpone than people with two or more children. The Bulgarian case needs 
further investigation, but one explanation seems plausible: the higher likelihood of 
realising fertility intentions by childless respondents can also be a sign of increasing 
prevalence of single-child families. This could be a sign of the diffusion of the 
single- child family model found in Russia and Ukraine (Avdeev  2003 ; Perelli- 
Harris  2005 ; Philipov  2009 ). 

 Analysing our second parity-specifi c hypothesis and studying whether people 
with one child (parity 1) have the highest risk of becoming intentional parents 
(H2b), we get controversial results. Only the relationship between intentional 
parents and abandoners seems to support this assumption, since those with higher 
(2+) parity are more likely to abandon their short-term fertility intentions and 
reduce their family size intentions. By contrast, Hypothesis 2b is not supported. 
Therefore, the idea of having two children as the most successful project is only 
partially supported by our analysis focusing on how short-term intentions are 
realised. 

 If we compare abandonment with successful realisation, it seems that people in 
Bulgaria, Hungary and in the Netherlands with one (or more) child(ren) are signifi -
cantly more likely to abandon their intentions than childless people. This is in accor-
dance with our third parity-specifi c hypothesis (H2c). Conversely, in Switzerland 
the relationship is reversed: childless people (parity0) are more likely to abandon 
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their intentions than people with children (parity1 and parity2+). 23  This result calls 
for attention to be paid to differences between fertility regimes in Europe. In two 
eastern and one western European countries people are more likely to abandon 
their childbearing intentions if they have more children, or at least one. In this 
respect Swiss behaviour seems to be an exception: the higher risk of being an aban-
doner among the childless is an indicator of the wide diffusion of childlessness in 
Switzerland (Dorbritz and Ruckdeschel  2005 ). However, it is worth noting that 
childlessness may to some extent also be a result of non-successful intention reali-
sation in Switzerland. 

  Partnership status  exhibits a clear infl uence, when comparing single non- 
cohabitants with married respondents and cohabitors. Furthermore, partnership in 
all four countries is a prerequisite for the realisation of fertility intentions (Schoen 
et al.  1999 ; Philipov  2009 ). The results clearly support Hypothesis 3a. However, we 
cannot fi nd clear differences between realisation of fertility intentions and the type 
of partnership. 24  

 Changes in partnership status clearly infl uence the realisation process: as 
expected, separation hinders the realisation of fertility intentions (H3c). In three out 
of the four studied countries people who dissolve their partnership abandon their 
short-term fertility intentions. The chances of becoming an abandoner are particu-
larly high in Switzerland. The exception is the Netherlands, where there is no differ-
ence between postponers and abandoners. We should also highlight that this result 
clearly supports the assumption that life-course events strongly infl uence the rela-
tionship between intention and behaviour (Ajzen  1988 ; Liefbroer  2009 ). However, 
they may not weaken the relation, but probably force changes in intentions, at least 
in the short-term. This could again have long-term consequences, namely a down-
sizing of long-term family size intentions (Liefbroer  2009 ). 

 The additional background variables have signifi cant effects in all of the coun-
tries studied. However, the directions of the effects are often contradictory and vary 
from country to country (Table  4.3 ). This is perhaps due to the fact that social forces 
play different roles in different country-specifi c cultural contexts and/or institu-
tional settings, and therefore have varying impacts on intention realisation. 

 For example, in three out of the four countries  education  clearly plays a role in 
abandonment in relation to intentional parents. With increasing levels of education 
the likelihood of being an abandoner decreases. But coeffi cients comparing “suc-
cessful realiser” and “postponer” show contradictory results. In the two Western 
countries there is no educational difference between intentional parents and post-
poners. In the two Eastern countries the results are the opposite. In Bulgaria, the 
respondents with higher levels of education are inclined to postpone. In Hungary, by 

23   Although the odds are clearly lower for parity2+ than for parity0, the difference is not statisti-
cally signifi cant. 
24   Here it should be noted that for Hungary, where it was possible to run separate models for women 
and men, we fi nd signifi cant differences among women. Considering negative intentions cohabi-
tors had a higher chance of realising their negative fertility intentions than married people (Spéder 
and Kapitány  2009 ). 
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contrast, individuals with a higher level of education are more inclined to realise 
their short-term intentions. The rather generous family support in Hungary (6 months 
full pay followed by 18 months at 75 % of pay) may counterbalance the opportunity 
costs resulting from staying at home after birth. The prevalence of this 24 month-
long parental leave could explain why higher educated, formerly employed women 
are more likely to realise fertility intentions in Hungary. In contrast, in Bulgaria 
opportunity costs might make respondents postpone realisation of their short-term 
fertility intentions. 

 The same conclusion can be drawn when considering the impact of  religious 
denominations  as an example of ideational indicators on intention realisation. The 
effects of different denominations are selective and contradictory. In Hungary and 
the Netherlands, non-religious individuals seem to be more likely to postpone than 
to realise their intentions. In the Netherlands, Roman Catholics have a signifi cantly 
higher chance than those of other denominations of realising their fertility inten-
tions. In Switzerland there are no differences between Roman Catholics, Protestants, 
and non-religious people: only those belonging to “other religion” have a higher 
likelihood of postponing their intentions. In Bulgaria, surprisingly, non-religious 
people have a lower likelihood of becoming abandoners than intentional parents. 
These results demonstrate the wisdom of including ideational factors, but simulta-
neously indicate the need for further research on religion, religious denominations 
in particular and other ideational factors in general. 

  Employment status  may infl uence intention realisation, and according to the 
 literature (Kreyenfeld  2001 ), gender differences related to the labour market are 
very large. However, as mentioned earlier, separate models by gender could not 
be estimated due to small sample sizes. In addition, our “employment” variable 
is quite undifferentiated. The “no-job” category includes many different statuses, 
especially for women; these include: unemployed people, those who are on 
parental leave, housewives, students, other inactive dependents, etc. To examine 
gendered  infl uences of employment status on realisation more accurately, more 
refi ned employment status categories are needed.  

4.6      Concluding Remarks 

 In this chapter, we wanted to obtain insights into fertility decision making through 
closer consideration of the intention–behaviour link. Both theoretical consider-
ations and empirical analysis served to help us reach our goal. 

 The empirical research compared factors infl uencing the likelihood of whether 
short-term fertility intentions are realised. We focused on the question of whether the 
same factors (the same forces) led to non-realisation (postponement or abandonment) 
of fertility intentions. Since we used data which were obtained from research focused 
on different research questions, after the harmonisation was completed fewer compa-
rable variables (factors) could be utilised than we originally wanted based on the theo-
retical approaches. However, based on this limited number of variables, we are able to 
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identify very strong and mostly similar kinds of infl uences of social-demographic 
variables such as age, parity and partnership in all of the countries studied. This shows 
that different social and demographic positions/statuses, such as young age, having 
one child, and having a stable partnership, establish a more positive context for inten-
tion realisation. On the other hand, other demographic positions such as older ages, 
being childless or having two or more children, hinder the realisation of intended 
behaviour. 

 At the same time, we also fi nd interesting and important country-specifi c differ-
ences. The multivariate analyses revealed that intention–behaviour relations differ by 
parity. Unintended childlessness is demonstrated in Switzerland, and the unintended 
increase of one-child families is identifi ed in Bulgaria. 

 The clear infl uence of separation draws our attention to the need for deeper and 
more extensive analysis of intention and realisation within the life course of indi-
viduals (Iacovou and Tavares  2011 ; Liefbroer  2009 ; Morgan and Rackin  2010 ). 
Some life-course events may turn out to be as signifi cant as partnership break-up in 
trying to understand failure or success in realising intentions. 

 Only a limited number of structural (socio-economic) and ideational factors 
could be examined. Consequently, it is not surprising that we can only demonstrate 
slight infl uences of these kinds of factors. However, we do demonstrate that both 
structural and ideational factors infl uence the realisation of fertility intentions in 
case of one country (Spéder and Kapitány  2009 ). 

 In our research we also aimed to discuss some TPB related issues, since the TPB 
suggests that fertility intention is the key element in fertility decision making. We 
conclude that several explanations of the actual mismatch between intention and 
behaviour could be accommodated into the TPB approach, however some challenges 
do remain. 

 In line with numerous studies, we showed in detail that certain social categories 
and demographic positions are more likely to realise their intentions than others. 
It is, however, important to note that many of these factors seem to be universal, that 
is, they operate in the same way in every country. These universal mechanisms can 
operate in various manners. First, change can occur because social situations and 
demographic positions (background factors) infl uence the antecedents (namely atti-
tudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control) of intentions, in turn 
resulting in a revision of intentions. Second, it is also possible that the described 
background factors assist or hinder the realisation of planned behaviour through 
actual behavioural control barriers. These fi rst two pathways of infl uence fi t the 
TPB framework well. However, effect mechanisms could also work independently 
of or parallel to mechanisms emphasised by TPB. Again, two such pathways could 
be suggested. One of them is also universal: social categories may differ in resources 
and behaviour options available to them, and therefore differ in the extent to which 
they are able to realise their intentions as well. In addition, social categories may 
differ in the strength of their intentions, which again may lead to varying behav-
ioural results. Lastly, the existence of the different rates of success and failure of 
intention realisation indicate that macro-contextual effects particularly infl uence 
realisation via misperception or non-perception of the strength of enabling or 
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 constraining contextual factors (Spéder and Kapitány  2014 ). Nevertheless, the 
macro- context does not – or barely infl uences – the factors which shape intention–
behaviour relationship in certain countries. Regarding this latter point, we are only 
able to demonstrate some very specifi c country-specifi c phenomena (like childless-
ness in Switzerland and single child in Bulgaria). 

 Our analysis is limited by the post-harmonised data sets that we utilised in our 
inquiry. Further comparative analyses of pre-harmonised databases would allow 
refi nement of our results. It could answer our questions and might result in formu-
lating further ones. Finally, future analyses will need to further specify the relation-
ship between fertility intentions and childbearing behaviour.     

  Acknowledgments   We are very thankful to the researchers of the REPRO project for providing 
useful feedback about an earlier draft of our paper.  

        Appendix 

   Table 4.4    The main characteristics of the four surveys used   

 Netherlands  Switzerland  Hungary  Bulgaria 

 Survey name  Netherlands 
Kinship Panel 
Survey 
(Netherlands 
GGS survey) 

 Schweitzer 
Household-Panel 
(SHPSI.-SHPSII.) 

 Turning Points 
of the Life Course 
(Hungarian GGS 
survey) 

 Social 
Capital 
Survey 

 Fieldwork 1st wave  2003/4  2004  2001/2  2002 
 Fieldwork 2nd wave  2006/7)  2007  2004/5  2005 
 Non-adjusted panel 
attrition (inclusive 
deaths, emigration 
etc.) between the 
two waves 

 N/A  N/A  17 %  25 % 

 Longitudinal sample 
size (Unweighted N) 

 6,326  N/A  13,540  7,481 

 Number of 
respondents 
intending to have 
a(nother) child 
within 2 years 
(subsample, 
unweighted N) 

 458  385  1,056  2,196 

 Weighting variables  Bweight0  WP07L1S  S2_suly  No 
 Weighted subsample  493  409  1,069  No 
 Description of data, 
methods, fi eld-work 

 Dykstra et al. 
( 2007 ) 

 Voorpostel et al. 
( 2009 ) 

 Kapitány ( 2003 ) 
(in Hungarian) 

 Bühler and 
Philipov 
( 2005 ) 

 Survey home page    www.nkps.nl        www.swisspanel.ch        www.demografi a.hu      – 
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   Table 4.5    The    formulation of the fertility intention questions in the different questionnaire 
programmes   

 NKPS (Netherlands)  SHPS (Switzerland)  HGGS (Hungary)  SCS (Bulgaria) 

 Q.  Do you think you’ll 
have (more) children 
in the future?  

 Q.  Do you intend to 
have a child in the 
next 24 months?  

 Q.  Would like to 
have additional 
child(ren)?  

 Q.  Do you intend to 
have (another) child 
during the next 2 years?  

 A. Yes/no/don’t know  A. Yes/no  A. Yes/pregnant- 
partner pregnant/no, 
does not want/cannot 
have more children/
don’t know 

 A. Defi nitely yes/
Probably yes/Probably 
No/defi nitely no 

 If yes  If yes 
 Q.  Within how many 
years’ time would you 
like to have your 
(fi rst/next) child?  

 Interviewer: 
Pregnant women: 
not counting the 
child you are 
currently pregnant 
with = another child 
in addition to the 
one you are 
expecting? 

 Q.  At what age 
would you like to 
have your next 
child?  

 Interviewer: if the 
respondent/partner is 
pregnant add: besides 
the one you are 
expecting?  Interviewer: If 

pregnant/partner 
pregnant = 0 

   Table 4.6    Mean and standard deviation of independent variables   

 Netherlands  Switzerland  Hungary  Bulgaria 

 M  SD  M  SD  M  SD  M  SD 

 Age  31.4  4.6  33.0  5.3  29.2  4.9  27.4  5.6 
 Sex (0-male; 
1 female) 

 0.67  0.47  0.48  0.50  0.49  0.5  0.48  0.5 

 Parity1  0.41  0.49  0.37  0.48  0.30  0.46  0.33  0.47 
 Parity2+  0.14  0.34  0.18  0.39  0.17  0.38  0.25  0.43 
 Cohabiting at w1  0.31  0.46  0.19  0.39  0.19  0.40  0.13  0.34 
 Alone at w1  0.07  0.26  0.13  0.34  0.27  0.44  0.26  0.48 
 Separated from 
partner 

 0.02  0.14  0.02  0.15  0.04  0.19  0.03  0.17 

 Job  0.85  0.36  0.85  0.35  0.76  0.43  0.79  0.41 
 Education 
(continuous. 
classes) 

 14.6  2.1  13.2  2.7  11.7  2.5  11.6  2.85 

 Calvinist  0.18  0.38  0.34  0.47  0.15  0.35  –  – 
 Other religious 
denomination 

 0.06  0.23  0.08  0.27  0.11  0.31  0.14  0.35 

 Non-religious  0.57  0.50  0.13  0.34  0.21  0.40  0.09  0.28 
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    Chapter 5   
 Uncertain, Changing and Situated Fertility 
Intentions 

 A Qualitative Analysis       

             Laura     Bernardi     ,     Monika     Mynarska     , and     Clémentine     Rossier    

5.1            Introduction 

 Fertility intentions and childbearing decision-making play a dominant role in models 
of fertility behaviour. Intentions are conceptualised as antecedents of behaviour and 
therefore seen as important mediators. The intentionality of a specifi c pregnancy 
may be measured before (prospective measure) or after the pregnancy (retrospective 
measure). Survey questions asking whether or not a pregnancy was planned are a 
typical example of the latter. In the past 15 years, such retrospective measures have 
been criticised. New measures have been tested and progress has been made in the 
fi eld (Barrett and Wellings  2000 ; Luker  1996 ,  1999 ; Santelli et al.  2003 ,  2009 ; 
Speizer et al.  2004 ). While the questions used are very similar, no such progress has 
been registered in prospective measures of pregnancy intentions. 
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 This chapter examines multiple dimensions of fertility intentions in order to 
facilitate a critical reading of current indicators of the decision-making processes 
that lead to childbearing and of prospective measures of fertility intentions. Using a 
qualitative approach, we pay attention to the complexity of the process through 
which individuals make (or fail to make) plans regarding their reproductive future. 
The data are a series of comparable in-depth interviews conducted in a number of 
European countries with varying fertility levels and with different normative and 
institutional contexts. 

 We reconstruct the meaning that respondents attribute to their fertility intentions 
at the moment they voice them in order to advance the interpretation of answers to 
standardised survey questions. We then study the way in which individuals vary in 
the tenacity with which they hold on to their intentions (intentions’ stability over 
time) and how these variations are related to the type of intentions. Finally, we 
examine how several aspects of the larger social context (family policy, dominant 
norms regulating the gender division of tasks and the timing of children) shape 
fertility intentions.  

5.2     The Complexity of Childbearing Intentions 

 Sociological and anthropological studies have been especially useful in tracking 
ambivalence or uncertainty in childbearing intentions. They tend to deconstruct the 
ideology of ‘planning’ that is omnipresent in western thinking: individuals have to 
act (and try to act) reasonably by taking important decisions after having weighed 
the pros and cons. As qualitative work on these topics shows, the advantages and 
risks are often very mixed so that decisions are often made in uncertain contexts. 
In these cases, individuals’ discourses and behaviours are contradictory (e.g., taking 
hormonal contraception but frequently forgetting the pill, or not using contraception, 
getting pregnant and then terminating the pregnancy). 

 The inadequacy of measures of intended and unintended pregnancies is a 
consequence of survey results’ failure to support over-simplifi ed rational models of 
reproductive decision-making. Trussell et al. ( 1999 ) found that a large proportion 
of women who became pregnant following a failure of their contraceptive method 
declared that they were happy about the pregnancy and rated their pregnancy as 
‘intended’ (see also Barrett and Wellings  2000 ). Similarly, in a survey of 311 women 
taking a pregnancy test at a health facility, who declared not to want a(nother) child 
in the near future, 46 % were found to use contraceptives inconsistently or not at all 
(Sable and Libbus  2000 ). Faced with these repeated inconsistencies, researchers 
have asked whether the questions “Did you want a(nother) child at the time you got 
pregnant?” or “Do you want a(nother) child?” were too simple to capture the 
multidimensionality of the wish for a child (Miller et al.  1999 ). It became apparent 
that the concept of ‘fertility intention’ in population studies required more careful 
consideration. 
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5.2.1     Defi ning Fertility Intentions 

 Among the available theoretical approaches to intentions, the Theory of Planned 
Behavior (TPB) is particularly interesting for demographers (Ajzen  1988 ,  1991 ; 
Fishbein and Ajzen  2010 ) since it goes beyond a simple concept of rationality such 
as weighing pros and cons. The theory is presented in detail in Chaps.   1     and   3     of this 
volume. We simply outline the features that are important for our study. The TPB is 
built around a concept of intention that indicates “how hard people are willing to try, 
how much of an effort they are planning to exert in order to perform the behavior” 
(Ajzen  1991 , p. 181). Individuals’ intentions are shaped by three factors: their per-
ceived ability to perform the behaviour (perceived behavioural control), their 
evaluation of the gains and appropriateness of the behaviour (attitude towards the 
behaviour) and their perception that signifi cant others want them to behave that 
way (subjective norm). 

 The core assumption of the TPB is that “barring unforeseen events, people are 
expected to act in accordance with their intentions” (Ajzen  1985 , p. 12). The stron-
ger the intention, the higher the likelihood it will be transformed into action. The 
strength of intention is usually measured by the subjectively defi ned likelihood of 
exhibiting a given behaviour (Ajzen  1988 ; Ajzen and Fishbein  1980 ) or by the level 
of certainty of the intention, a method more commonly used in demographic surveys 
(Morgan  1982 ; Thomson and Brandreth  1995 ; Vikat et al.  2007 ). 

 In the TPB, intention captures motivational aspects and denotes a behavioural 
goal. Differently to other theoretical approaches such as Warren Miller’s (Miller 
 1994 ,  1995 ,  2011 ), the TPB does not distinguish between desires and intentions. In 
Miller’s model, desire precedes intention. It represents what a person wishes (wants) 
to do, while intentions represent what a person actually plans to do, given his or her 
actual resources and possibilities. In other words, intentions “are desires constrained 
by reality” (Miller  1994 , p. 228). 

 The  desire for a child  concept is useful when we view the formation of a child-
bearing intention as a multistage and multidimensional process. The literature on 
the status of a person’s intention to be pregnant shows that at least two aspects 
should be considered when analysing fertility intentions: the goal towards which the 
intention is directed (to have a child) and the timeframe for implementing it (Speizer 
et al.  2004 ; Santelli et al.  2009 ). Hence, the strength of an intention can refer to the 
timeline (How hard are people willing to try to have a child in the next 3 years?). 
However, at a more basic level, it also depends on how much a behavioural goal is 
valued, how strongly it is desired. An emotional state of  wanting  a child is a prereq-
uisite for developing a clear-cut intention to have a child within a given time span. 
Acknowledging this fact, some researchers go as far as seeing desires as the affec-
tive dimension of the intention (Stanford et al.  2000 ). 

 In our study, the distinction between desires and precise intentions to have a 
child within the next 3 years is pivotal. We will use  desire for a child  to denote an 
individual’s positive or negative position towards having a child. The expression 
does not contain any reference to timing. This desire underpins the intention to have 
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a child, which is formulated in a given timeframe. To put it simply, two dimensions 
are important here: the desire for a child and the time span in which individuals 
intend to fulfi l this desire. We argue that both aspects have to be captured if we want 
to measure childbearing intentions more accurately. Moreover, it is necessary to 
account for differences in the strength or certainty of desires and intentions. 

 In Sect.  5.4 , we propose a typology of future fertility intentions based on empirical 
data from semi-structured interviews with women and men of reproductive age in 
Bulgaria, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy and Poland. Existing typologies are con-
structed for fertility intentions as measured at the time of pregnancy. We propose to 
extend them to prospective fertility intentions measured at the time of the survey. 
The typology comprises two dimensions, namely the individual’s intention to have 
a child within a given time span (3 years) as well as the desire to have a child that 
underpins this intention. Our data show that this two-dimensional perspective 
accounts for some of the observed diversity of intentions but does not capture the 
complete picture. In addition to the extreme categories (the strong, defi nite intention 
to have a child within a short time frame versus the strong, defi nite intention to 
exclude childbearing throughout a long period of time) we found several intermedi-
ate fertility intentions, which are not only characterised by different levels of uncer-
tainty – as the theory would suggest – but also by different sources of uncertainty. 
While it may not be necessary to introduce the specifi c source of uncertainty in each 
and every analysis of fertility intentions, we show that the predictive value of inten-
tions on fertility outcomes is contingent on the source of uncertainty.  

5.2.2     Fertility Intentions as Predictors of Behaviour 

 Originally questions about fertility intentions were predominantly designed to 
gather information for fertility projections (Philipov and Bernardi  2012 ) and, in any 
case, not “to be used at an individual level” (Santelli et al.  2003 ). A number of quan-
titative studies (Freedman and Hermalin  1975 ; Hermalin et al.  1979 ; Foreit and Suh 
 1980 ; De Silva  1992 ; Bankole and Westoff  1998 ) as well as the works of the REPRO 
project show that even though fertility intentions are strongly correlated with fertil-
ity behaviour at the aggregate level, this relation is far from systematic at the indi-
vidual level. 

 The relatively low predictive power of fertility intentions is largely due to the 
way its measurement is designed, and specifi cally to the length of time between 
measuring the fertility intention and measuring its realisation (generally 2 or 3 
years). If the time lag between the intention and the behaviour is too large, there is 
a risk that various changes in the life course affect this relationship (Ajzen and 
Fishbein  1980 ; Fishbein and Ajzen  1975 ). Changed intentions may explain the dis-
crepancies measured at the individual level. 

 Using a comparative content analysis approach to analyse the interviews that 
took place at three different points in time (longitudinal qualitative data) in 
Switzerland, we show in Sect.  5.5  that childbearing decisions are dynamic and that 
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changes occur both in terms of desiring a child and intended birth timing. Individuals 
integrate their past experiences and adapt childbearing to changed life circumstances 
such as events occurring in the couple’s relationship or employment situation. In view 
of the relative behavioural predictive power of intentions, the REPRO project opted for 
the TPB to model fertility decisions at the individual level, thus making ‘intentions’ 
the key proximate factor of fertility behaviour (see also Schoen et al.  1999 ). Our 
fi ndings suggest that to model childbearing-decision processes appropriately and to 
predict behaviour, it is advisable to frequently measure intentions.  

5.2.3     Putting Fertility Decisions in Context 

 Issues related to childbearing are more contradictory and ambivalent in some societies 
than in others. For example, in countries where employment and housing are scarce 
and affordable child care is mostly unavailable, it will be more problematic for 
couples to decide to have a(nother) child. If having a (or one more) child would 
force the mother to leave the labour market, at least for some time, this choice may 
lastingly undermine the family’s income-generating power. The same holds true if 
individuals’ (and women’s) identities are decisively determined by their job and 
affordable child care is unavailable. In such cases, individuals may try to escape 
from the confl ict by  not  planning. In their article, Gribaldo et al. ( 2009 ) explain the 
widespread use of traditional and less secure contraceptive methods by Italian cou-
ples who state that they have no intention to have children soon. This apparently 
inconsistent behaviour is not so much the consequence of a traditional behaviour 
that rejects modern contraception. It is typical for relatively stable couples in their 
mid-thirties who feel that they have not yet satisfi ed all the socially required condi-
tions for parenthood (stable income, appropriate housing, etc.). The authors show 
that these couples are burdened by a fundamental confl ict between social norms, 
structural features and their own childbearing intentions. They would not like to be 
childless and, given their age, they cannot really delay childbearing for much lon-
ger. Yet they do not feel materially and/or emotionally ready for parenthood. Many 
couples who were interviewed during this study said: “It is never a good time to 
have a child”. In order to remain reasonable (i.e., not inconsiderately wanting to 
give birth when the conditions have not been met), while at the same time fulfi lling 
their desire to have children, married couples take a non-committed attitude towards 
fertility intentions (“Those things are better unplanned”) and use traditional methods 
of contraception. They can then be taken by ‘surprise’ when a pregnancy occurs. 

 Qualitative studies also make explicit how individuals’ background and their 
place in the social hierarchy affect their fertility intentions. For example, an Afro- 
American woman living in a poor US neighbourhood may have an unintended preg-
nancy simply because she does not have many avenues for self-realisation other 
than motherhood and despite the fact that she does not meet the socially prescribed 
conditions for having a child (e.g., a stable partner and a stable job). In Sect.  5.6  of 
this chapter, we present a set of analyses focusing on the normative dimensions of 
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fertility decisions and show how norms interact with the institutional and structural 
context to create the conditions in which couples take their (more or less ambivalent 
or changing) childbearing decisions. We ask why the wish not to have a child is 
widespread in some national contexts and not in others. We show how norms and 
practices regarding men’s involvement in child care (which is related to fertility 
intentions) vary with the national family policy context. We also study situations, in 
which structural conditions have changed while norms have not yet been adjusted.   

5.3     Data and Methods 

 The qualitative data used in this chapter were collected during a series of comparable 
in-depth interviews conducted with respondents in their twenties and early thirties. 
They had a moderate to high level of education and lived in cities in seven European 
countries: Bulgaria, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Poland and Switzerland. 
With the exception of France, these countries share below-replacement fertility, 
while the constraints to childbearing and the realisation of childbearing intentions 
vary from country to country. 

 In order to be able to do a qualitative analysis across contexts, we had to have a 
comparable sample from each country’s dataset. Therefore, we limited the study to 
individuals around the average age of family formation in each country who had 
middle (or, in some countries, higher) education, because fertility decisions tend to 
be an issue in this age group. Drawing on the analytical principles of the ‘grounded 
theory’ approach (Glaser and Strauss  1967 ; Strauss  1987 ), we identifi ed and 
grouped similar practices and representations in order to systematically contrast 
them. Comparative qualitative analysis allowed researchers to identify the factors 
that shape behaviours at the individual level (what distinguishes one individual from 
another individual) as well as the factors acting at the aggregate level (what distin-
guishes individuals in one context from individuals in another context).  

5.4       A Typology of Fertility Intentions 

 We already stated that intentions are indicators for the effort people are willing to 
make to perform a behaviour. Once the behavioural goal has been defi ned, the dif-
ference between individuals is thus limited to the extent they are willing to try to 
achieve the goal. 

 The qualitative approach we used permits us to move beyond the quantitative 
differences and to identify distinctive types of fertility intentions. Our research shows 
a large variety of respondents’ positions between the two extremes, i.e., having 
defi nitely positive and defi nitely negative childbearing intentions. These intermediate 
intentions differ in a qualitative manner and are diffi cult to rank according to 
their strength. 
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 We analysed a set of 261 semi-structured, face-to-face interviews conducted in 
four European countries between 2004 and 2007 (Table     5.1 ). 1  Our sample consisted 
of 97 interviews conducted in Cagliari and Naples (Italy), 92 in Rostock and Lübeck 
(Germany), 45 in Warsaw (Poland) and 27 in Poitiers (France). In all interviews, 
respondents answered numerous questions on childbearing experiences and expec-
tations and provided rich narrative data on our topic of interest. They spoke about 
their fertility plans and the factors that infl uenced their reproductive decisions as 
well as the issue of childbearing timing (see, for instance, Mynarska  2009a , for 
details about the guidelines).

   In most national samples, ages ranged between 20 and 35 (mean age 30.4 years 
for women and 30 for men). Only 32 respondents (in the Italian and German samples) 
were older than 35. Our respondents had various marital statuses, were childless or 
had children. Table  5.2  shows the basic sample characteristics. Due to differences in 

1   We would like to thank all researchers who contributed to the coding of the interviews in the origi-
nal languages for their invaluable contribution: Laura Cavalli, Arianna Caporali, Sylvia Keim, 
Andreas Klärner, Anne Salles, Sara Brachet, Marie Thérèse Letablier, Elitsa Dimitrova, Atanas 
Atanasov and Judit Durst. 

   Table 5.2    Distribution of respondents by sex, parity, marital status and education   

 Variable  Categories 
 Number of 
respondents 

 Sex  Female  179 
 Male  82 

 Parity  Childless  147 
 With offspring  114 

 Marital status  Married  107 
 Cohabiting  47 
 In a stable relationship but living 
apart (LAT) 

 56 

 No partner  47 
 Divorced or information missing  4 

 Educational level  University degree (at least 
fi rst-stage tertiary education) 

 107 

 No university degree (max. 
post-secondary education) 

 154 

 Country  Women  Men  Total 

 Italy  87  10  97 
 Germany  53  39  92 
 Poland  24  21  45 
 France  15  12  27 
 Total  179  82  261 

  Table 5.1    Distribution 
of respondents by country 
and sex  
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the educational levels in the analysed countries, we regrouped the respondents into 
two large educational groups. More details on the sample and on the coding proce-
dures can be found in Bernardi and Mynarska ( 2010 ).

   In line with the grounded theory approach, we explored the narrative material to 
detect all passages that dealt with topics of childbearing intentions, desires or plans 
and used bottom-up (open) coding to identify the different types of fertility intentions. 
We defi ned the behavioural goal in the same way it was phrased in the surveys, 
namely to have a child within 3 years of the interview date. At the same time, 
however, we focused on differences between the respondents with respect to how 
they expressed and explained their intentions. 

 We distinguished six categories of childbearing intentions. Table  5.3  presents 
their labels and defi nitions and also indicates how many respondents they comprise.

   Table 5.3    Categories of fertility intentions   

 Category  Respondents  Description 

 Defi nitively yes 
(a child as a 
project) 

 29 childless  Respondents express a clear and strong intention to 
become parents. They desire to have a child, the 
intention is a concrete project, the time frame is short or 
active attempts to become pregnant are already in place. 

 32 parents 

 Contingent 
intention (a child – 
as soon as…) 

 36 childless  Respondents mention a variety of reasons that interfere 
with their intention to now have an otherwise strongly 
desired child. These reasons are generally perceived to 
be external, not necessarily within the respondents’ 
control. 

 20 parents 

 Far intention (a 
child – for sure, 
but later) 

 45 childless  Respondents desire to have a child, but perceive 
parenthood as something that does not belong to the 
near future. Their reasoning is less centred on obstacles 
and more on the perceived time lag, with desire 
remaining a priority. Intentions relate to a distant, often 
undefi ned future. 

 8 parents 

 Indifferent 
intention (a 
child – maybe) 

 19 childless  Respondents do not express a strong desire to have a 
child, but negative desires are absent from narrations 
and the possibility of having a child in the next 3 years 
is not ruled out. At times, they declare that they have 
never thought about having a(nother) child. They are 
also indifferent with respect to timing. They maintain 
an open and non-committed attitude towards the 
possibility of childbearing. 

 21 parents 

 Ambivalent 
intention (a 
child – at times 
yes, at times no) 

 8 childless  Respondents typically oscillate between the desire 
to have and not to have a child. They express 
contradictory intentions or are not able to formulate 
them at all. The time frame is not clear. 

 3 parents 

 Defi nitively no (a 
child is excluded) 

 10 childless  Respondents are adamant in reporting their intentions 
not to have any or any additional children. Even if they 
accept the possibility of changing their intention in the 
future, they perceive this as something very distant and 
rather unlikely. 

 30 parents 
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   The typology is structured along the two aforementioned dimensions of 
childbearing intentions: we take into account the individual’s intention to have a 
child in a given time perspective (3 years) but also the wish to have a child that 
underpins this intention. 

5.4.1     Certain Intentions: Defi nitively Yes, Defi nitively No 

 In the case of the two extreme categories, i.e.,  defi nitively yes (a child as a project)  
and  defi nitively no (a child is excluded) , respondents’ intentions are formulated 
clearly and with a high degree of certainty. 

 In the  defi nitively yes  category, the interviewees explicitly express their positive 
wish to have a child and are willing to take active steps to become parents within the 
next 2 to 3 years. Often, some attempts to get pregnant are already in place and the 
respondents openly admit that they are trying to have a child. They also recurrently 
stress their readiness to have a(nother) child: they refer to some subjectively 
important elements of behavioural control when they explain their reproductive 
intentions. Accepting the responsibility of childbearing might be related to some 
personal motives and emotional readiness, as shown in the following examples.

  Earlier, I never thought about children. But for three, four years, it has become clearer and 
for two years I have known for sure that we want to have children (…) Now, it is important 
for me to earn money and to take responsibility as a father. That’s my perspective. We want 
to create a family and this is beautiful .  (Germany, male, 34, cohabiting, childless) 

   Another child? Yes, we are planning… No. We have been trying to have another one for two 
months. I’m happy, I feel fi ne, so it is the right moment .  (Italy, female, 33, married, one 
child) 

   Moreover, the respondents mention various contextual aspects of behavioural 
control: completed education, housing, material situation, stable work, etc., as 
 illustrated by the following example.

  We want it [to have a child] just now. We’re planning, because I’ve just graduated from my 
school and so on. Because earlier, it would have been diffi cult to combine it with everything 
else. It was diffi cult fi nancially, too .  (Poland, female, 26, married, childless) 

   At the other end of the continuum of our typology, there is the  defi nitively no 
(a child is excluded)  category. Respondents included here are adamant in reporting 
their negative reproductive intentions. Generally, they lack the motivation to have 
a(nother) child. Even if they occasionally say their intentions might change in the 
future, they perceive this possibility as something very distant and unlikely. A typical 
example is taken from an interview with a German respondent who explained her 
childbearing intentions in the following way.

  I have a steady boyfriend and everything is nice and fi ne, but with children and family…? 
It is good the way it is now. We’ve been together for two years, but marriage and children? 
No! I think I would fall apart. I am still very keen on travelling and want to keep my 
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independence, so that I could say: Oh, I like it here, I want to stay here. Or to establish 
myself in some other place. This is very diffi cult with children. Actually, it is not really 
feasible. (…) The way I feel, I would say: no children. Maybe this will change in fi ve years’ 
time, but at the moment I would say: no children, I cannot imagine having children. Not in 
my world! (Germany, female, 31, LAT, childless) 

   It is apparent from the above passage that some respondents have priorities other 
than childbearing. Competing life goals are important factors that shape fertility 
intentions (Barber  2001 ). Other childless interviewees in this category express similar 
opinions. They give priority to self-fulfi lment at work, personal development or 
artistic expression. The parents in this category exclude having another child either 
because they have reached the desired number of children or because the number of 
children they have is optimal in their current life situation. The most distinctive 
feature of all respondents in this category is their satisfaction with their present 
lifestyle and their conviction that having a child (or another child) would impair it. 
They are happy to remain childless or to stop at the number of children they cur-
rently have and do not imagine that they will change this situation. 

 The categories  defi nitively yes  and  defi nitively no  form clear, opposite ends of the 
spectrum of childbearing intentions. If we asked the respondents in these two cate-
gories a standard survey question about whether they intended to have a child in 
the next 3 years, they would answer “certainly yes” and “certainly no” respectively. 
In our sample, 101 individuals stated fi rm intentions of this kind. The other 160 
expressed some uncertainty about their fertility plans. These respondents are in the 
remaining four categories of intentions:  contingent intention (a child – as soon 
as…), far intention (a child – for sure, but later), indifferent intention (a child – 
maybe)  or  ambivalent intention (a child – at times yes, at times no).  They are 
described in more detail below .   

5.4.2     Uncertain Intentions: Contingencies, Ambivalence 
and More 

 Importantly, the remaining four intermediate categories do not differ in the degree 
of uncertainty but in its sources, in the way in which the uncertainty is expressed 
and dealt with. In other words, the differences between the categories are not quan-
titative but qualitative in nature. 

 First of all, the respondents’ uncertainty relates to both of the aforementioned 
dimensions of childbearing intentions. Some are uncertain about the  timing  of child-
bearing while others have doubts of a more fundamental nature: they are not sure 
whether they want to have a child at all. Secondly, the uncertainty has two different 
sources. For some, it is linked to several external components of behavioural control, 
i.e., to conditions such as employment, education, housing, lack of partner, etc. In other 
cases, the uncertainty is rooted in internal, emotional factors and is not only related to 
their attitudes or values but also to their maturity and emotional readiness. 
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 External sources of uncertainty dominate in the narratives of the respondents in 
the  contingent intention (a child – as soon as…)  category. These interviewees would 
like to have a child as soon as possible, but identify various external obstacles that 
prevent them from pursuing this goal. For instance, the respondent might lack a 
partner or his/her relationship is not satisfactory. A typical case comes from the 
Italian sample: a 31-year-old single woman with an intense desire to become a par-
ent ( “ I was born wanting children ” ) who has not yet met the right person. Her being 
single is the only obstacle between her desire to become a mother and actually having 
a child. During the interview, she said:

  When I joke, I say: Insemination, or the fi rst man who passes by, because I have this huge 
desire. But I cannot only think about myself; I have to think about the child too, one day. It 
is already diffi cult enough to live in society, but if I make him start on the wrong foot …  
(Italy, female, 31, single, childless) 

   Other missing elements of behavioural control are linked to the labour market 
(e.g., the respondents are unemployed, their employment is not stable or they fi nd it 
diffi cult to reconcile their job with childbearing) or to the respondents’ material 
situation (e.g., insuffi cient housing or low income). Financial aspects are critical for 
some respondents, as the following statement of an unemployed male respondent 
shows.

  Finances, that’s a problem. For a child, you need to have some savings, at least some money. 
Or, I don’t know – if D. [wife] doesn’t work [for some time] and raises a child, then I should 
have a job. At the moment, there’s no such opportunity and this holds us back. This issue 
most of all: fi nances .  (Poland, male, 30, married, childless) 

   The obstacles mentioned in the interviews are not necessarily within the respon-
dents’ control and it is not always possible to predict if and when they will be over-
come. The interviewees are not able to forecast when they will have a job or when 
they will fi nd the ideal partner. Mastering other challenges might be easier to fore-
see. For instance, if a respondent wants to have a child as soon as possible, but feels 
it would be too strenuous to become a parent while doing a full-time study course, 
the end of the course is predictable. In such a case, childbearing is conditional on an 
event the respondent expects to accomplish soon, but which he/she feels to have not 
yet fully mastered. 

 In this category, the crucial dimension characterising respondents’ childbearing 
intentions is the perception of weak behavioural control. The interviewees feel they 
lack the resources to try to have the child they strongly want to have. They are cer-
tain about their motivation to have a child but uncertain about the time frame within 
which they can realise their intentions. 

 The internal sources of uncertainty are revealed most of all by the respondents 
who belong to the categories “ Indifferent intention (a child – maybe) ” and 
“ Am-bivalent intention (a child – at times yes, at times no) .” In these categories, 
inter-viewees’ inability to formulate certain and clear childbearing intentions is of a 
dif-ferent nature and is related most strongly to their personal, internal motivation, 
desires, and values. Considerations of external factors are not completely missing 
from their narratives, but they are not decisive. 
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 In the category  indifferent intention , we fi nd individuals who sometimes openly 
admit that they have never considered to become parents or to have another child. 
They are vague about their fertility intentions and unable to formulate them even 
when prompted by the interviewer. A typical example comes from the Polish sample. 
When asked about his childbearing intentions, the male respondent said:

  I don’t see myself as a parent for now (…) As of today, I am very negative about it. I don’t 
close this topic; as of today, no. I don’t close this topic, but I am not able to say whether I’ll 
grow into it in half a year, in a year or in ten years. Today, I simply say: no (…) I have 
always pushed thoughts about it away. Simply, for now, it is a taboo topic for me .  (Poland, 
male, 25, married, childless) 

   In other cases the issue of childbearing was considered, but the inability to take 
a decision as to whether and when to have a child has remained. One German 
respondent describes this in the following way:

  Well, if it happens, it happens; this is not the question, I would not abort. But if you can plan 
it, you should not plan that the child comes when the future is uncertain, when both partners 
do not know exactly where to go. And today, well, my job is safe, this I know. But is it so 
safe that I can say, really safe? And as a woman, you are out of the job for some time; there-
fore… I think a good time would be when both can really imagine having a child. This 
could be, maybe, the end of this year or next year or in two or three years. I am very 
spontaneous regarding this; as I said, one cannot plan these things .  (Germany, female, 29, 
cohabiting, childless) 

   When they speak about their doubts regarding their childbearing intentions, the 
respondents in this category do not consider external factors as crucial. The German 
woman cited above mentions job insecurity as a factor that plays a role in her lack of 
precise childbearing intention. Yet, she argues that the right moment for a child will 
simply come. Even though she wants to work for some time before she becomes a 
mother, she does not exclude taking this step earlier. This is typical for all respon-
dents in this category. They say that they do not yet feel emotionally ready for chil-
dren or express various fears related to parenthood (e.g., loss of personal freedom, a 
reduced standard of living or being a bad parent). They also frequently list other life 
goals (mainly related to personal development) that have priority over parenthood 
and make them uncertain about their childbearing intentions. Notably, respondents in 
this category do not intend to have a child soon, but at the same time do not com-
pletely rule out this possibility. Moreover, explicitly negative positions to having a 
child are generally absent in their narrations. The respondents might be vague about 
their motivation to have a child, but they do not want to remain childless. Instead, 
they maintain an open and non-committed attitude towards parenthood. 

 Internal sources of uncertainty also prevail in the category  ambivalent intention 
(a child – at times yes, at times no).  Interestingly, this category includes only women 
who typically vacillate between the desire to have and not to have a child. 
Consequently, they express contradictory intentions during the interview. In their 
narratives, the women document that external elements of behavioural control are 
not crucial in their decision-making processes. Indeed, they frequently do not men-
tion them at all. The wavering is rather related to their more or less defi ned fears of 
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childrearing or perceived personal immaturity and the anticipated satisfaction and 
social approval of having a fi rst or subsequent child. This type of ambivalence is 
apparent, for instance, in the interview with an Italian respondent.

  I don’t know… the need to organise a full life… Everyday routine… from morning to night, 
everything is scheduled… I’d need to change my whole life… But sometimes the idea of 
becoming a mother excites me… Sometimes I say, why not? But then… oh my God, no…! 
(Italy, female, 34, LAT, childless) 

   Childless respondents included in this category see motherhood as a diffi cult, 
demanding, strenuous and excessively time-intensive task that limits their freedom 
and independence. By contrast, not having children means to be responsible only for 
themselves and being able to dedicate their time and energy to other valued activities: 
studying, pursuing a professional career, going out, travelling, having hobbies, etc. 
Interviewees in the  defi nitively no  category also considered competing life goals a 
suffi cient justifi cation for remaining childless. For the respondents in the  ambivalent 
intention  category, however, living a childless life is not an easy alternative. They 
fear loneliness and negative emotional and practical consequences of being childless. 
Moreover, at times they experience a strong normative pressure to become mothers, 
which prevents them from taking a fi nal decision against parenthood. This internal 
struggle is clearly visible in the interview with a Polish respondent:

  I do (want to have a child), but honestly speaking, it’s not a normal way of thinking, normal 
in the sense of how a woman thinks about a child. And I guess this ‘not-being-normal’ is 
connected to the fact that I don’t think about a child because I want to have a child now, but 
I think about a child because (…) I think that there is a time when one should have children. 
If I’ll want to have children after I’m 40 – it’s going to be too late (…) And this is rather the 
reason why I think about children, not that I would like to have kids so much now and I have 
such a strong maternal instinct. I don’t have a maternal instinct at all; moreover, when I see 
somebody else’s children, they in fact irritate me. They are fun, but for an hour; later I go 
crazy and when I think I would need to take care of them the whole day, I’m devastated! 
And I try to cheer myself up by the fact that a pregnant woman develops her maternal 
instincts, because it’s biology. But should I trust biology? I don’t know. (…) I have always 
thought that I have plenty of time for these things. That I can develop, learn, meet people, 
work, I don’t know. Everything except children .  (Poland, female, 29, married, childless) 

   This respondent’s fear of loneliness later in life and the normative pressure to 
have a child literally push her into motherhood. At the same time, however, she 
expresses negative attitudes towards children and gives priority to other things in 
life. A similar ambivalence can be found with women who are already mothers and 
now struggle with the two-child family norm and their lack of inner motivation to 
have another child. One woman reported that her heart says ‘yes’ at times and ‘no’ 
at others, because her strong desire for a second child confl icts with the negative 
feelings associated with a bad partnership and with the concern about a long birth 
interval between the two siblings. 

 In the category  far intention (a child – for sure, but later),  internal and external 
factors are mixed. Respondents in this category are certain about their intention to 
have a child  in the future . They express a clear, positive desire for children but feel 
that this is not a decision they have to take at this very moment. The topic is not a 
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priority for them, they do not feel emotionally ready for parenthood and their 
behavioural control of various external conditions is generally very low. Respondents 
in this category are usually young and childless, have not yet left the parental home 
and are still in formal education without stable employment. A typical example of 
this category is a 27-year-old male from France who does not consider himself to 
be in a stage of life in which he can consider childbearing. He is single, a student 
and fi nancially dependent on his parents. He wants to have children one day, but 
nothing is pushing him to start a family in this stage of his life:

  In an absolute sense, yes of course! I intend to start a family later. Yes. But it’s not something 
I’m thinking about every morning (…) There is a whole sequence to be put into place… 
Right now, basic things, like the fact that I’m not earning a living at the moment; I don’t think 
I can have a child yet. Besides, you have to fi nd the right person. (France, male, 27, single, 
childless)   

 The best way to describe the perspective of respondents in this category would 
be to think of them as not even having entered the ‘population at risk’, i.e., those 
susceptible to deciding whether or not to have a child. None of them stated an inten-
tion to have a child within the next 3 years. Nevertheless, this group of respondents 
is distinctly different from those belonging to the  defi nitively no (child is excluded)  
category. They frequently express extremely positive attitudes towards children and 
a very strong motivation to become parents in the future, while the respondents in 
the  defi nitively no  category are not child-oriented and allow the possibility of never 
having a (another) child. Moreover, some of the respondents in this category think 
of having a child in the next 3 to 5 years, which is at the limit of our predefi ned time 
frame. Consequently, we list  far intention (a child – for sure, but later)  among the 
uncertain categories: the respondents here are  almost  but not  completely  certain that 
they will not have a child in the next 3 years.  

5.4.3     Desire and Timing 

 In this short overview of the different types of fertility intentions, we focused on 
two distinct sources of uncertainty: external conditions on the one hand, and emo-
tional, internal conditions on the other. The two groups of conditions are by no 
means homogeneous. External factors listed in the interviews relate to several 
spheres of life (e.g., partnership, economic activity, education) over which the 
individual’s degree of control varies. In some cases, it is possible to predict when the 
external obstacles that prevent a person from having children will be removed. In other 
cases, it is impossible to say whether they will ever be overcome. Similarly, uncertainty 
related to personal motives might be rooted in the respondent’s indifference towards 
childbearing but also in confl icting attitudes towards having children. Competing 
life goals and normative pressure also play an important role here. Such a variety 
of sources for doubts and uncertainties in declaring a fertility intention cannot be 
dismissed or simplifi ed. 
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 Intentions to have a child are formulated in a given time frame and are built on the 
wish to have a child, but it is apparent that even though these two dimensions are cen-
tral to people’s fertility intentions, they do not allow us to capture the complete picture. 
We should not only consider that uncertainties may be related to desire or timing, but 
also take into account that they might depend on factors of a different nature. Table  5.4  
shows the relationship between childbearing desires and the envisioned probability of 
having a child in different time frames or in different categories of intention.

   For individuals with contingent, indifferent and ambivalent intentions, it is very 
diffi cult, if not impossible, to establish a time horizon for their realisation. This 
indicates that it might be insuffi cient to measure childbearing intentions with ques-
tions that only consider the behavioural goal (having a child in the next 3 years) and 
the strength of the respondent’s motivation. When measuring intentions, the pres-
ence of different time frames and various sources of uncertainty in childbearing 
intentions are crucial elements to be considered.   

5.5      Changing Fertility Intentions over Time 2  

 Intentions are not written in stone and may change over time even though behav-
ioural intentions refer to a relatively short period and should thus take into account 
the conditions for their realisation. Yet, in the case of childbearing intentions, 

2   This section is based on an analysis done in co-operation with Vincent Léger who coded the inter-
view data of   Becoming Parents  to identify intention dynamics over time. 

   Table 5.4    A typology    of childbearing intentions: Desire to have a child and prospective time 
frames of intention   

 Desire to 
have a 
child 

 Envisioned time frame for having a child 

 Now 
 Near future (up to 
3 years)  Distant future 

 Positive  Defi nitively yes  Yes  Yes  – 
 Contingent  No  Depends on 

contingencies 
 Depends on 
contingencies 

 Far  No  Probably no  Yes – but unable to 
say when 

 Mixed  Indifferent (Vague 
desires, no negative 
desires) 

 No  Unable to say – 
open, uncommitted 

 Unable to say – open, 
uncommitted 

 Ambivalent (Negative 
and positive desires) 

 No  Unable 
to say – wavering 

 Unable 
to say – wavering 

 Negative  Defi nitively no  No  No  Maybe, but not 
necessarily 
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individuals are not always in the position to judge such conditions accurately. 
Situations in which intentions – sincerely expressed at a given point in time – have 
to be modifi ed a few months later are not rare and must be studied. In particular, we 
need to understand which factors are decisive for the stability or instability of our 
respondents’ childbearing intentions. Do they depend on the instability of the condi-
tions themselves or on the instability of the childbearing desire underlying the 
intentions? Longitudinal qualitative data on fertility intentions are required in order 
to be able to draw conclusions. 

 The Swiss study  Becoming Parents  is a longitudinal mixed-method study. 
It includes a questionnaire-based survey and a set of narrative interviews with cou-
ples expecting their fi rst child and living in the French-speaking part of Switzerland. 
In principle, each couple was supposed to be interviewed three times: during the 
fourth month of pregnancy (fi rst wave); during the fi rst 5 months after birth, while 
the women were still on maternity leave (second wave) and when the child was 
about one year old (third wave). The interviews were made between December 2005 
and March 2009. The couples were selected on the basis of a purposive sample from 
a quantitative survey in order to ensure a variety of situations in terms of couples’ 
work arrangements, domestic schedules, cultural and economic resources and rural 
or urban context of residence. Narratives were collected in face-to-face interviews 
and focused on the couples’ changing organisation around the transition to parent-
hood and the principles guiding it. The intention to have a second child was also 
included in the questionnaire and the narratives. The survey did not contain ques-
tions on intentions to have a second child within a given period of time. In the 
 open- ended interviews, the time frame could be coded ex-post when it emerged 
from the narratives. Because of attrition 3  and missing data on the intention for a 
second child, only 15 individual interviews (seven couples and one individual) con-
tain suffi cient argumentation to permit a sound classifi cation of intentions into one 
or the other category (see Sect.  5.4 ) and to follow the dynamics of the intention. Our 
analysis of the intention dynamics is based on these 15 interviews. Here, we focus 
on the six couples (12 interviews) whose intentions changed from one wave to the 
other and on the reasons for these changes. In the other two cases, in fact, the con-
sistently positive intention to have a second child (expressed during the fi rst two 
waves) was realised: the respondents were expecting a child by the time of the third 
wave of interviews. We also left out the interview in which the partner did not speak 
about fertility intentions. Given the small sample size, our conclusions in this sec-
tion should be seen as suggestions of intention dynamics and mechanisms that 
change people’s intentions. 

3   The initial number of couples interviewed was 31, hence there were 62 interviewees. In the 
second wave, only 40 individuals were re-interviewed. In the third wave, efforts were made to 
recuperate individuals who had not been interviewed in the second wave, and in the end, the total 
number of third-wave participants was 42. A total of 52 individuals participated in the panel 
(irrespective of wave) at least twice. 

L. Bernardi et al.



129

5.5.1     From a Conditional to a Certain Intention 
to Have a Child and Vice Versa 

 When recording childbearing intentions for the fi rst time, we allocated three cou-
ples to the categories  contingent intention (a child – as soon as…)  or  far intention 
(a child – for sure, but later).  In the subsequent wave, they were placed into the 
 defi nitively yes (a child as a project)  category. All of them had attached a condition 
to the realisation of their intentions; namely an event that might occur or the passage 
of time. The reasons were mostly alternative projects that took priority over bring-
ing a second child into the family. In one couple from this group, the woman had 
originally planned to have her second child very soon after her fi rst child. She 
shifted to a conditional intention, abandoning her family enlargement priorities in 
favour of achieving educational and employment goals fi rst. By the time of the third 
wave, she had fully adopted these goals as her priorities. 

 What explains this change of mind? We should remember that the intentions 
were expressed with reference to a 2-year time frame and the second interview was 
done after one year. In one case, the woman’s employment situation changed as 
expected, which offered the couple the condition it required for having a second 
child. The woman who shifted from  defi nitively yes (a child as a project)  to a  con-
tingent intention (a child – as soon as…)  had delayed her own childbearing project 
to adjust to her partner’s priorities. This, in turn, had encouraged her to pursue a new 
educational goal. Coupled with having a young child to take care of, this explains 
her shift towards a conditional intention. In wave one, her intention and desire were 
confounded in the excitement about the fi rst pregnancy and she unrealistically 
brushed away the constraints the couple might have to face with an additional child. 
After the birth of her fi rst child, she became fully aware of them. The fi rst child’s 
needs and the parents’ efforts to satisfy them made her rethink her project. 

 With suffi cient objective information on employment and education changes 
between the waves, these two cases were rather predictable. However, for two other 
couples, modifi ed intentions could not be reduced to life-course changes quite as 
easily. For them, the desire to have a second child was equally strong throughout all 
the interviews. Yet, the timing they had considered important for making their inten-
tion conditional lost meaning between the interviews. In the fi rst wave, one couple 
had expressed that waiting 3 or 4 years for the next pregnancy would ensure a 
‘good’ birth interval, help the fi rst child to profi t in the best possible way and “let 
him grow fi rst”. Both partners had defended the planned timing as optimal. One 
year later, the same man and woman justifi ed the arrival of their second child with 
an overwhelming desire that had rendered their previous planning irrelevant. 

 In the third case in this group, the crucial element for the couple was the incongruity 
between the partners’ desire to have children. On the one hand, the woman’s state-
ment, in the fi rst wave, that she was not yet ready for an additional child confl icted 
with her strong desire to have a child which was evident throughout the interview. She 
did not mention any real (economic, physical, emotional) reasons for postponement. 
On the other hand, her husband pointed out that their housing was insuffi cient to 
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welcome another child and considered their general material situation sub-optimal for 
enlarging the family. We think that the woman’s declared intention implicitly inte-
grated her husband’s rationales. In the second wave, he seemed to have abandoned his 
material concerns although nothing had actually changed in their lives and both 
partners expressed the defi nite intention to have a second child in the interviews. 

 The stated conditioning factors are not always the true reason for shifting from 
conditional to certain intention. In some cases, the desire to have a second child 
becomes stronger and priorities shift towards welcoming the baby. This is particu-
larly true when the declared condition is the couple’s fi nancial situation. It seems 
that this is used as a straw man argument to justify uncertainty at other levels. In the 
case examined earlier, the opposite shift – from certain to conditional intention – 
was made by a young woman whose education and employment situation had 
become clearer over time. As a consequence, a number of conditions had become 
more relevant (time for the couple, time for herself, employment satisfaction, 
material well-being) than having a second child.  

5.5.2     From Uncertain to Certain Intentions 

 At least one partner of each of three couples expressed uncertainty with regard to 
having a second child as well as a corresponding, undefi ned desire for another child. 
Their uncertainty dissolved in the subsequent waves of interviews. In one case, it 
became a defi nitive no. In the other two cases the couple declared that having a child 
was their ‘project’. 

 The fi rst couple unanimously described the wish for parenthood as something that 
had been clear since their childhood. It was “a desire which has always been there” 
and was felt to give meaning to their lives as adults. The arrival of the fi rst child 
seemed to have satisfi ed their quest for meaning; while the second child is perceived 
as a nice possibility, it is not really seen as necessary. A critical event was decisive for 
their experience of parenthood: before the current pregnancy, they had lost twins at an 
early stage of pregnancy. They then seemed to focus all their energy on the survival of 
their fi rst child and did not feel ready to make bold emotional plans beyond. They 
were content with a ‘maybe’ when talking about a second child. In the following 
wave, quite surprisingly, they mentioned that they had initially wanted to have a sec-
ond child soon after the fi rst. They had not mentioned this in the fi rst interview. 
Perhaps it was a rationalisation  ex post , when they were relatively determined not to 
have the second child. Arguments for deciding against family enlargement were their 
economic situation, age (around 40) and the fact that the fi rst child was already rela-
tively ‘grown-up’. Except for the last, none of these conditions could have been clearly 
foreseen in the fi rst wave and integrated into a negative intention. Our explanation is 
that at that moment, and because of the dramatic event preceding the pregnancy, the 
couple was simply not able to plan further than the current child project. 

 In the second couple, only the man shifted from a relatively undefi ned idea about 
having more than one child to a defi nite project in the second wave. His wife, who 
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had been pregnant for 2 months during the third wave, had driven this shift. Her 
intention had been clear from the fi rst wave onwards. She used two basic arguments 
to put an end to his uncertainty: her advancing age (38) and avoiding an only-child 
situation. She organised her professional life in such a way as to make it possible for 
them to deal with two babies and minimise her husband’s reasons to continue post-
poning the pregnancy. She said: “This is why we have the second child relatively 
close to the fi rst. It is just that I could not imagine waiting 2 or 3 years.” 

 The last couple in this group had a diffi cult pregnancy. When the woman was 
interviewed during her pregnancy, she said that she did not want another child any 
time soon; the soonest would be in 4 or 5 years. Once the child had been born, how-
ever, and after a very easy delivery, the mother stated in the second wave of inter-
views that she so much loved being a parent that she was sure she wanted a second 
child soon. She mentioned that she looked forward to giving her fi rst child a sibling 
and that she intended to do so as soon as possible. 

 This proves that when respondents declare they are uncertain about having a 
second child, it is not easy to interpret the sources or reliability of their uncertainty. 
As a consequence, the development of uncertain intentions over time is rather 
unpredictable. In our sample, a diffi cult pregnancy, followed by an easy delivery, 
was mentioned as the reason for planning to have a second child. The premature 
death of a foetus before the birth of their fi rst child might have been the cause for 
the other couple’s uncertainty, who ended up not wanting any other children after 
their fi rst baby. 

 In conclusion, we would like to take a step back from the specifi c narratives and 
put into perspective the vacillation between certain and uncertain intentions we have 
just described. The straightforward observation is that intentions stated when the 
fi rst child is either in progress (during pregnancy, as in our sample) or very young 
are relatively unstable. A second observation is that the reasons for this instability 
vary but have one thing in common: respondents can anticipate what their lives will 
or should look like after 2 years, but fi nd it diffi cult to predict the relative weight 
they will give to different aspects of their lives. Sometimes, priorities shift, espe-
cially during such crucial changes as the transition to parenthood, when the roles of 
men and women are redefi ned. Such a shift in people’s priorities often translates 
into modifi ed childbearing intentions. These dynamics suggest that one hypothesis 
is worth testing: the predictive value of intentions for the second child is likely to be 
lower for those individuals interviewed close to the birth of their youngest child 
than for those whose youngest child is older.   

5.6      Fertility Decisions in Context 

 We have shown that fertility intentions are multidimensional constructs that are 
associated with different types of uncertainty and that identifying a time frame for 
the realisation of these intentions is a relatively complex exercise. In this last section 
we argue that childbearing intentions are also dependent on the normative context. 
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 The ample literature on European fertility shows that individual fertility intentions 
are strongly shaped by economic and policy contexts and by individuals’ position 
in the social hierarchy. For example, all over Europe, men and women usually 
fi nish their studies and wait until they have a stable job before they start a family. 
Hence individuals with higher levels of education have their fi rst child later than 
their lower-educated peers. In most countries, people with lower income have 
more children than wealthier individuals. Many comparative studies have also 
shown that couples have more children in countries where women can easily 
combine work and family; for example, through the availability of subsidised, 
high-quality child care. Chapter   2     in this volume gives more details on the effect 
of family policies on fertility. 

 The infl uence of the normative context on fertility decisions is less often studied 
(see Chap.   6     in this volume). The TPB depicts personal attitudes and the attitudes 
of close relatives as important factors that infl uence people’s intentions. These 
individual attitudes are, in turn, shaped by the normative context, i.e., by widely 
shared expectations of what should be done, accompanied by sanctions against those 
who do not meet these expectations (widespread disapproval or legal sanctions). 
The qualitative data are well suited to explore the relationship between normative 
contexts, individual attitudes and fertility decisions, because norms are sometimes 
diffi cult to measure in surveys (Rossier et al.  2012 ). In this section, we present a 
meta-analysis of the studies which have used between one and three of the data 
sets described in the “Data and Method” sections (published articles or papers 
presented at conferences). We discuss the infl uence of the normative context on 
fertility intention under three headings: (1) the emergence of a culture of child-
lessness, (2) changing gender roles and fertility decisions and (3) social change 
and the resilience of values. 

5.6.1     The Emergence of a Culture of Childlessness 

 A culture of voluntary childlessness seems to have emerged in countries that have 
adopted a post-modern vision of the benefi ts of childbearing and where individuals 
experience high constraints to childbearing. People sharing a modern vision of 
childbearing have children because they see it as a normal step in the transition to 
adulthood: having children is part of a normal life course. Individuals sharing a 
post-modern vision of childbearing consider having (or not having) children a 
voluntary lifestyle choice, which is motivated by the quest for personal fulfi lment 
(Van de Kaa  1996 , p. 425). The analysed sample populations from different coun-
tries (Bulgaria, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy and Poland) varied widely in their 
attitudes to childlessness. The culture of childlessness seems most widespread in the 
western German sample. Western German women fi nd it acceptable – and perhaps 
even the best solution for them – not to have a child (Salles et al.  2010 ; Rossier et al. 
 2012 ). This attitude is not due to indifference towards children or motherhood. 
On the contrary, respondents who choose to stay childless value children highly and 
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think that children deserve the best. However, they noted that in their surroundings 
mothers often had to sacrifi ce their personal and professional lives, in part because 
of the rather limited formal child-care options available in western Germany until 
recently. As a consequence, they share the widespread belief that one has to choose 
between two incompatible alternatives: either personal accomplishment or family 
life. As one German respondent put it, “If somebody decides to have children, for 
me it’s either children or a career. Both together, that doesn’t fi t” (childless woman, 
34, single). Also commonly expressed is the wish to remain childless because 
respondents consider the sacrifi ces of motherhood too demanding for them. In part, 
these views are linked to traditional expectations that see women as sole carers for 
children below age three. In Italy, where a ‘modern’ vision of the family has 
remained quite strong, the wish to remain childless is relatively infrequent in our 
sample (Bernardi et al.  2009 ). Yet, the few Italian women who do not want to have 
children state reasons similar to those observed among their German peers. Women 
also feel that having children may jeopardise their place in social life. Women’s 
independence and sociability, which are linked to employment (if not power), are 
now part of the social representation of women and it is hard to sacrifi ce them to 
have children. 

 In contrast, in Poland, voluntary childlessness does not seem to be a desirable 
alternative. This is consistent with the only modest shift towards the post-modern 
values of the second demographic transition observed in Poland (Sobotka  2008 ). 
All the respondents in the Polish sample think children are very important and they 
all want to have children someday. Mynarska’s ( 2009b ) analysis of the value of 
children in Poland depicts a strong social pressure against childlessness in her sam-
ple. The high position of having children in the value system of Polish men and 
women is sustained by social norms and a complex system of sanctions and rewards. 
Many elements of social control and social pressure sustain the norm of parenthood, 
with a ‘punishment’ for (even unintended) childlessness that can be as severe as 
being left by the partner. Mynarska shows that many benefi ts of having children 
listed by the respondents are typical of a ‘modern’ vision of childbearing as opposed 
to a post-modern view that sees childbearing as an act of personal fulfi lment. 
Respondents often referred to the advantages of adopting a ‘normal’, socially autho-
rised life course, where having children bestows adult status, entails establishing a 
‘real’ family, binds a couple’s relationship and also provides a pathway for transfer-
ring material possessions and emotional heritage. Compared to their peers in other 
countries, Polish respondents also emphasised the importance of care, support and 
company in old age as main benefi ts of childbearing.  

5.6.2     Changing Gender Roles and Fertility Decisions 

 The results of our studies show that child-care options are of paramount importance 
for understanding the ways in which respondents envision and practise gender roles, 
which, in turn, shape fertility intentions. Besides eastern Germany, France is the 
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only country analysed here which provides affordable and ample public and/or 
private child-care arrangements for children under the age of three. French respondents 
appreciate these options and make good use of them. They believe in combining 
work and family: for them, it is possible and even preferable for mothers with 
young children to stay in the labour market (Salles et al.  2010 ; Rossier et al.  2012 ). 
Crèches are also widely accepted in eastern Germany. One female respondent stated 
that going to the crèche very early was good for the “social development” of the 
child (Mynarska et al.  2009 ). This view is typical of eastern German and French 
respondents. 

 In western Germany and Italy, the lack of affordable child-care options and negative 
attitudes towards non-maternal child care mean that most women stop working after 
childbirth until the time their child goes to kindergarten. When their children attend 
primary school, they work part-time. In the eastern European post-socialist coun-
tries studied here (Bulgaria, Hungary, Poland), women are also expected to stay at 
home when they have small children. Child-care options below age 3 are limited 
and perceived negatively. Strong norms about mother’s care at an early age are aptly 
described by a Hungarian respondent (childless woman, aged 32), who articulated 
her surprise about the different cultures of child care: “I can’t even imagine how 
they manage that … A complete stranger brings up their kids? … All my readings 
are against it! They all argue for staying home with your baby as long as you can…” 
(Mynarska et al.  2009 , p. 15). 

 Policies favouring (or failing to support) the family-work combination shape 
individuals’ visions of gender roles and their implementation. Men’s involvement in 
family work is positively linked to couples’ fertility intentions in those countries 
where women’s participation in the labour market is valued by all. In most contexts 
analysed here, gender roles are still predominantly traditional, characterised by a 
low degree of male involvement in childrearing and most other regular household 
chores. This may explain why in the samples of Bulgaria, Hungary, Poland and Italy 
men’s part in family care does not seem to be important in couples’ fertility decision- 
making (Bernardi et al.  2009 ; Mynarska et al.  2009 ). In contrast, men in France and 
western Germany (Rossier et al.  2012 ) often contribute to family work and respon-
dents often discuss how the father’s contribution to child care could (or could not) 
facilitate having a(nother) child. However, the visions and practices of gender roles 
when children are small are different in these two countries. The ‘national model’ of 
child care promotes fathers’ involvement in the care of small children in France, 
while discouraging it in western Germany. Both partners in some French couples of 
our samples worked almost full time and had children without subsidised child care. 
In all these cases, men contributed greatly to child care. In the western German 
sample, creative child-care solutions involving the father were not even seen as an 
option, while their involvement would have (in some cases without negative fi nan-
cial consequences) allowed women to work at least part-time without subsidised 
child care. All these respondents were reluctant to accept the idea of the father 
taking parental leave (although German family policy would permit it), even if the 
choice would not entail a fi nancial loss.  
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5.6.3     When Values Do Not Fit Practices: The Uneven Pace 
of Social Change 

 Individuals’ values and behaviors are usually in agreement, conforming to a psycho-
logical need to have a coherent approach to life. People’s visions of women’s paid 
work are usually in line with what they or their partners do for a living. Their visions 
of male participation in family work often match what they or their partners do in 
the household. The same holds true for institutional child care. Eastern European 
women’s attitudes towards work are a good example of this pattern. Most of them 
have worked on the labour market for decades, but usually in low-paid and low-
level positions. They have also kept the responsibility for most of the domestic 
work. Accordingly, in these countries, paid work is seen as a normal and desirable 
part of women’s life, while a career is considered detrimental to a woman’s family 
(Matysiak and Mynarska  2010 ). 

 However, a mismatch between stated ideals and actual practices may arise, espe-
cially in times of social change. When structural conditions change, it would be 
logical to expect individuals to rapidly adjust their behaviours. However, social sci-
entists have repeatedly observed that people do not adapt quickly, because they 
follow social logics: norms often change more slowly than structural conditions. 
Obsolete values then hinder people to adopt new behaviours until the values change 
and catch up with institutional, economic or technological change (Rossier and 
Bernardi  2009 ). Salles et al. ( 2010 ) have highlighted the remarkable stability of 
attitudes towards child care and working mothers in all countries covered by 
our study. In France, even couples with stay-at-home mothers believe in the benefi ts 
of organised day care; whereas in Germany, even dual-income couples with children 
believe in the benefi ts of exclusively maternal care. Obviously, strong social 
infl uence mechanisms, combined with the legacy of prevailing family policies, are 
at work in sustaining country-specifi c attitudes towards child care and the role of 
mothers. Given the considerable inertia in child-care-related attitudes, new policies 
may be slow in affecting fertility behaviour. In Poland, Mynarska ( 2010 ) highlighted 
the persistence of negative views about delayed childbearing, despite economic and 
institutional factors favouring a rapid shift to a late-fertility regime. Mynarska sug-
gests that the main reason is the slow pace of cultural change: “while the economic 
and political system in Poland was transformed basically overnight, culture is more 
resistant to change” (Mynarska  2010 , p. 357). 

 The argument that normative change may frequently lag behind structural changes 
in society has been repeatedly made in the social science and demographic literature. 
The instances of mismatch between structural conditions, norms and values identifi ed 
in our research suggest that individuals’ fertility decisions are based as much on their 
socially-inspired visions of what is right or wrong as on cost- benefi t calculations of 
what is effi cient at a given point in time. Since these different dimensions are often 
confl icting and personal life circumstances often change rapidly, it is no wonder that 
intentions – which are constructed with life course conditions and limitations, as well 
as different socially desired goals in mind – are often uncertain and frequently revised.   

5 Uncertain, Changing and Situated Fertility Intentions



136

5.7     Conclusions and Implications for Future Research 

 In this chapter, we intended to reconstruct the meaning of fertility intentions in 
order to advance the interpretation of statements on future childbearing. We had 
three aims. First, we explicitly focused on understanding respondents’ uncertainty 
with regard to their fertility intentions, which had all too often been treated as noise 
in previous explanatory fertility models. Second, we studied the way in which indi-
viduals vary in holding on to their intentions over time and analysed why they 
changed their minds in less than 2 years (we limited the scope to intentions for 
having a second child expressed by couples in which the female was pregnant with 
their fi rst child). Third, we examined how several aspects of the normative context 
(attitudes towards having children, family policy and dominant norms about the 
division of labour and the timing of children) shape fertility intentions. In this section, 
we discuss our fi ndings and conclude with some suggestions for future research on 
fertility behaviour and the relationship between intentions and realisation. 

 We developed a typology of fertility intentions along two key dimensions: an 
individual’s intention to have a child in a given time perspective (3 years) and the 
desire to have a child that underlies this intention. Our results show that taking both 
dimensions into account is a valid approach as individuals discuss their childbearing 
plans by referring to them. Importantly, they also express uncertainty: some are 
uncertain about the timing of childbearing while others have more fundamental 
doubts as to whether they want to have a child at all. Our results show that when 
classifying intentions, we must distinguish between the reasons related to the desir-
ability of the outcome and the reasons related to the ability to defi ne a time frame for 
achieving the outcome. Moreover, uncertainty seems to be caused by a variety of 
sources: external conditions, individual development, competing goals and personal 
attitudes. The predictability of intentions depends on the source of uncertainty. If we 
want to predict people’s reproductive behaviours based on their intentions, we have 
to get a much deeper understanding of the types and sources of uncertainty. The 
typology presented here offers valuable insights into this topic. 

 The analysis of the intention dynamics among couples expecting their fi rst child, 
though only suggestive, shows that intentions are relatively unstable in the months 
during and after pregnancy. Instability depends on various elements, of which the 
most salient (in our interviews) seems to be the shift of life priorities when parent-
hood redefi nes gender roles in the couple. This redefi nition, in turn, causes a shift in 
fertility intentions. Further research could model the predictive value of intentions 
in relation to the distance of the stated intention from the previous birth. 

 Our results concerning the impact of the normative context on fertility decision- 
making indicate that a ‘modern’ vision of children (i.e., as a normal part of life) 
encourages couples to have at least one child, even if they have little support for com-
bining work and family. Couples with a post-modern vision of childbearing (giving 
birth as a way to personal fulfi lment) in a similar situation tend to renounce having 
children. These hypotheses need to be tested with a purposely chosen set of countries 
(more or less advanced in the transition towards post-modernity and more or less 
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supportive of the work-family combination) and quantitative data. Another fi nding 
related to the context concerns the prevailing norms about child care. Widespread 
norms against men’s involvement in child care as well as norms rejecting formal 
child care act as brakes on fertility intentions. These norms seem to be strongly 
linked to the type of family policy and hence vary from country to country. However, 
within countries, they are widely shared and do not seem to be linked to the 
availability of child care at the personal level and to individual attitudes to gender 
roles. The role of norms and their interrelation with personal attitudes could be 
explored further (with qualitative or quantitative data) using the concept of ‘subjective 
norms’ of the TPB. However, we suggest to expand this concept so that these social 
expectations and their impact on fertility decisions could be better accounted for 
(i.e., not only “signifi cant others” should be included) (Rossier and Bernardi  2009 ).     
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    Chapter 6   
 Fertility-Related Norms Across Europe: 
A Multi-level Analysis 

                Aart     C.     Liefbroer     ,     Eva-Maria     Merz     , and     Maria Rita     Testa    

6.1            Introduction 

 Reproductive decision-making does not occur in a social vacuum. Apart from the 
fact that – in the large majority of cases – two partners are involved in the process, 
those partners are also thought to take their social contexts – and the changes 
therein – into consideration. The nation state constitutes a very important social 
context, as the citizens of a state are exposed to common cultural, economic and 
institutional infl uences. The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) offers a useful 
framework to examine the mechanisms by which national contexts infl uence fertil-
ity behaviour as it suggests that contexts infl uence fertility intentions and behaviour 
through their infl uence on individuals’ attitudes, norms and perceived behavioural 
control (Ajzen and Madden  1986 ; Klobas  2010 ; Liefbroer  2011 ). In this chapter, we 
will focus on cross-national differences in norms about fertility behaviour, as norms 
constitute one of the factors by which contexts can infl uence the decision-making 
process. We present information on the norms of Europeans about a range of 
fertility issues, followed by an in-depth examination of how individual norms about 
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fertility decision-making are linked to a country’s progression in the Second 
Demographic Transition. To examine this issue, a multi-level analysis on data from 
the European Social Survey is performed. Finally, we briefl y discuss potential pol-
icy implications of our fi ndings and promising avenues for future research. 

 In the REPRO project, several multi-level cross-national studies have been con-
ducted to examine the infl uence of macro-level factors on elements of the reproduc-
tive decision-making process. Testa ( 2010 ) studied to what extent child-timing and 
child-number intentions were infl uenced by the economic situation in a country and 
by the childbearing experience of the generation of the parents of the people who 
currently are of childbearing age, and Merz and Liefbroer ( 2011 ) examined how the 
educational gradient in completed family size varies by welfare state regime. Here – 
as an example of how macro-level factors can infl uence fertility decision-making – 
we focus on another element of the fertility decision-making process – the 
cross-national analysis of differences in norms regarding fertility behaviour 
(Liefbroer and Merz  2009 ; Merz and Liefbroer  2012 ).  

6.2     Differences in Fertility-Related Norms Across Europe 

 Within sociology,  norms  are generally defi ned as statements about whether certain 
behaviours are prescribed (they should be done) or proscribed (they should not be 
done) (Liefbroer and Billari  2010 ; Settersten and Mayer  1997 ). Such norms can 
either be general or situation-specifi c (Finch and Mason  1991 ; Lesthaeghe and 
Moors  2002 ). Norms are often thought to be shared within a society as a whole. 
However, this does not necessarily have to be so. At the least, they tend to be shared 
within certain groups of actors, so-called reference groups (Merton  1968 ). In addi-
tion, norms are supposed to be backed up by sanctions (Durkheim  2009  [1894]). 
Such sanctions can be relatively mild, like jokes or small remarks about the norm- 
transgressive behaviour, but they can also be severe, like stigmatization and social 
exclusion. Settersten and Mayer ( 1997 ) distinguish positive sanctions to keep people 
on the ‘right’ track from negative ones to bring individuals ‘back in line’. 

 Previous work has shown that norms are important for demographic decision 
making across the life course (Liefbroer and Billari  2010 ; Settersten and Mayer 
 1997 ). Demographers have often underlined the importance of norms and changes 
in norms for demographic choices, especially fertility-related ones (Billari et al. 
 2011 ), but also for the transition of leaving the parental home (Billari and Liefbroer 
 2007 ; Settersten  1998 ). In many societies, more or less explicit ideas exist about 
normative demographic behaviour and about when and in what order events in the 
life course should occur or not occur and individuals feel guided by these “cultural 
timetables” (Settersten and Hagestad  1996b , p. 186). Norms thus fulfi l an important 
psychological function in regulating the life course (Heckhausen  1999 ) and life 
course transitions. Because norms fulfi l these important cultural and psychological 
functions, it often is unnecessary to attach sanctions to them. Even without the 
existence or application of sanctions, many people will still act in accordance of 
existing norms. 
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 The concept of norms can be used at the macro and the micro level. At the micro 
or individual level, the attitude of an individual about the appropriateness of a spe-
cifi c behaviour can be viewed as this individual’s ‘personal norm’. At the macro or 
societal level, a norm refers to how society-at-large feels about a specifi c behaviour. 
This can be referred to as being a ‘societal norm’. However, it is extremely rare that 
all members of society feel exactly the same about the appropriateness of a specifi c 
behaviour. Therefore, it is more useful to discuss about the strength of a social norm 
than about the existence of a norm. The strength of a norm in a country depends on 
the proportion of people that subscribe to the norm and on their willingness to apply 
sanctions to those who transgress it. This view acknowledges that even norms that 
are shared by a minority may still be important in shaping the behaviour of sizeable 
portions of the population, and may infl uence the behaviour of people who do not 
share that specifi c norm. 

6.2.1     Types of Fertility-Related Norms 

 Several types of fertility-related norms can be distinguished: timing norms, quan-
tum norms, sequencing norms and combination norms (Liefbroer and Billari  2010 ). 
 Timing norms  are expectations about the appropriate age at or age range within 
which behaviours should occur. Lower and upper age limits for specifi c behaviours 
are defi ned as cultural timetables (Settersten and Hagestad  1996a ,  b ). With respect 
to fertility behaviour, timing norms refer to the age when men and women are con-
sidered to be too young to become parents or too old to have (additional) children. 
The age before which men and women are deemed too young to have a child is 
called the lower age deadline for fertility, and the age after which men and women 
are deemed too old to have children is called the upper age deadline for fertility. The 
period between these two deadlines can be called the social reproductive life span, 
i.e., the period within which it is deemed permissible to have children.  Quantum 
norms  refer to the number of times that events should occur or not occur. It is pos-
sible to distinguish among an appropriate ideal number of times that an event should 
occur as well as between lower and upper limits. Regarding fertility behaviour, 
quantum norms refer to the number of children individuals should or should not 
have. Just like in the case of timing norms, one could distinguish between a lower 
quantum limit and an upper quantum limit. The norm about the appropriateness of 
being childless can be viewed as a special type of a quantum norm, as it refers to the 
appropriateness of having a ‘quantum’ of zero children.  Sequencing norms  concern 
the order in which events in the life course, in the same or different life domains, 
should occur. With respect to fertility behaviour, an example of a sequencing norm 
is the order of parenthood and marriage. Is it allowed to have a child outside mar-
riage? With the increasing popularity of unmarried cohabitation, one could also 
think about norms about the proper sequencing of cohabitation, marriage and par-
enthood. Finally,  combination norms  prescribe or proscribe the combination of cer-
tain behaviours. Within the fertility domain, a prime example of such norms is the 
appropriateness of combining parenthood and (full-time) employment.  
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6.2.2     Data and Operationalization 

 The data come from the third wave of the European Social Survey (ESS), in which 
a special module measuring norms about demographically relevant behaviour was 
included. The module aimed at understanding the views of European citizens on the 
organisation of the life course and of their strategies to plan their own lives. Data 
were collected during 2005 and 2006 in 25 European countries. The ESS intends 
to be representative of the residential population of each participating nation aged 
15 years and older, regardless of nationality, citizenship or legal status. Everyone 
who had been living in a country for at least one year and who had no immediate 
plans to return to their country of origin could be selected as respondents. Strict 
guidelines were used to obtain a dataset of high quality. An effective sample size of 
at least 1,500 respondents in each round (800 for countries with less than two mil-
lion inhabitants) was intended. Additionally, the ESS aimed at a minimum response 
rate of 70 %. This was not achieved in all countries and the response rates varied 
between 46.0 % and 73.2 % with an average of 63.4 % The sample sizes varied 
between 995 (Cyprus) and 2,916 (Germany). In total, data on 47,099 respondents 
from 25 countries were used. The mean age of the respondents was 46.3 years 
( SD  = 18.4) and 53.8 % was female. See Stoop et al. ( 2010 ) for an extensive account 
of data collection methods. 

 A range of questions on fertility-related norms were posed in ESS 2006. First, 
norms about lower and upper age deadlines for childbearing were asked. The spe-
cifi c questions posed were:

•     Before what age would you say a woman/man is generally too young to become 
a mother/father?   

•    After what age would you say a woman/man is generally too old to consider hav-
ing any more children?     

 People could reply that they thought that people were never too young or too old 
to have children, or they could provide a specifi c age. Half of the respondents got 
the female version of these questions, and the other half had to answer the male 
version of these questions. Assignment to the male and the female version was 
randomized. 

 Second, quantum norms were measured by asking if people approved or disap-
proved of voluntary childlessness. The specifi c question posed was:

•     How much do you approve or disapprove if a woman/man chooses never to have 
children?     

 Respondents had to answer on a fi ve-point scale ranging from ‘strongly disap-
prove’ to ‘strongly approve’, and respondents were randomly assigned to the male 
or female version of this question. The focus was on the appropriateness of volun-
tary childlessness rather than on that of childlessness in general, because it was 
expected that people might be more strongly opposed to voluntary childlessness 
than to childlessness that results from infecundity, as the latter type of childlessness 
is outside an individual’s control. 
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 Finally, combination and sequencing norms were measured by asking how 
approving individuals were about two types of behaviour. The questions posed were:

•     How much do you approve or disapprove if a woman/man has a child with a 
partner she/he lives with but is not married to?   

•    How much do you approve or disapprove if a woman/man has a full-time job 
while she/he has children under 3?     

 Answers were given on a fi ve-point scale ranging from ‘strongly disapprove’ to 
‘strongly approve’. Again, a random half of the respondents were posed the male 
version of these questions, whereas the other half answered the female version.  

6.2.3     Country Differences in Fertility-Related Norms 

 Fertility timing norms were measured by asking before which age men and women 
are too young to have children and after which age they are too old to have addi-
tional children. First, it is interesting to know whether there were respondents who 
did not perceive a lower or upper age deadline. A bare one per cent of all respon-
dents stated that there is no lower age deadline for childbearing (1.0 % did not per-
ceive a lower deadline for women, and 1.5 % did not do so for men). In all countries, 
these percentages were very low. Therefore, it can be concluded that – across 
Europe – almost everyone felt that people can be too young to have children. The 
proportion of Europeans that felt that there is no upper age deadline for childbearing 
was higher. Four per cent of respondents felt that there is no upper age deadline for 
women, and 8.8 % felt that there is no such age deadline for men. Latvia was a clear 
outlier in this respect, with 19.3 % stating that there was no upper age deadline for 
women and 27.5 % stating that there was no such deadline for men. In all other 
countries, the percentages of respondents who did not perceive an upper age dead-
line were much lower, with Belgium having the lowest percentages (0.8 % for 
women and 2.6 % for men). 

 The next issue is, what kind of age deadlines respondents across Europe per-
ceived. An overview on the average lower and upper age limits broken down by 
country is presented in Table  6.1 .

   As we did not want to drop respondents who did not perceive an age deadline 
from our analysis, these respondents got assigned a deadline that more or less coin-
cides with the biological age deadline. The lower age deadline given to these 
respondents was 15 years for both men and women, the upper age deadline for 
women was set at 50 years and that for men at 60 years. The results for the lower 
age deadline in the fi rst two columns of Table  6.1  show that relatively little variation 
existed across Europe in the mean lower age deadline for childbearing. It was 
around 19 years of age for women and between 20 and 21 years of age for men. The 
lowest mean age deadlines were found in Latvia (18.1 years for women and 
18.7 years for men), whereas the highest lower age deadlines were found in Ireland 
(20.7 years for women and 22.0 years for men). Given that the biological age deadline 
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is about 15 years of age, these fi ndings imply that respondents felt that young people 
are socially ready for parenthood only 4 or 5 years after they have become biologi-
cally ready for it. The third and fourth columns of Table  6.1  show the mean upper 
age deadline for having children in different European countries. In most countries, 
the mean age after which women are considered to be too old to have additional 
children was between 40 and 42. Austria and Hungary – two neighbouring coun-
tries – had the most extreme mean values. In Austria, the mean age after which 
women were considered to be too old to have any children was 39, whereas it was 
43 in Hungary. Not surprisingly, the upper age deadline for men to have children 
was substantially higher, varying from a low of 43.9 in Austria to 48.7 in Hungary. 
Just as in the case of the lower age deadline, we see a quite large difference between 
the social age deadline and the biological age deadline. Quite long before it becomes 
biological impossible to become a parent, men and women are already socially 
expected to defer from parenthood. This gap between the biological and social 
upper deadline is particularly large for men, as their biological capacity to beget 
children lasts until far beyond their late 40s. 

      Table 6.1    Average lower age limit for fi rst child and upper age limit for last child, by sex and country   

 Lower age limit  Upper age limit 

 Country  Females  Males  Females  Males 

 Austria  18.6  20.0  43.0  48.7 
 Belgium  19.4  20.6  40.4  44.8 
 Bulgaria  19.1  21.2  40.1  42.2 
 Cyprus  19.6  21.1  42.3  46.9 
 Denmark  19.9  21.1  40.3  44.9 
 Estonia  18.8  20.4  42.1  47.6 
 Finland  19.0  20.3  41.9  48.3 
 France  19.4  21.1  42.0  47.4 
 Germany  19.1  20.7  41.2  46.1 
 Hungary  19.8  22.0  39.0  43.9 
 Ireland  20.7  22.0  41.5  44.4 
 Latvia  18.1  18.7  40.5  42.8 
 Netherlands  19.5  20.8  40.5  44.9 
 Norway  18.9  20.0  41.4  46.6 
 Poland  18.7  20.2  40.3  44.9 
 Portugal  18.3  19.6  42.2  45.6 
 Romania  17.9  19.6  41.5  44.9 
 Russia  19.1  20.8  40.1  44.0 
 Slovakia  19.1  20.6  40.1  44.6 
 Slovenia  19.3  21.2  41.6  45.9 
 Spain  19.2  20.0  42.1  44.5 
 Sweden  19.5  20.9  41.7  46.9 
 Switzerland  19.4  21.1  41.3  46.4 
 Ukraine  18.7  20.6  41.3  44.0 
 United Kingdom  19.0  20.2  41.9  46.3 
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 Roughly estimated, a woman’s biological reproductive life span covers a period 
of about 35 years, from age 15 until age 50. Men’s biological reproductive life span 
is less easy to determine, but if we would fi x their upper age limit at age 60, it would 
span a period of even 45 years. By calculating the difference between the mean 
lower and mean upper age limit of childbearing in the respective countries, one 
could calculate what we would like to term the ‘social reproductive life span’, that 
is the period within which it is socially deemed acceptable to have children. The 
length of this social reproductive life span is presented in Table  6.2 . 1  The mean 
length of the social reproductive life span for women is around 22 years, with a low 
of 19.2 years for Hungary and a high of 24.4 years for Austria. For men, the mean 
length of their social reproductive period is around 26 years, with a low of 22.4 in 

1   The mean length of the social reproductive life span in Table  6.2  does not always exactly match 
the difference between the mean lower and upper age deadlines in Table  6.1 , because the number 
of respondents on which the calculation of the lower and upper age limit is based differs somewhat 
within a country. 

  Table 6.2    Average social 
reproductive period, by 
sex and country  

 Social reproductive period 

 Country  Females  Males 

 Austria  24.4  29.5 
 Belgium  21.0  24.3 
 Bulgaria  21.0  21.5 
 Cyprus  22.6  25.8 
 Denmark  20.4  23.9 
 Estonia  23.4  27.5 
 Finland  22.9  28.1 
 France  22.5  26.4 
 Germany  22.1  25.6 
 Hungary  19.2  22.4 
 Ireland  20.9  23.2 
 Latvia  22.9  24.5 
 Netherlands  21.0  24.3 
 Norway  22.5  26.7 
 Poland  21.6  24.9 
 Portugal  23.8  26.1 
 Romania  23.6  25.5 
 Russia  21.0  23.7 
 Slovakia  21.1  24.3 
 Slovenia  22.3  25.0 
 Spain  22.9  24.5 
 Sweden  22.3  26.0 
 Switzerland  21.8  25.4 
 Ukraine  22.7  23.7 
 United Kingdom  22.9  26.2 

6 Fertility-Related Norms Across Europe: A Multi-level Analysis



148

       Table 6.3    Average percentage disapproval of selected fertility behaviours, by sex and country   

 Voluntary 
childlessness 

 Childbirth while 
cohabiting 

 Working full-time 
and children under 3 

 Country  Females  Males  Females  Males  Females  Males 

 Austria  29.1  26.3  15.7  16.5  56.7  13.3 
 Belgium  14.9  18.8  13.2  13.3  25.3  4.3 
 Bulgaria  84.4  82.0  34.9  37.7  46.9  14.1 
 Cyprus  63.3  56.2  46.5  41.7  14.3  4.3 
 Denmark  6.0  6.0  8.9  8.5  15.0  2.1 
 Estonia  71.2  74.4  24.6  32.3  54.1  7.8 
 Finland  10.9  20.7  11.2  13.2  13.2  2.3 
 France  25.1  35.8  10.9  15.9  31.5  8.0 
 Germany  23.7  22.9  15.9  16.4  45.2  8.5 
 Hungary  52.1  50.6  12.4  16.1  44.3  3.5 
 Ireland  15.1  18.0  26.4  23.1  24.3  5.4 
 Latvia  54.7  56.9  21.2  29.4  35.1  11.2 
 Netherlands  11.9  14.2  15.0  13.8  51.5  8.8 
 Norway  8.4  7.7  6.8  7.9  14.9  4.3 
 Poland  51.3  55.0  31.8  29.8  28.9  4.9 
 Portugal  23.0  24.2  13.4  11.4  17.7  8.4 
 Romania  60.7  62.1  48.1  45.3  34.5  11.1 
 Russia  83.3  81.9  37.0  42.9  53.3  8.1 
 Slovakia  55.9  54.1  41.2  40.4  45.5  8.3 
 Slovenia  38.4  43.2  15.1  18.5  29.5  12.7 
 Spain  22.7  28.6  18.6  17.9  23.1  9.2 
 Sweden  4.0  9.2  5.7  6.3  20.4  10.7 
 Switzerland  15.6  16.6  18.4  21.3  59.0  13.1 
 Ukraine  85.6  85.2  53.5  56.0  58.9  11.9 
 United Kingdom  7.0  7.9  20.7  20.1  37.8  3.2 

Hungary and a high of 29.5 in Austria. Overall, these results show that the social 
reproductive life span is much shorter than the biological reproductive life span. 
Thus social norms strongly restrict the life span within which men and women are 
expected to have children. With a few exceptions – like Austria and Hungary – 
variation in the ideas about the length of this social reproductive life span seems to 
be limited across Europe.

   Norms about childlessness were measured with the question, “How much do you 
approve or disapprove if a woman/man chooses never to have children?” As the 
reference to the  choice  of being childless makes clear, this norm was not about 
childlessness in general, but about the voluntary choice to remain childless. To esti-
mate the norm towards voluntary childlessness, we calculated the mean level of 
disapproval – respondents answering either  disapprove  or strongly  disapprove  – of 
choosing to remain childless. An overview of disapproval rates for the ESS coun-
tries is given in the fi rst panel of Table  6.3 . It shows that large variation existed 
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between countries in disapproval rates with respect to voluntary childlessness. 
Disapproval rates of female voluntary childlessness varied from 86 % in Ukraine to 
4 % in Sweden.

   Disapproval rates for voluntary childlessness for men varied between 6 % in 
Denmark to 85 % in the Ukraine. In ten European countries, a majority of the popu-
lation disapproved of voluntary childlessness. Almost all these countries were 
located in the Eastern part of the continent. At the same time, another nine  countries – 
mostly Western European ones – had less than 20 % of the population disapproving 
of voluntary childlessness of either men or women. A fi nal interesting observation 
can be made with regard to a gender difference in childlessness norms. In many 
countries, among which Estonia, Romania, Latvia, France, Portugal, Spain, 
Netherlands, Finland and Sweden, the disapproval of voluntary childless men was 
stronger than the disapproval of female voluntary childlessness. 

 Various sequencing norms can exist with respect to childbearing behaviour. 
Within the ESS norms were measured with regard to having children while one is 
cohabiting unmarried and with regard to combining full-time employment and caring 
for young children. Disapproval rates of these norms for the different countries can 
also be found in Table  6.3 . In the middle panel of Table  6.3 , information on the 
percentage of respondents that disapproved of having children while cohabiting 
unmarried is presented. Only in the Ukraine more than 50 % of respondents 
 disapproved of this behaviour. In Scandinavian countries, only a small minority 
disapproved of having children while living in a consensual union. Overall, quite 
some variation in this norm existed. In the right hand panel of Table  6.3 , the percent-
age of respondents who disapproved of a mother or a father combining a full-time 
job and having a child under the age of 3 are presented. Again, considerable varia-
tion existed among countries with regard to combining motherhood and full-time 
employment, but the pattern of disapproval was quite different from the one observed 
for other norms. A majority of respondents in Ukraine, Estonia and Bulgaria disap-
proved of being full-time employed and having a child below the age of 3, but the 
same was also true in Switzerland, Austria and the Netherlands, countries that 
had much less strict norms with regard to other aspects of childbearing behaviour. 
In addition, disapproval of combining motherhood and a full-time job was even 
surprisingly high in Scandinavian countries, with between 13 and 21 % of respon-
dent disapproving of this combination. Another striking observation that can be 
made on the basis of Table  6.3  is that norms for men and women differed very 
strongly. This is illustrated in Fig.  6.1 . For example, in The Netherlands more than 
half of the respondents disapproved of full-time female labour force participation 
while having little children whereas only nine per cent disapproved of males com-
bining these two roles. In many other countries, such as Austria, Ukraine, 
Switzerland, Hungary, and others, comparable double standards existed with respect 
to male and female behaviour.
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6.3         The Second Demographic Transition and Fertility- 
Related Norms: A Multi-level Analysis 

 The descriptive fi ndings presented in the previous section show that substantive 
variation in childbearing norms exists across Europe. What these descriptive fi nd-
ings do not reveal though, is how large the variation in these norms between coun-
tries is, compared to the variation in these norms within countries. If relatively little 
variation exists between countries, a focus on country differences in norms does 
not make much sense, as there is little variation to be explained in the fi rst place. 
If, on the other hand, relatively much country-level variation in norms exists, 
explaining this variation becomes an important task. Therefore, a fi rst question that 
will be answered in this section is: “How much of the variation in childbearing 
norms that exists in Europe is explained at the national level?” 

 Multilevel modelling offers a useful tool to answer this research question. 
In what can be considered one of its most basic applications – the so-called variance 
partitioning model (Goldstein et al.  2002 ) – the total variance that exists within a 
multi-country dataset like the ESS is split into a part of the variation that exists 
within each of the countries and a part of the variation that exists between countries. 
The intra-class correlation –  ρ  – gives the proportion of the total variation in each 
norm that can be accounted for by the national-level. If this proportion is low, rela-
tively little cross-national differences in norms exist; if it is high, relatively much 
cross-national differences in norms exist. 

 If substantial variation in norms between countries is observed, the next question 
is how this variation can be explained. As briefl y discussed above, a large variety of 
explanations for such variation has been suggested. These explanations include 
cultural, economic, and institutional factors, or a mix of these types. In this section, 
we will explore the relationship between childbearing norms and one crucial dimen-
sion of temporal and spatial demographic differences – the extent to which demo-
graphic behaviour in a country resembles what can be considered as the advanced 
stages of the Second Demographic Transition. So, the second research question to be 
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  Fig. 6.1    Disapproval of females and males combining full-time employment and having children 
under the age of 3, by country       
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answered in this section is, “To what extent is cross-national variation in childbearing 
norms related to differential advancement of countries in terms of the Second 
Demographic Transition?” 

 Second Demographic Transition Theory (SDT) offers an explanation of both 
temporal and spatial variation in family formation norms, attitudes and behaviours. 
Although Van de Kaa and Lesthaeghe (Lesthaeghe  1995 ; Van de Kaa  1987 ,  2001 ) 
affi rm that part of this variation is explained by economic and institutional factors, 
their main contribution is their emphasis on the importance of value changes in 
modern societies. Processes of secularisation, modernisation and individualisation 
have increased the importance that individuals attach to autonomy and self- 
realization. This emphasis on autonomy and self-realization will lead individuals to 
agree with societal norms about family formation to a limited extent at best, to 
develop intentions that are more likely to deviate from mainstream opinions about 
what constitutes ‘proper’ demographic behaviour, and to increase the likelihood 
that they engage in non-standard demographic behaviours. Existing research has 
documented cross-national and cross-cohort variation in demographic attitudes and 
behaviours (Lesthaeghe and Moors  2002 ; Lesthaeghe and Surkyn  1988 ). 

 Clearly, the SDT has implications for understanding variation within and across 
countries in childbearing norms. It is expected that – within societies – people with 
characteristics that are known to be related to autonomy and self-realization will be 
less likely to endorse norms that prescribe or prohibit specifi c childbearing-related 
behaviours (Liefbroer and Billari  2010 ). Therefore, we hypothesize that the endorse-
ment of childbearing norms will be weaker among respondents who live in cities, 
are young, non-religious, and highly educated, and who say to value autonomy than 
among respondents with the opposite set of characteristics. In addition, we hypoth-
esize that – across societies – the endorsement of childbearing norms will be weaker 
the less advanced a country is in the SDT. 

 To examine the extent to which cross-national variation in childbearing norms is 
related to cross-national variation in countries’ position in the Second Demographic 
Transition, we take advantage of a recent SDT-index developed by Sobotka ( 2008 ). 
This index uses basic demographic indices – like the mean age of mother at fi rst birth 
(MAFB) and the total divorce rate (TDR) – to examine to what extent the demographic 
behaviour within a country resembles what Lesthaeghe and Van de Kaa considered to 
be the advanced stages of the SDT process. Based on the  performance of each country 
on the respective indices, for each country a SDT-score is calculated. The higher the 
score, the further advanced a country is in the SDT process. We will include this SDT-
score as a country-level variable in our multilevel models of fertility norms. 

6.3.1     Measurement 

  SDT-Index     The country-level index for a country’s advancement in the Second 
Demographic Transition has been developed by Sobotka ( 2008 , pp. 85–88). 
He distinguished a demographic and an attitudinal and value dimension of the 
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SDT. We used the demographic index, as it was available for more countries than 
the value index. In addition, the latter index is too closely related to the norms that 
are studied here. The demographic SDT-index was constructed by combining a 
country’s performance on seven different indices, viz. (1) mean age of mother at 
birth of fi rst child, (2) the sum of age-specifi c fertility rates below age 20, (3) the 
percentage of non-marital births, (4) the total fi rst marriage rate, (5) the mean age at 
fi rst marriage, (6) the total divorce rate, and (7) the prevalence of cohabitation. Each 
country’s SDT score could vary between 0 – indicating hardly any advancement in 
the SDT- process – and 10 – indicating maximum advancement in the SDT-process. 
Of the 23 countries for which this index was available, Sweden had the highest 
score (8.8) and Romania had the lowest score (1.7). No information was available 
for Belgium and Cyprus.  

  Level of Urbanisation     People who live in urban areas often hold more liberal 
attitudes towards a range of issues than people who live in rural areas. This differ-
ence is linked to the fact that a cosmopolitan culture is dominant in large cities, 
either as a result of selection – people who hold liberal values move to urban areas – 
or of exposure to other types of cultures that are more likely in urban settings 
(Fischer  1995 ). In the ESS 2006, respondents were asked in what type of locality 
they were living. Answer categories included: farm or home in the country side (1), 
country village (2), town or small city (3), suburbs or outskirts of small city (4), and 
big city (5). This variable was treated as an interval-level variable with scores rang-
ing from 1 to 5.  

  Level of Religiosity     Secularization is often viewed as one of the determining pro-
cesses of the SDT (Lesthaeghe and Surkyn  1988 ). Thus, people who feel a strong 
religious commitment are expected to hold less liberal views and to be less approv-
ing of innovative demographic behaviour than people who are not religiously 
involved. In the ESS, three items tapped religious involvement: a self-evaluation 
of level of religiousness (measured with the question “How religious are you?”), 
frequency of church attendance and frequency of prayer. A factor analysis showed 
that these three items clearly loaded on one strong underlying factor. Therefore, a 
factor score was constructed. The higher the factor score, the more religiously 
involved respondents were.  

  Educational Attainment     Usually a strong positive correlation is observed between 
educational attainment and approval of liberal family attitudes and behaviours 
(Thornton et al.  1983 ). The higher educated are expected to be more exposed to 
ideas and behaviours that differ from the mainstream, and to be better able to assess 
the advantages and disadvantages of these different types of behaviour, leading to a 
less strong adherence to traditional views on family life. In the ESS, the ISCED 
classifi cation of educations was used to rank respondents on a scale running from 
less than primary education (1) to the second stage of tertiary education (7).  

  Importance of Autonomy     One of the most important ingredients of the SDT is the 
greater importance people attach to being autonomous (Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 
 2008 ). In the ESS, Schwartz’s ( 2007 ) Human Values Scale included an item that 
directly tapped the importance people attach to autonomy. Respondents had to evaluate 
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to what extent the statement “It is important to make my own decisions and be free” 
pertained to themselves. Answer categories ranged from  not like me at all  (1) to  very 
much like me  (6).  

  Additional Control Variables     In addition to the substantive individual-level vari-
ables discussed above, age and gender were included in the multilevel analyses. Age 
in years was included, centred around the mean, as well as age squared divided by 
100, to test whether age effects were linear or curvilinear. Finally, a dummy variable 
 male  was included to examine whether men and women differed in their approval of 
different aspects of childbearing behaviour.   

6.3.2     Analytic Strategy 

 We present a series of multilevel models to examine the relationship between fertil-
ity norms and SDT. The fi rst model is a so-called variance-partitioning model, that 
allows one to estimate how large the between-country variation in norms is relative 
to the variation within countries. In a second model, the country-level SDT-index is 
included. This model provides an estimate of the extent to which cross-national dif-
ferences in norms are related to the differential advancement of the SDT across 
Europe. In a third model, individual-level variables are added to the model. These 
variables are supposed to tap individual-level openness to the SDT. To be more 
specifi c, on the basis of previous theorizing and research, we expect that people liv-
ing in urban areas, who are not strongly religiously committed, who are highly 
educated, and who value autonomy are more open to SDT-like attitudes and behav-
iour than people with the opposite set of characteristics. Thus, one explanation for 
the country-level SDT-effect could be that in countries that  lead  in the SDT- process 
there are more persons with individual characteristics that favour SDT-like attitudes 
and behaviour than in countries that  lag  behind in the SDT-process. If such a ‘com-
position effect’ would be present, one would expect that the effect of the country-
level SDT-index would become much smaller – or even statistically insignifi cant – after 
controlling for these individual characteristics. If – on the other hand – the effect of 
the SDT-index would remain important, this would suggest that people with the 
same kind of individual characteristics hold different norms depending on the kind 
of country they live in, and one would need to look for a genuinely country-level 
explanation for the observed differences.  

6.3.3     Results 

 Results of multi-level models of fertility norms are presented in this section. Because 
norms were measured separately for women and men, ten sets of multi-level models 
were estimated. However, the models for norms of women and those for men gave 
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comparable results for most types of norms. To save space, we concentrate on norms 
for women, and only present results on norms for men if these differ from those for 
women. 

6.3.3.1     Lower Age Deadline for Childbearing 

 The fi rst norm to be discussed is the age before which one feels that a woman should 
not have children. In Table  6.4 , we show the estimation results of our multi-level 
models. Model A presents the results of a variance-partitioning model. It shows that 
only a very small proportion of the variance ( ρ  = 0.04) was explained at the national 
level. This implies that individual-level differences were much more important than 
country-level differences. Model B shows that the limited country-level differences 
in lower age deadlines were unrelated to the advancement of countries in the SDT- 
process, although the SDT-estimate almost reached statistical signifi cance ( p  = .051). 
It suggests that the lower age deadline for childbearing for women was somewhat 
higher in countries that are far advanced in the SDT than in countries that lagged 
behind in that regard. Model C includes a number of potentially important individual- 
level variables. The higher educated and those living in urban areas perceived higher 
lower age deadlines for childbearing for both men and women than people with a 
low level of education or living in rural areas. In addition, people who strongly val-
ued autonomy perceived a higher lower age deadline for men than people who did 
not value autonomy very strongly (results not shown). Model C also reveals gender 

   Table 6.4    Multilevel    regression model predicting lower age deadlines for childbearing for women 
( N  = 19,751)   

 Model A  Model B  Model C 

 b  se  b  se  b  se 

 Fixed parameters 
 Constant  19.10***  0.12  18.41***  0.37  17.78***  0.39 
 SDT  0.12  0.06  0.12  0.06 
 Urbanisation  0.04*  0.02 
 Religiosity  0.04  0.02 
 Education  0.13***  0.02 
 Autonomy  0.02  0.02 
 Age  −0.00  0.00 
 Age squared  −0.01*  0.01 
 Male  0.14***  0.04 
 Random part 
  σ (u)  0.57***  0.09  0.53***  0.08  0.52***  0.08 
  σ (e)  2.84***  0.01  2.84***  0.01  2.83***  0.01 
 Derived part 
  ρ   0.04  0.03  0.03 

  * p  < .05; ** p  < .01; *** p  < .001  
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differences in that men perceived a later lower age deadline for childbearing for 
women than women themselves did. Finally, the age deadline for women did not 
differ very much between age 20 and 65, but was clearly lower for people above the 
age of 65. Results on the lower age limit of childbearing for men (not shown) were 
largely in line with those for women. Only a small proportion of the variance was 
explained at the country level ( ρ  = 0.05), and the SDT-variable did not have a statisti-
cally signifi cant effect on this norm.

6.3.3.2        Upper Age Deadline for Childbearing 

 In Table  6.5 , the estimation results of multi-level models of the upper age deadline 
for childbearing for men are presented. There was little cross-national variation in 
the age after which women and men should not have any children anymore. Just 3 % 
of the variation in the upper age deadline for women (results not shown) and 4 % of 
the variation of the upper age deadline for men occurred at the national level. Thus, 
variation in this norm within countries was much more important than variation 
across countries. In addition, the upper age deadline for childbearing among women 
did not vary by the SDT-score of a country (result not shown). For men, though, the 
SDT-score of a country did make a difference – see Model B.

   The further advanced a country was in the SDT process, the higher the upper age 
deadline for childbearing among men became. The drop in the intra-class coeffi -
cient from 0.04 to 0.02 suggests that about half of the – limited – between-country 

   Table 6.5    Multilevel regression model predicting upper age deadlines for childbearing for men 
( N  = 18,752)   

 Model A  Model B  Model C 

 b  se  b  se  b  se 

 Fixed parameters 
 Constant  45.52***  0.34  42.12***  0.86  41.42***  0.95 
 SDT  0.59***  0.14  0.61***  0.15 
 Urbanisation  0.06  0.05 
 Religiosity  0.17*  0.07 
 Education  0.44***  0.05 
 Autonomy  −0.12*  0.06 
 Age  0.02***  0.00 
 Age squared  0.02  0.02 
 Male  −0.88***  0.12 
 Random part 
  σ (u)  1.60***  0.25  1.20***  0.19  1.23***  0.19 
  σ (e)  8.30***  0.04  8.30***  0.04  8.26***  0.04 
 Derived part 
  ρ   0.04  0.02  0.02 

  * p  < .05; ** p  < .01; *** p  < .001  
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variation in this norm can be attributed to a country’s progression in the SDT 
 process. In Model C, important individual-level correlates of the SDT were included 
in the model. No effect of level of urbanisation was observed. However, other indi-
cators – educational attainment, religiosity and autonomy – did show signifi cant 
effects. The upper age deadline was higher with increased educational attainment, 
implying that the higher educated were more lenient towards late childbearing than 
people with a low level of education. The effect of autonomy ran in the opposite 
direction. The more people valued autonomy, the more they were opposed to late 
childbearing. Older adults objected less to late childbearing among men than 
younger adults. Finally, men mentioned a lower upper age deadline for childbearing 
among men than women do. The difference was almost a year (0.88).  

6.3.3.3     Voluntary Childlessness 

 People may not only have norms on the timing of childbearing, but also about 
whether to have children, and if so, how many. Unfortunately, we do not have infor-
mation on the minimum and maximum number of children that people should have. 
But information is available about whether people approve or disapprove of volun-
tary childlessness. In Table  6.6 , results of our multi-level analysis of the level of 
approval of voluntary childlessness of women are presented. Model A show the results 
of the variance-partitioning model. A substantial proportion (39 %) of the variance in 
the norm on voluntary childlessness among women was situated at the country level. 

   Table 6.6    Multilevel regression model predicting approval of voluntary childlessness of women 
( N  = 20,399)   

 Model A  Model B  Model C 

 b  se  b  se  b  se 

 Fixed parameters 
 Constant  2.88***  0.15  1.19***  0.36  1.11***  0.38 
 SDT  0.30***  0.06  0.28***  0.06 
 Urbanisation  0.01*  0.01 
 Religiosity  −0.14***  0.01 
 Education  0.05**  0.00 
 Autonomy  0.02*  0.01 
 Age  −0.00***  0.00 
 Age squared  −0.01***  0.00 
 Male  −0.11***  0.01 
 Random part 
  σ (u)  0.74***  0.11  0.52***  0.08  0.54***  0.08 
  σ (e)  0.92***  0.00  0.92***  0.00  0.89***  0.00 
 Derived part 
  ρ   0.39  0.24  0.27 

  * p  < .05; ** p  < .01; *** p  < .001  
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The same was true for voluntary childlessness of men (result not shown). These 
percentages were much higher than those observed for timing norms, implying that 
there was much more variation in childlessness norms than in timing norms across 
Europe. Model B show that the effects of the SDT-score was positive and highly 
statistically signifi cant. In countries that are far advanced in the SDT process, vol-
untary childlessness of women was met with much more approval than in countries 
where the SDT had not had much of an impact yet. The mean differences between 
countries that were one standard deviation below the mean on the SDT-index and 
countries that were one standard deviation above the mean on that index was about 
0.6 on a fi ve-point scale for approval of female’s voluntary childlessness. The 
effect of SDT for approval of male childlessness was comparable (result not 
shown). In Model C, important individual-level covariates were added to the 
model. For SDT-related variables, the results were in line with expectations. 
Approval of voluntary childlessness was higher (a) among people living in urban 
areas than among people living in rural areas, (b) among people who were not 
religiously involved than among the religiously committed, (c) among the higher 
educated than among those with lower levels of completed education, and (d) 
among those who strongly valued autonomy than among those who do not put 
much value on autonomy. At the same time, there was little evidence that composi-
tion effects were responsible for country-level differences in norms on voluntary 
childlessness. First, the direct effect of the SDT-score on these norms remained 
almost the same after including individual-level covariates. Second, the relative 
variation at the country level even increased – from 0.24 to 0.27 – after the inclu-
sion of individual- level covariates. Composition effect thus seemed to partially 
mask existing country- level differences in these norms. Finally, some comments 
on the gender and age differences in approval of childlessness are in order. Men 
and women did not differ in their approval of childlessness among men, but men 
approved somewhat less of female voluntary childlessness than women did. 
Approval of voluntary childlessness was highest among people below age 35, and 
clearly decreased with increasing age, after age 35.

6.3.3.4        Having Children While Cohabiting Unmarried 

 Another norm that may infl uence fertility behaviour is whether people approve of 
having children outside marriage. In many European countries, having children out-
side marriage does not mean having a child outside a partner relationship. Rather, 
people will have children while cohabiting unmarried with a partner (Liefbroer and 
Goldscheider  2007 ; Sobotka and Toulemon  2008 ). Results of a multi-level analysis 
of how much people approved of women having children within an unmarried 
cohabitation are presented in Table  6.7 . The intra-class coeffi cient of Model A 
shows that about one-fi fth of the overall variance in approval of having children 
within a consensual union occurred at the national level ( ρ  = 0.19). Although this 
proportion is lower than that for approval of childlessness, it is still considerable. 
This underscores our earlier observation that the norms on having a child while 
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cohabiting unmarried vary rather strongly across Europe. The results for Model B 
show that approval of having a child within a non-married partnership was higher 
in countries that were far advanced in the SDT process than in countries where 
the SDT had not caught on. The mean differences between countries that were one stan-
dard deviation below the mean on the SDT-index and countries that were one stan-
dard deviation above the mean on that index was about 0.4 on a fi ve-point scale of 
approval. This difference was somewhat smaller than the difference observed for 
the childlessness norm, but it is still quite substantial. Results for approval of men 
having a child within a cohabitation were comparable to those for the approval of 
women doing so. In Model C, individual-level covariates were included in the 
multi-level models. Almost all effects of SDT-related indicators were in the expected 
direction. Approval of having a child while cohabiting unmarried with a partner was 
higher among people who were living in urban areas, were non-religiously commit-
ted, were highly educated, and valued autonomy highly, than among people with the 
opposite set of characteristics. Furthermore, the direct effect of the SDT-index was 
about 20 % smaller in Model C than in Model B, suggesting that some of the SDT- 
effect can be attributed to differences in the composition of countries with respect to 
the proportion of the population that was inclined towards SDT-like behaviour. At 
the same time, the intra-class coeffi cient of Model C was somewhat larger than that 
of Model B, suggesting that – overall – not controlling for individual-level compo-
sitional differences led to an underestimation of the importance of country-level 
differences.

   Table 6.7    Multilevel regression model predicting approval of women having a child while 
cohabiting ( N  = 20,641)   

 Model A  Model B  Model C 

 b  se  b  se  b  se 

 Fixed parameters 
 Constant  3.30***  0.10  2.12***  0.22  2.15***  0.24 
 SDT  0.21***  0.04  0.17***  0.04 
 Urbanisation  0.01*  0.01 
 Religiosity  −0.26***  0.01 
 Education  0.04***  0.01 
 Autonomy  0.04***  0.01 
 Age  −0.01***  0.00 
 Age squared  −0.02***  0.00 
 Male  −0.11***  0.01 
 Random part 
  σ (u)  0.48***  0.07  0.31***  0.05  0.33***  0.05 
  σ (e)  0.99***  0.00  0.98***  0.00  0.91***  0.00 
 Derived part 
  ρ   0.19  0.09  0.12 

  * p  < .05; ** p  < .01; *** p  < .001  
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6.3.3.5        Combining a Full-Time Job and Small Children 

 A fi nal norm to be discussed is how much people approve of combining a full-time 
job and caring for children under the age of 3. Earlier, it was observed that a ‘double 
standard’ still exists in most countries with respect to this norm. Approval of men 
combining a full-time job and small children is high, but approval of women doing 
so is much lower. The estimates of our multi-level models of approval of combining 
these two roles for women are presented in Table  6.8 .

   The intra-class coeffi cient in Model A for women’s behaviour (0.17) implies that 
the approval of women who combine a full-time job and raising small children var-
ied considerably across Europe. This was less so for men ( ρ  = 0.07). In Model B, it 
is examined whether country-differences in this combination norm were related to 
the advancement of a country in the SDT. The results did not confi rm this idea. 
There was no relationship whatsoever for the approval of men’s combination behav-
iour (results not shown), and the effect for women failed to reach statistical signifi -
cance ( p  = .062). This latter fi nding suggests that there was a tendency that people in 
countries with a high score on the SDT-index were somewhat more likely to approve 
of women combining care for a small child and a full-time job than people in coun-
tries with a low score on the SDT-index. Results on relevant micro-level covariates 
are presented in Model C. The more religious people were, and the lower their level 
of education was, the less approving they were about women combining a full-time 
job and caring for small children. Level of urbanisation and importance of auton-
omy did not exert a statistically signifi cant effect on this norm. Men and women 

   Table 6.8    Multilevel    regression model predicting approval of women combining full-time 
employment and caring for children under age 3 ( N  = 20,641)   

 Model A  Model B  Model C 

 b  se  b  se  b  se 

 Fixed parameters 
 Constant  2.96***  0.09  2.44***  0.29  2.48***  0.31 
 SDT  0.09  0.05  0.07  0.05 
 Urbanisation  0.01  0.01 
 Religiosity  −0.14***  0.01 
 Education  0.06***  0.01 
 Autonomy  −0.01  0.01 
 Age  −0.00***  0.00 
 Age squared  −0.02***  0.00 
 Male  −0.10***  0.01 
 Random part 
  σ (u)  0.45***  0.07  0.42***  0.06  0.43***  0.06 
  σ (e)  1.00***  0.00  1.00***  0.00  0.97***  0.00 
 Derived part 
  ρ   0.17  0.15  0.17 

  * p  < .05; ** p  < .01; *** p  < .001  
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differed in their approval of women combining employment and care: men 
 disapproved more of such behaviour than women did. Finally, approval of women 
combining a full-time job and a small child were quite similar for respondents 
between the ages of 25 and 55. After age 55, disapproval of this combination rapidly 
increased.    

6.4     Conclusion 

 This chapter explored cross-national differences in fertility-related norms and 
showed how multi-level models can be used to examine micro-macro linkages. In 
particular, we studied whether norms regarding fertility were weaker in countries 
that have progressed further along the path of the Second Demographic Transition 
(SDT) than in countries where the SDT has not yet ‘caught on’. Based upon the 
results presented in the previous section, at least three important conclusions can be 
drawn about country differences in norms related to childbearing. First, country dif-
ferences in norms on the lower and upper age deadline for childbearing of both men 
and women are small. The same is true for country differences in approval of men 
combining a full-time job and having small children. Roughly, a bare 5 % of the 
variation in answers among Europeans can be accounted for by the country-level. 
The remaining variation is situated between individuals rather than between coun-
tries. At the same time, there is substantial cross-national variation in approval for 
voluntary childlessness, having a child while one is cohabiting unmarried, and 
women combining a full-time job and small children. Between 15 % and 40 % of 
the variation in approval levels is located at the country level. 

 Secondly, cross-national variation in approval of voluntary childlessness and in 
approval of having children in a consensual union are strongly related to how far a 
country is ‘advanced’ in the SDT process. Approval levels of these behaviours are 
much higher in countries that are far advanced in this process, than in countries that 
are only in the early stages of the SDT. The link between the SDT index and the 
lower and upper age deadlines for childbearing and approval of combining a full- 
time job and having small children is much weaker or even completely non-existing. 
These results suggest that some childbearing norms may be changing as countries 
advance in the SDT process, but that other norms remain more or less unaffected by 
a country’s advancement in the SDT. Thus, the Second Demographic Transition 
does not necessarily imply a general weakening of demographically relevant norms. 
It seems that people have become more tolerant towards not having children at all 
and towards having children while cohabiting – that is, a stable relationship rather 
than an offi cially legitimized relationship is required. Approval of combining 
employment and care for young children is not related to the SDT, suggesting that 
norms about gender equality are at least partially driven by other factors than a gen-
eral cultural shift towards autonomy. It may be that institutional factors, like the 
availability of good quality child-care that facilitates the combination of mother-
hood and childbearing, are much more important in that regard. 
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 Thirdly, across Europe, the highly educated, the religiously uncommitted, 
and those who value autonomy are much more likely to approve behaviours that 
are in line with the SDT than people with the opposite set of characteristics. At 
the same time, country-level differences in norms related to voluntary childless-
ness and having a child outside marriage remain prominent, even if composi-
tional differences in these individual-level characteristics are taken into account. 
This suggests that people in countries that are far advanced in the SDT-process 
hold different norms about these behaviours even if their individual characteris-
tics are similar. This suggests that the social context has a huge impact on the 
norms people hold across Europe. In that respect, this study clearly showed the 
importance both of compositional and genuinely contextual effects (Moore and 
Vanneman  2003 ). 

 Although our approach suggests that country-differences in fertility norms at 
least partially refl ect differences in countries in their advancement in the SDT- 
process, several limitations of this approach have to be acknowledged. First, the 
SDT-index constructed by Sobotka ( 2008 ) includes information on fertility-related 
behaviours, and this may artifi cially increase the correlation between the SDT-index 
and norms related to fertility. Alternatively, an index that excludes fertility measures 
could be used, but such an approach has the opposite drawback that it disregards a 
central dimension of the SDT-process. Second, using an overall SDT-index disre-
gards the fact that the actual relationship between different demographic behaviours 
can be relatively weak (Kalmijn  2007 ), and lumping all these aspects in a single 
index may lead one to overlook important correlations between specifi c demo-
graphic indicators and fertility-related norms. In this chapter, the focus was on the 
link between the very general concept of the SDT and fertility-related norms, but 
studies that dissect the SDT-index into its constituent parts will allow a more detailed 
study of which macro-demographic behaviours are linked to which fertility-norms. 
Finally, using this overall SDT-index assumes that countries with different demo-
graphic profi les (e.g., one country with high fertility and high divorce and another 
country with low fertility and low divorce) could be ranked at a comparable stage in 
the SDT process, and this assumption can be questioned. An alternative approach 
could be to use a weighted or non-additive model to rank-order countries along a 
SDT-dimension. 

 This chapter started with a discussion of the theoretical pathways linking 
macro- level conditions and individual-level outcomes. The empirical study pre-
sented here, nicely showed the potential of multi-level modelling to get a better 
understanding of this linkage. Future research will benefi t from the availability 
of high quality databases that include macro-level data, like the Contextual 
Database of the Generations and Gender Programme (  www.ggp-i.org    ) and the 
Comparative Family Policy Database (  www.mpidr.de    ). At the same time, these 
examples illustrate the need for high-quality micro-level data on a large score of 
countries. Only if this combination of high quality micro- and macro-level data 
is realized, will multi-level analysis be able to show its full potential as a tool to 
increase our understanding of the contextual factors that infl uences the fertility 
decision-making process.     
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    Chapter 7   
 Reproductive Decision-Making: A Milestone, 
and the Road Ahead 

                Dimiter     Philipov     ,     Jane     E.   Klobas     , and     Aart     C.     Liefbroer    

7.1            Introduction 

 This volume has presented the theoretical background and main research fi ndings 
from a collaborative project to improve our understanding of reproductive decision- 
making in Europe. Chapter   1     started with an exposition of recent fertility trends and 
argued that understanding these trends requires a systematic approach that includes 
macro-level analysis along with knowledge of individual reproductive decision- 
making. To this end the chapter outlined a theoretical background model, presented 
in Fig.   1.2    , which places childbearing in a macro- and micro-level interactive 
environment. The broad spectrum of macro-level fertility analyses was selectively 
presented with an exposition in Chap.   2     of the effect of family policies on fertility. 
A central requirement of the theoretical model was a theory of individual reproduc-
tive decision-making; the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) was selected and 
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applied in Chap.   3     to an analysis of childbearing intentions in European countries. 
Chapters   4     and   5     focused on the concept of childbearing intentions: whether they 
are realized or remain unrealized, and whether the concept is adequately defi ned 
and measured. Finally, Chap.   6     considered macro-micro links to examine differ-
ences in fertility- related norms across European countries. 

 In this fi nal chapter, we refl ect on the main fi ndings of the project. Given the 
central position of the TPB in our model, we fi rst pay attention to the question of 
what new knowledge demographers gain from application of the TPB to studies of 
intentions and fertility, then consider what has been gained from embedding micro- 
level reproductive decisions in a macro-level environment. Along with highlights 
and limitations of work conducted within REPRO, these sections of the chapter 
outline directions for further research. The chapter ends with a brief discussion of 
related policy issues.  

7.2      Reproductive Decisions: The Micro Level 

 Use of the TPB as the framework for micro-level analysis of fertility intentions, 
their formation and their realization grounded the REPRO project in a theory with 
an established empirical tradition outside the fi eld of fertility research. Below, we 
summarize major insights that were gained from application of the TPB to fertility 
decision-making and outline future research directions. 

7.2.1     Theory: Applicability of the Theory of Planned Behavior 
(TPB) in the Fertility Domain 

 Traditionally, demographers investigate formation and realization of fertility inten-
tions with econometric models where the explanatory variables are selected on the 
basis of available fertility theories and empirical fi ndings. Often, it is assumed that 
one and the same set of theories explains both intentions and their outcome, child-
bearing. By contrast, an intention to take action is a fundamental concept in social 
psychology, where theories rigorously defi ne intentions, and their antecedents, sep-
arately from the actions consequent on intentions, and the factors that contribute to 
or inhibit action. Application of the TPB in the REPRO project supports our belief 
that fertility research can profi t from close inspection of such theories and their 
incorporation into demographic models. 

 As discussed in Chap.   1    , the TPB defi nes three proximate determinants of inten-
tions: attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control. Socio- 
demographic factors that are often linked to fertility intentions and behaviours are 
proposed to infl uence intentions and behaviours by affecting the formation of atti-
tudes, subjective norms and perceived control (as shown in Fig.   1.3    ). This theoreti-
cally different approach to the study of intentions also requires a different approach 
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to empirical modelling; adaptations of econometric modelling can be seen in Billari 
et al. (    2009 ), Dommermuth et al. ( 2011 ) and Cavalli and Klobas ( 2013 ), but methods 
that construct and test multiple paths simultaneously, such as the structural equation 
modelling used in Chap.   3     fi t the theoretical approach even better. 

 Another advantage of the TPB is that it stimulates our thinking about the depen-
dent variable of interest. In the TPB, an intention can be used to predict either a 
behaviour (action) or the goal or outcome of performing the behaviour. Intentions 
are better predictors of behaviours than of goals. Realization of an intention to have 
a child is goal attainment, not behaviour. It is therefore imprecise to classify “having 
a child” or “childbearing” as fertility “behaviour”. Childbearing is the result of 
many actions, often specifi cally aimed at the achievement of pregnancy, 1  including 
stopping use of contraceptives, changing sexual behaviours, possibly even changing 
partner, i.e., a range of behaviours may be situated between the intention to have a 
child and its realization. A different conceptualization of the TPB would be required 
for each behaviour if the TPB were to be used to model fertility behaviour. 
Furthermore, an intention to have a child is different from the intention  not  to have 
a child, and at least some of the beliefs norms and control factors that give rise to 
each, and to their realization, can be expected to differ rather than be positive and 
negative poles of the same variable (Chap.   5    ; Cavalli  2010 ,  2011 ; Spéder et al.  2009 , 
 2010 ). The TPB approach also differs from other approaches in a fundamental 
assumption: reasoning about intentions and goals is not necessarily rational.  

7.2.2     Empirical Support and Issues 

 Although the micro-level data examined in this book do not fully meet the theoretical 
and empirical requirements of the TPB, they nonetheless provide useful observa-
tions about formulation and realization of fertility intentions. One requirement for 
strong correlation between intention and behaviour is that the period between for-
mulation of intention and the subsequent behaviour should be short enough for the 
intention to remain stable (Fishbein and Ajzen  2010 ). Dommermuth et al. ( 2014 ) 
show that realization of intentions to have a child immediately or within the next 3 
years differ. 

 Fertility intentions are held with differing levels of certainty (Chaps.   3     and   5    ; 
Cavalli and Klobas  2013 ; Klobas  2010 ; see also the seminal work of Morgan  1981 , 
 1982 ). Including some degree of uncertainty provides a better prediction of actual 
behaviour (Cavalli and Klobas  2013 ; also Thomson  1997 ). Chapter   5     suggests 
important opportunities for further research based on a more nuanced classifi cation 
of fertility intentions. Different types of uncertainty in fertility intentions are them-
selves the result of different sources of uncertainty, not just in external conditions, 

1   Miller (e.g., Miller  2011a ) discusses this as proceptive behaviour, i.e., behaviour directed toward 
having a child. 
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but also in personal context. Factors associated with different types of uncertainty 
include a person’s stage of development and competing intentions and goals. 

 Although fertility intentions are not perfect predictors of fertility outcomes, 
they are the strongest predictors available. Defi nite intentions not to have a child 
(or another child) are strong predictors of failure to have a child, for couples as well 
as individuals (Cavalli and Klobas  2013 ; Klobas et al.  2011 ). Intentions to have a 
child (or another child) are good, albeit imperfect, predictors of realization for both 
childless people and parents, especially after accounting for barriers to realization 
(Dommermuth et al.  2014 ). Spéder and Kapitány (Chap.   4    ; Kapitány and Spéder 
 2012 ) developed a new typology of fertility outcomes for REPRO, distinguishing 
between (i) intentional births (realization of intention to have a child), (ii) the post-
ponement and (iii) the abandonment of intentions to have a(nother) child.  

7.2.3     Fertility Intentions and Behaviour: Where Is 
the Partner? 

 The TPB is a model of individual action, while having a child is the outcome of the 
behaviour of a couple. How, then, can the TPB be applied? The primary mechanism 
is through the individual’s beliefs about how much their partner wants them to have 
a child and how their partner will respond to their having another child. The concep-
tualization of the TPB permitted by the GGS data used in REPRO omitted such 
direct references to the partner. A more complete conceptualization would include 
the partner as a normative reference (“My partner wants me/us to have a child”), and 
possibly also within a behavioural belief (“My partner would be pleased if I/we 
have a child”) (Ajzen and Klobas  2013 ). 

 Another approach involves matching or comparing TPB data obtained from couples. 
Klobas and Marzi (in Klobas et al.  2011 ) matched men and women in cohabiting 
and married couples using data from the Italian Multipurpose Household Survey 
on Family and Social Subjects (FFS). Inclusion of attitudes, subjective norms and 
perceived behavioural control improved prediction of couples’ agreement about 
having a child compared to Rosina and Testa’s ( 2009 ) model, which omitted these 
cognitions. 

 Philipov (in Klobas et al.  2011 ) also used Rosina and Testa’s ( 2009 ) model as the 
basis of a set of binary logistic models of couples’ agreement in Bulgaria. In this 
case, the TPB was implemented separately for men and women, but the dependent 
variable was based on the nature of the couple’s agreement or disagreement about 
fertility intention (both yes, both no, disagreed). All three TPB factors strongly 
differentiated between couples who agreed to have a child and those who agreed not 
to have a child; lower and less consistent TPB factor effects differentiated between 
couples who disagreed and those who agreed. 

 Other REPRO studies observed negotiation and redefi nition of intentions in 
response to partnership formation and pregnancy. Couples negotiate family size 
expectations. Both men and women revise their family size expectations upward to 
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meet a partner’s higher expected family size, or downward to meet a partner’s lower 
expected family size (Iacovou and Tavares  2011 ). Instability in intentions during 
pregnancy and the months following childbirth refl ects shifts in life priorities as 
gender roles are redefi ned (Chap.   5    ).  

7.2.4     Future Research 

 The TPB was used as an organizing framework in REPRO. It was undoubtedly 
effective, but that does not mean that it is the only possible or valid theoretical 
model of the formation and realization of fertility intentions, or that its application 
is free of problems. We have already made several observations about implications 
of the REPRO project for micro-level studies of fertility intentions and behaviour. 
We raise some additional issues here. 

 As implied earlier, the TPB is not domain-specifi c. The quality of the conceptu-
alization and operationalization of the TPB in any fi eld, including fertility, is the 
responsibility of researchers in the fi eld. Demographers are challenged to improve 
conceptualization and measurement for fertility research; the standard question of 
the type “ Do you intend to have a child during the next x years ?” may benefi t from 
much greater precision. Yet this generic question can also be of use where more 
detailed measurement would make surveys too expensive and approximation of the 
outcome, having a child, is satisfactory for the researcher’s needs. Greater precision 
in conceptualization and measurement is also needed where the three antecedents 
are considered; we recall that the GGS did not measure perceived behavioural con-
trol well because the concept of  perceived control  for the specifi c outcome of inter-
est, having a child, was not explicitly formulated. 

 The TPB is not the only theoretical approach adopted in demography for the 
study of fertility intentions. Miller’s (Miller  2011a ,  b ; Miller and Pasta  1995 ) traits-
desires- intentions-behaviour (T-D-I-B) model of fertility motivations is specifi c to 
demography, yet seldom used to guide empirical study. Although in many ways 
different, the T-D-I-B and the TPB also share several common concepts, and inten-
tions, behaviours and outcomes (and traits and desires, if taken together as back-
ground factors) occur in the same sequence in both models. Much of the teasing out 
of intentions in REPRO, while adding further information, is also consistent with 
the conceptualization of intention in the T-D-I-B. On the other hand, the TPB offers 
no domain-specifi c guidance on how background factors might be sequenced. Joint 
consideration of the specifi c concepts and propositions of both models, along with 
the theoretical, methodological and empirical advances made within REPRO, might 
produce further insights into fertility motivations and their realization. 

 Bachrach and Morgan (Bachrach and Morgan  2011 ,  2013 ; Morgan and Bachrach 
 2011 ) proposed a new Theory of Conjunctural Action (TCA). The TCA addresses 
aspects of fertility that are not explicitly addressed by the TPB, including post-
hoc rationalization of childbearing decisions. Nonetheless, measurement of the con-
cepts in the TCA is underdeveloped (Johnson-Hanks et al.  2011 ), limiting  opportunities 
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for empirical development, testing, and application of the TCA as well as its 
comparison with the TPB and other models. As Klobas ( 2011 ) points out, a number 
of the TCA concepts, such as a conjuncture, have analogues in the TPB, and some 
of the understanding gained from REPRO might inform measurement in studies that 
adopt notions from the TCA. 

 We briefl y alluded earlier to issues associated with the role of competing inten-
tions in the TPB. Barber ( 2001 ) and Philipov ( 2009 ,  2011 ) have noted the role of 
competing intentions in the formation and realization of fertility intentions. The 
TPB is able to deal with competing intentions in several ways. Statements about 
competing intentions, such as “I don’t want to try for a child until I fi nish my studies” 
were made by interviewees in the qualitative studies reported in Chap.   5     and Cavalli 
( 2011 ). Such statements might be modifi ed for inclusion in TPB batteries as beliefs 
about relative priorities. Fishbein and Ajzen ( 2010 ) discuss how to model choice 
between alternative courses of action with the TPB. Further research on the role of 
competing intentions and effective and effi cient ways of measuring and modelling 
competing intentions and their effects is warranted.   

7.3     Reproductive Decisions in a Macro-Context 

 The REPRO project emphasized the importance of the macro-context in order to 
understand the micro-dynamics of fertility decision-making processes. In line with 
this contention, all empirical chapters of this volume paid attention to the macro- 
context in which fertility decisions are made. The same holds true for several other 
publications stemming from the REPRO project (Ajzen and Klobas  2013 ; Merz and 
Liefbroer  2012 ; Spéder and Kapitány  2014 ). Without trying to be exhaustive, a 
number of substantive and methodological conclusions can be drawn from these 
empirical analyses. 

7.3.1     Key Empirical Findings 

 First, in the most general sense possible, all these studies show that the macro-level 
matters. Cross-national differences are observed in people’s fertility intentions, in 
the TPB factors (attitudes, social norms, perceived behavioural control) determin-
ing these intentions, in the relative importance of specifi c TPB factors infl uencing 
intentions, and in the link between intentions and realized childbirth. For example, 
Chap.   6     shows that norms related to fertility decision-making differ across Europe. 
Some of these country differences, e.g., in the lower and upper age deadline for 
childbearing, are small. However, in other instances (approval of voluntary child-
lessness, having a child while cohabiting) substantial cross-national variation exists. 
To provide another example, Ajzen and Klobas ( 2013 ), in a study including France, 
Germany, Hungary, Italy, and Russia, show that the infl uence of the attitude to have 
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a child within the next 3 years on the intention to have a child within this same time- 
period among 25–34 year olds with a partner and a child, is about equally strong in 
all these countries. However, the infl uence of the norm to have a child within 3 years 
on this intention is clearly strongest in Germany, and weakest in France. In France, 
however, perceived behavioural control to have a child within 3 years is strongly 
related to the intention to have a child. 

 Second, the studies conducted within the REPRO project attest to the multifac-
eted nature of the types of macro-factors that infl uence fertility decision-making. 
Different studies conducted within the REPRO project emphasize the importance of 
(i) policies and other institutional arrangements, (ii) culture, and (iii) economic 
development. Chapter   2     suggests that family  policies  matter. In particular, it is the 
mix of different types of policies (fi nancial support, leave entitlements and child- 
care arrangements) that seem to infl uence fertility. This is also evidenced by a more 
recent study that examines long-term changes in fertility rates across a range of 
European countries (Luci-Greulich and Thévenon  2014 ). The same conclusion – 
that a consistent set of arrangements to facilitate the combination of parenthood and 
employment may be key to fertility – is also drawn in Chap.   3    , where cross-national 
differences in the key elements of the TPB are analysed. Chapter   6     and Merz and 
Liefbroer ( 2012 ) suggest that  cultural  differences between countries matter as well. 
Norms concerning childlessness and concerning having a child within a cohabiting 
union are more lenient, the further a country has progressed in the Second 
Demographic Transition – as measured by Sobotka’s ( 2008 ) SDT-index. At the 
same time, progression in the SDT is not related to norms concerning the upper and 
lower age deadlines for childbearing. The qualitative research presented in Chap.   5     
suggests that country-differences in the fertility decision-making process are linked to 
a combination of social infl uence processes – a cultural phenomenon – and the legacy 
of long-standing policy arrangements. A study by Testa ( 2010 ) suggests the impor-
tance of  economic  factors. The higher the GDP in a country, the weaker the inten-
tion to have a fi rst child and the stronger the intention to have a second child in the 
next 3 years is, suggesting that entry into parenthood is postponed in countries with 
a high level of economic development, but once childbearing has started, the transi-
tion to higher-order births occurs relatively fast. 

 Third, the REPRO-project used a combination of different approaches to examine 
macro-level infl uences on the fertility decision-making process. In most studies, 
e.g., in Chaps.   2     and   4    , a comparison is made between a small number of countries. 
It is formally tested whether differences between countries in the strength of the 
relationships within the micro-level model are statistically signifi cant, and these 
differences are theoretically interpreted using tacit background knowledge about 
the societies involved. Philipov et al. ( 2009 ) call this type of approach  comparative 
micro-studies . Spéder and Kapitány ( 2014 ) provide another interesting example of 
this approach; they found that respondents in Germany and France were more likely 
to realize their fertility intentions than those in Bulgaria, Hungary, and Georgia. 
They suggested that this difference is to a large extent due to the fact that cultural 
changes in Eastern European societies have not kept abreast with structural transfor-
mations, leading to a situation of social anomie in which people refrain from  making 
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long-term commitments to family life. In a sense, the qualitative study on fertility 
decision-making, reported on in Chap.   5    , could also be viewed as a comparative 
micro-study. Several other studies, e.g., Chap.   6    , Testa ( 2010 ), and Merz and 
Liefbroer ( 2012 ) use an approach that Philipov et al. ( 2009 ) termed  macro- micro 
studies . In such an approach, information from the micro- and the macro- analytical 
levels is combined in one statistical multi-level model. It is possible to decompose 
the total variation in the model into separate components at both levels and to per-
form statistical tests on whether specifi c macro-factors infl uence the micro-level 
behavioural or attitudinal outcomes. As an example, Merz and Liefbroer ( 2012 ) 
examined what factors cause cross-national variation in the approval of voluntary 
childlessness. The results showed that approval of childlessness not only depends 
on micro-level factors such as age, religiousness and level of education, but also on 
the macro-context. In particular, people in countries that are further advanced in the 
Second Demographic Transition show stronger approval of childlessness than peo-
ple in countries that are not very much advanced in the SDT as yet. The availability 
of child care in a country was not found to be related to country-level differences in 
approval of childlessness.  

7.3.2     Future Research 

 Several lessons for future research on the macro-micro links in fertility research can 
be drawn from the REPRO experience. 

 First, future studies should try to examine the combined infl uence of cultural, 
economic and policy factors on the decision-making process. The overview given 
above shows that all three types of factors were found to be relevant in empirical 
analyses based on the REPRO project, but none of these analyses tried to include all 
three types of factors at the same time. Future research should start from a careful 
discussion of the potential theoretical links between these three sets of macro- 
factors and individual-level decision-making, and add well-defi ned empirical indi-
cators of these expected macro-infl uences in the empirical analysis. Such studies 
will profi t from recent advances in macro-level databases, such as the Generations 
and Gender Programme Contextual Database (  http://www.ggp-i.org/cdb/contextual- 
database.html    ) and the Population and Policy Database (  http://www.demogr.mpg.
de/cgi-bin/databases/PPD    ), both of which include a wide-range of macro-level indi-
cators with high relevance for understanding fertility decision-making. 

 Second, the results of our studies of macro-micro links underscore and extend 
the conclusion of Sect.  7.2  on the micro-foundation of fertility decision-making: the 
theoretical framework of the Theory of Planned Behaviour offers a useful approach 
to understanding the key factors infl uencing the fertility decision-making process, 
across countries as well as in a within-country setting. However, the cross-national 
comparisons using the TPB made thus far focus on a small number of countries 
only. Future studies should try to expand on the set of countries for which indicators 
of the full TPB model are present and should also try to examine cross-national 
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 differences in the TPB in a longitudinal perspective. This will be possible once 
panel data from a number of GGS countries that include indicators of all TPB elements 
will be released. 

 Third, future research on macro-level effects on fertility decision-making should 
try to capitalize on the fact that cross-national population-based sample surveys 
allow two ways of comparing the role of macro-contexts. On the one hand, one can 
examine differences between countries. On the other hand, one can also examine 
within-country changes across subsequent cohorts, as macro-conditions also change 
over time within a country. Combining these two sources of macro-change may 
increase the variation at supra-individual levels of analysis. Alternatively, studies 
could try to capitalize on the fact that differences in fertility intentions and behav-
iours may not only exist at the national level, but also at regional levels within a 
country (e.g., Aassve et al.  2013 ). By including the regional level, the scope of 
multi- level analysis may be widened, provided that the macro-factors of interest 
vary at a regional level. Examples of variables that show a relatively strong variation 
at the regional level are the availability of childcare and the strength of normative 
control.   

7.4     Reproductive Decisions: Policy Considerations 

 The decline in fertility described in Chap.   1     gave rise to considerable policy concern 
across Europe and elsewhere. A UN enquiry carried out in 2009 (United Nations 
 2011 ) found that 27 governments in Europe evaluated the fertility trends in their 
country as “too low”, and only 13 assessed them as “satisfactory”. Thirty govern-
ments indicated that they had instituted policies related to fertility: 25 with the pur-
pose to “raise” it, and fi ve to “maintain” its level. Only nine governments preferred 
“no intervention”. Beyond governments, civil society organizations and non- 
governmental organizations 2  alike advocate support for families who want to have 
more children. Given this situation, policy makers often turn to demographers for 
advice about how to infl uence fertility. At the same time, many demographers feel 
uncomfortable about formulating such advice as they do not want to get entangled 
in normative discussions about whether, and if so how, states and other bodies 
should infl uence decisions that are often considered to be very personal. Within 
REPRO, policy advice was not a goal. Nonetheless, when invited by policy makers 
to refl ect on the policy implications of the project’s scientifi c results, a number of 
considerations emerged (Sobotka  2011 ). We summarize and extend them here. 

 As noted in Chap.   1    , much interest in low fertility among policy makers is based 
on the fertility gap, i.e., the difference between fertility intentions and actual fertility. 
This difference signals a window of opportunity for policies to help people realize their 

2   Such as COFACE, IFFD and ELFAC, participants in the EU-funded  Families And Societies  project 
which was launched in 2013. To focus the discussion better in the following text, we use “policies” 
to mean both governmental policies and CSO and NGO activities. 
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fertility intentions. The fi ndings of the REPRO project contribute to identifi cation of 
such policy opportunities by providing a better understanding of both (i) how people 
construct their reproductive decisions and (ii) how supporting policies, and obsta-
cles, affect people’s ability to realize their intentions. 

 Our behavioural model (the TPB) points to two key proximate determinants of 
childbirth and its timing, namely people’s fertility intentions and the opportunities 
that people have to realize their intentions. The TPB also suggests that intentions are 
the result of people’s considerations of the pros and cons of childbearing (their 
“attitudes”), the social pressure exerted on them by the networks in which they are 
embedded and the norms that prevail in those networks (their “subjective norms” or 
“perceived social pressure”), and their perceptions that they are capable of having 
and caring for a young child (their “perceived behavioural control”. Understanding 
how these factors jointly infl uence the formation of childbearing intentions and the 
opportunities to realize them is key to development of successful policies. 

7.4.1     The Role of Intentions 

 First, given the central role of intentions, policy attention should not be focused exclu-
sively on reproductive behaviour, but should also encompass intentions and the micro-
level relationship between intentions and their realization. For example, Chap.   4     
shows that intentions are realized to a higher degree in countries where societal life 
is more stable; this suggests that policies should seek to maintain a stable policy 
environment for reproductive decision-making over the long run. In this connection, 
recent changes in family policies triggered by the economic crisis in some countries 
might raise concern about the long-term sustainability of policies, creating an unstable 
environment which deters people from acting on their intentions to have a child. 

 Second, separate attention should be given to decisions to have a child and  not  
to have a child, rather than inferring knowledge about both types of intention by 
contrasting them as is usually done in contemporary scientifi c research. 

 Third, reproductive decisions are constructed in a macro-level context. As dis-
cussed throughout this book and summarized in the previous section, social norms 
about childbearing differ among countries. Policies and their effectiveness may differ 
accordingly, i.e., policy instruments that are effective in one setting might be less 
effective in another: while this is known for reproductive behaviour we fi nd it also 
holds for reproductive decisions.  

7.4.2     Reproductive Decision-Making as a Policy Domain 

 A fundamental requirement of policies is that they should not harm human rights. 
To this end, they should not harm individual choices, preferences and attitudes. Some 
governments and stakeholders therefore prefer to take a “no intervention” stance on 
reproductive decision-making, leaving the domain entirely to individuals. 
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 Figure   1.3     shows that this type of non-interference in reproductive decision- making 
is impossible in practice. The three pillars of family policy (child allowances, child 
care and parental leave, as discussed in Chap.   2    ) evidently infl uence perceived 
behavioural control and therefore construction of intentions. Moreover, as discussed 
in Chap.   1    , policies can also affect subjective norms and attitudes and, since the 
three antecedents to childbearing intentions are interlinked, changes in one of them 
are likely to be associated with changes in the others. Thus, a policy that increases 
the availability of institutionalized child care is likely to increase positive attitudes 
to childbearing and revise social pressures for having young children, as well as 
increase perceived control. Yet this is a feasible policy because it does not harm 
human rights: it enriches individual choices, adding a choice for those who need 
institutionalized child care without affecting the set of choices available to those 
who are not interested in it. 

 We conclude, then, that reproductive decisions are a feasible domain for policy 
action insofar as policies do not restrict the set of individual choices but lead rather 
to enlargement. Furthermore, policies enacted in domains such as family policy 
which have a macro-level link to the micro-level formation of fertility intentions are 
likely, in any case, to affect reproductive decisions. Full assessment of policy 
impact, regardless of a policy’s primary focus, therefore requires attention to the 
combined impact of the policy on fertility intentions through perceived control, 
perceived social pressure and attitudes, as well as its impact on ability to realize 
intentions once they have been formed. Thus, an increase in actual choices on the 
one hand is likely to bring with it an unavoidable change in attitudes and percep-
tions on the other.   

7.5     Conclusion 

 The recent decline in fertility and postponement of childbearing have provoked 
great interest in reproductive decision-making among demographers. There has 
been an associated boom in studies of fertility intentions, the majority of which 
have employed theories and econometric models developed for analysing actual 
fertility – even though the outcome of interest is fertility intentions. 
Operationalization of the TPB for reproductive decision making in the GGS 
(Vikat et al.  2005 ,  2007 ) turned things around, with participants in the REPRO 
project being among the fi rst to utilize an intention-specifi c theory and model-
ling approach. As the contributions summarized in this book show, the macro-
micro approach taken in the REPRO project offers a rich potential for future 
studies on fertility decision-making. 

 The REPRO project was based on the Theory of Planned Behaviour as developed 
by Ajzen ( 1988 ,  1991 ; see also Ajzen and Klobas  2013 ; Fishbein and Ajzen  2010 ). 
Alternative theoretical approaches to understanding fertility decision-making, like 
the Theory of Conjunctural Action (Morgan and Bachrach  2011 ) and Miller’s 
( 2011a ) Theory of Fertility Motivation, also have the potential to increase our 
understanding of the macro-micro linkages in fertility decision-making. Although 

7 Reproductive Decision-Making: A Milestone, and the Road Ahead

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-017-9401-5_1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-017-9401-5_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-017-9401-5_1


176

different, these theories have many commonalities, and future research should benefi t 
from an examination of their commonalities and differences. 

 Implementation of fertility theories requires their proper operationalization in 
surveys. Lessons drawn from operationalization of the TPB in the GGS, along with 
additional suggestions included in this book, will further improve measurement of 
key components of that theory. 

 Finally, it is our contention that a better understanding of the process of fertility 
decision-making will permit policy-makers and other stakeholders to refl ect on 
the – intended and unintended – consequences of policy measures on the fertility 
decisions of individuals. From our point of view, policy-based thinking about repro-
ductive decision-making should start from the assumption that policies should 
enable choice – both to have children  and  to not have children. Given that many 
individuals and couples in industrialized societies seem to end up having fewer 
children than they would have liked, such policies might be instrumental in reduc-
ing the fertility gap.     
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