Chapter 11
Fertility Ideals of Women and Men Across
the Life Course

Anne-Kristin Kuhnt, Michaela Kreyenfeld, and Heike Trappe

11.1 Introduction

“Ich mdchte niemals Kinder sind fiir mich das Grofte” (I do not want children are
the most important thing to me”) was a slogan of the insurance company Swiss Life
in 2015. The slogan ridicules the volatility of people’s preferences regarding chil-
dren and family life. Having children may evolve from being a subordinate issue to
being the focal point of attention in a person’s life. In our paper, we explore the
volatility of women’s and men’s fertility ideals across time. In particular, we exam-
ine how fertility ideals evolve as people age, how patterns differ by gender, and
whether other factors—such as changes in an individual’s partnership or employ-
ment domain—Iead to changes in fertility ideals. Our study contributes to the large
body of literature that has explored different concepts of fertility desires and inten-
tions in Germany (e.g., Buhr and Kuhnt 2012; Heiland et al. 2008; Keim et al. 2009;
Kuhnt 2013; Kuhnt and Trappe 2013; Lutz et al. 2013; Marbach and Tolke 2013;
Rost 2005; Ruckdeschel 2007), for other countries (e.g., Bernardi et al. 2015;
Tacovou and Tavares 2011; Klobas and Ajzen 2015; Liefbroer 2009; Miller 2011;
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Morgan 1982; Quesnel-Vallée and Morgan 2004; Spéder and Kapitany 2015;
Thomson 1997; Thomson and Hoem 1998; Vignoli et al. 2013) or across countries
(e.g., Balbo and Mills 2011; Kapitany and Spéder 2013; Philipov et al. 2006; Puur
et al. 2008; Régnier-Loilier et al. 2011; Testa 2007; Testa and Basten 2014).

While there are a large number of studies on this issue, little research has been
done on the stability of fertility preferences. Most of the existing literature on fertil-
ity preferences has focused either on short-term fertility intentions (e.g., Billari
et al. 2009; Dommermuth et al. 2011; Goldstein et al. 2003; Gray et al. 2013;
Hayford 2009) or on the extent to which fertility intentions are realised (e.g.,
Berrington and Pattaro 2014; Schoen et al. 1999; Spéder and Kapitdny 2009, 2015;
Toulemon and Testa 2005). In our study, we investigate how the fertility ideals of
women and men in Germany of the cohorts 1971-73, 1981-83, and 1991-93
evolved over a 5-year period spanning 2008/2009-2013/2014. Thus, our study cov-
ers a longer time period than most previous research. Fertility preferences are mea-
sured using the following question: “Under ideal circumstances, how many children
would you like to have?” The aim of this question is to survey personal fertility
ideals, rather than societal family size ideals, which were, for example, surveyed in
the Eurobarometer (Testa 2007). The concept of personal fertility ideals is also dif-
ferent from the concept of fertility intentions, which is usually measured by asking
respondents about their concrete plans for having a child within a narrowly defined
time frame of, for example, 2 years (Miller 2011; Thomson 2001). It is, however,
related to the widely used concept of fertility desires, which is usually measured by
asking respondents how many children they wish to have (Thomson 2001: 5347).
Compared to fertility intentions, fertility desires or ideals are probably more stable
across time (Miller 1994, 2011). This is particularly the case given the first part of
our question: the qualifier “under ideal circumstances” prompts the respondents to
disregard the current conditions. We test whether significant changes in a person’s
life, such as the loss of a job or of a partner, affect his or her fertility ideals. We also
examine whether the birth of a child (or the lack thereof) leads a person to adjust his
or her fertility goals upwards or downwards. Here we draw upon the psychological
literature that shows that people tend to revise their long-term goals if they are
unable to accomplish them. For the sake of readability, we use the terms “fertility
ideals” and “fertility preferences” interchangeably. The paper is structured as
follows. In Sect. 11.2, we provide the theoretical background and review prior
research findings. In Sect. 11.3, we describe the data we use, which come from
the German Family Panel (pairfam) and cover respondents of the birth cohorts
1971-73, 1981-83, and 1991-93. Furthermore, we present our method and analyti-
cal strategy in this section. In Sect. 11.4, we present our descriptive results. In Sect.
11.5, we discuss our findings from the multivariate analyses, which consist of a
pooled OLS regression and fixed-effects modelling. The dependent variable is the
respondent’s ideal number of children, and the main covariates are the respondent’s
partnership status, employment status, and number of children. In Sect. 11.6, we
discuss the implications of our findings.
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11.2 Theoretical Considerations and Prior Findings

The life course has been described as a self-referential process within which an
individual acts or behaves based on his or her prior experiences and resources
(Mayer 2004). Values, convictions, and emotions are part of the internal opportunity
structure that guides individual behaviour (Huinink and Feldhaus 2009). Fertility
ideals can be seen as fundamental and quite general value orientations, or as expres-
sions of family size norms (Iacovou and Tavares 2011; Thomson 2001). However,
there is some debate among researchers about how stable such value orientations
are across the life course. According to the socialisation hypothesis, convictions and
values are formed in late childhood and adolescence, and remain relatively stable
thereafter. These values can be viewed as the concepts and scripts that guide an
individual’s future life plans (Inglehart 1977), or as mere lifestyle preferences
(Hakim 2003). Others have raised concern over the stability of preferences across
the life course. A person’s values measured at a given moment in time not only
influences action, but that action affects attitudes, values, and aspirations. The only
way researchers can separate the causal linkage between attitudes and behaviour is
by using panel data (Lesthaeghe and Moors 2002).

An important behavioural model that is often employed in the study of fertility
preferences is the model of reasoned action developed by Ajzen and Fishbein (Ajzen
1991; Fishbein and Ajzen 2010). This concept distinguishes between desires and
intentions (e.g., Biihler 2012; Miller 2011; Thomson 2001). Desires are “internal
factors”, such as motivations, attitudes, and beliefs (Miller 1994: 228). If desires
become more manifest, they materialise into intentions, which will in turn be trans-
lated into behaviour if conditions are favourable. In our study, we analyse “fertility
ideals”, which are not examined as a distinct category in the Ajzen and Fishbein
model. While it is clear that ideals are not the same as intentions, it is important to
note that although fertility ideals are related to fertility desires, ideals and desires
are not identical. Thus, previous findings on the volatility of fertility intentions and
fertility desires may not be transferable to the study of the volatility of fertility ide-
als. We assume that fertility ideals, as measured by the phrase in our survey question
“under ideal circumstances”, are more stable than intentions, because ideals do not
depend on actual living conditions (Miller 2011). Thus, a change in partnership
status or economic circumstances may lead to a change in fertility intentions, but
not necessarily in fertility ideals. However, if the adaptation argument applies, we
can assume that the individual’s achieved biographical status will affect his or her
fertility ideals, as a person’s current circumstances rarely align with his or her initial
ideal scenario. For example, a woman might increase her ideal number of children
so that it corresponds with the number of children she already has. Miller and Pasta
(1995) have suggested that the birth of a first child can trigger in the parent an
increase in his or her positive motivations for childbearing, as there is a biological
mechanism that enhances the parent’s positive responses to the baby, and thus
strengthens his or her desire to have another child. Fertility preferences may also be
adjusted upwards if an individual has an unplanned birth, or if his or her children do
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not have the desired gender. These scholars have also posited that there are mecha-
nisms that counterbalance this positive feedback loop, such as delays or negative
motivations. Fertility ideals might be adjusted downwards if, for example, a woman
who is growing older perceives that it is unlikely that her initial ideals will be ful-
filled (Gray et al. 2013).

11.2.1 Previous Findings

Relatively few studies have examined the stability of fertility ideals, desires, or
intentions. Of the studies on the evolution of fertility expectations that exist, the most
comprehensive was conducted by Hayford (2009) for women in the US. Hayford’s
analysis of 10 years of panel data collected between 1979 and 1994 showed that
women tend to have relatively stable fertility expectations across their life course.
For Europe, longitudinal studies on the stability of fertility desires or intentions have
been conducted for the United Kingdom, France, Germany, and the Netherlands
(Buhr and Kuhnt 2012; Heiland et al. 2008; Iacovou and Tavares 2011; Liefbroer
2009; Ni Bhrolchdin and Beaujouan 2011; Ni Bhrolchdin et al. 2010). However,
most of these studies covered only two survey waves, and thus did not examine the
evolution of fertility preferences across a longer period of time. These studies also
differed considerably in terms of the concepts they used to measure fertility prefer-
ences. For example, some used fertility desires, while others used fertility expecta-
tions or intentions in assessing the “ideal family size”. Despite the many conceptual
differences between these studies, the following commonalities emerge.

Demographic factors, and especially age, have been shown to influence the sta-
bility of fertility intentions across an individual’s life course. Fertility preferences
seem to decline with increasing age (Gray et al. 2013; Hayford 2009; Heiland et al.
2008; Ni Bhrolchdin et al. 2010). Buhr and Kuhnt (2012: 291) found for Germany
that over a period of 1 year, women and men in their early thirties are more likely
than women and men in their early twenties to adjust the number of children they
expect to have. Using data from the Netherlands, Liefbroer (2009: 363) showed that
among both women and men, there is a downward adjustment in fertility intentions
with increasing age. Using British panel data, Ni Bhroichain et al. (2010: 14) and
Tacovou and Tavares (2011: 119) found a similar pattern: i.e., that the expected fam-
ily size declines with increasing age. An intervening variable in this context may be
fecundity, which also declines over time. Individuals who realize that they are infe-
cund may adjust their fertility preferences in recognition of their biological con-
straints (Heiland et al. 2008; Liefbroer 2009; Régnier-Loilier 2006).

There is also longitudinal evidence that having a child leads to changes in fertil-
ity preferences. Heiland et al. (2008: 150) found that the fertility expectations of
parents increase after the birth of an additional child. Similarly, [acovou and Tavares
(2011: 119) found that having a child is associated with upward and downward revi-
sions in fertility expectations. However, their findings did not indicate that the birth
of a first child has a greater effect on expectations than a subsequent birth.
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There is also consistent evidence that changes in the partnership domain of the
life course lead to changes in fertility preferences (Buhr and Kuhnt 2012; Iacovou
and Tavares 2011; Spéder and Kapitany 2009). Buhr and Kuhnt (2012: 288) found
considerable changes in the fertility intentions of men and women whose partner-
ship situation had changed in the preceding year. Meanwhile, Hayford (2009: 777)
found that married women have more stable fertility expectations than women who
are single. Similarly, Heiland et al. (2008: 148) found that divorce or separation has
a negative effect on the stability of the number of desired children among women.
The findings of Iacovou and Tavares (2011: 119) indicate that having no partner or
being separated from a partner is associated with a downward revision of fertility
expectations across time.

Other studies have explored how changes in the employment domain of the life
course relate to changes in fertility preferences. Heiland et al. (2008: 147) reported
that unemployment has a negative, but insignificant effect on changes in the desired
number of children. Buhr and Kuhnt (2012: 290) were unable to produce any statis-
tically significant results supporting the notion that changes in labour force status
affect fertility expectations. Iacovou and Tavares (2011: 119) studied the effect of
income on fertility preferences. Their results show that while a man’s income is not
correlated with changes in the expected number of children, if a woman has a high
income she tends to adjust her expected number of children downwards.

In summary, fertility preferences seem to be quite sensitive to changes in partner-
ship status, but less sensitive to changes in economic circumstances. However, the
psychological literature tells us that people may adjust their long-term goals based
on the likelihood that they will achieve them. We therefore assume that the birth of
(further) children may lead individuals to adjust their fertility ideals upwards.

11.3 Data and Analytical Strategy

This study uses data from the first six waves (2008/09-2013/14) of the German
Family Panel (pairfam) and its supplement DemoDiff, release 6.0 (Briiderl et al.
2015). The German Family Panel (pairfam) is a panel survey that provides data on
the formation and development of intimate relationships and families in Germany
(Briiderl et al. 2015; Huinink et al. 2011). DemoDiff is a survey of residents of east-
ern Germany that is designed to complement the German Family Panel (Kreyenfeld
et al. 2012). The pairfam and DemoDiff interviews are conducted annually with
individuals from eastern and western Germany of the cohorts 1971-73, 1981-83,
and 1991-93. The total number of respondents in wave 1 was 13,891. Overall attri-
tion from wave 1 to wave 6 was about 46 %, which is within the normal range for
panel studies in Germany with this duration (Miiller and Castiglioni 2015). In our
investigation, we have omitted respondents with invalid information on our key vari-
ables of interest, and especially those who failed to provide valid information on the
ideal number of children or who said they were uncertain if they wanted children.
The final sample includes 13,645 observations and 51,653 person-years of data.
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11.3.1 Method & Analytical Strategy

The empirical analysis consists of two parts. In a first step, we provide descriptive
statistics that depict the development of fertility preferences by age and gender.
Moreover, we employ OLS-regression that examines the determinants of fertility
preferences. The dependent variable is the reported fertility ideal. In order to account
for the multiple observations of individuals in the sample, we calculate robust stan-
dard errors. Moreover, we employ fixed-effects modelling to gain a better under-
standing of the causal determinants of fertility preferences. The great advantage of
using fixed-effects modelling is that it allows us to account for individual-specific
time-constant heterogeneity (Allison 2009; Andref3 et al. 2013; Schmidt 2013;
Briider] and Ludwig 2014). The drawback is that only characteristics that vary over
time may be included in the analysis as covariates. Our main focus in the multivari-
ate analysis is on the effects on fertility preferences of the respondents’ employment
status, partnership status, subjective financial situation, and number of children. A
further control variable is the respondents’ age. In the OLS-regression, we also
include region, and migration status.

Our main variable of interest is the response to the fertility ideals measured by
the following question: Under ideal circumstances, how many children would you
like to have? The dependent variable has a mean of 2.2 and ranges from zero to
seven children.! Figure 11.1 shows that a majority of the respondents reported that
they prefer to have two children. This finding is in line with those of previous studies
on western Europe that showed that most people report that their ideal number of
children is 2 (Goldstein et al. 2003; Testa 2007). The differences between women
and men were minor: Men were more likely than women to say they prefer to have
two children (men: 60 %; women: 55 %), while women were slightly more likely
than men to say they prefer to have three or four children. Among both men and
women, just six per cent reported that they see childlessness as the ideal (see Fig.
11.1).

The independent variables in our analysis are the respondent’s age, partnership
status, employment status, number of children, and subjective assessment of the
financial situation of his or her household. Age is treated as a categorical variable
broken down by the following age groups: 14-19, 20-29, 30-39, and 40-42.
Partnership status is a dummy variable that distinguishes between being single and
being in partnership, regardless of whether the respondent is living with the partner.
We also control for the number of children, and distinguish between respondents
who are childless, have one child, have two children, or have three or more children.
Employment status is distinguished using the following categories: in education,
full-time employment, part-time employment, unemployment, and other activities.
The subjective assessment of the financial situation is an ordinal scaled variable that

'A few of the respondents in the initial data set reported an ideal number of children that was
higher than seven. Since there were only a few such observations, and because they may have
biased our analyses, we excluded them from our analytic sample.
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Men ‘Women
75% 75%
60%
55%
50% 50%
o o .

25% 0% 25% 20%

0% 0%

Fig. 11.1 Ideal number of children by gender (Source: German Family Panel (pairfam) wave 1-6,
Release 6.0, weighted estimates)

ranges from zero (not satisfied) to 10 (absolutely satisfied). While unemployment is
an objective variable used to measure economic conditions, the perception of finan-
cial satisfaction is a more subjective variable. In the OLS-regression, we also con-
trol for (largely) fixed covariates, such as region (eastern or western Germany),
migration background (born in Germany or born in a different country), and level of
education. In generating the level of education, we use the ISCED-97 classification
to distinguish between respondents with low (ISCED 0-2), medium (ISCED 3-4),
and high levels of education (ISCED 5-6). Table 11.1 reports the sample statistics.

11.4 Descriptive Results

In a first step, we analyse the mean ideal number of children by age for men and
women (see Fig. 11.2). Please note that we do not yet exploit the within variation,
and that the graphs in Fig. 11.2 merely give the mean values of fertility ideals by the
age of the respondents. We have separated the graphs by birth cohorts and gender.
Among men in their early twenties, the average ideal number of children is 2.1.
These values increase modestly to 2.2 children over the life course. On the whole,
however, the fertility ideals of men do not seem to change much with age. Likewise,
we see little variation in the ideal number of children among women. Whereas the
ideal number of children increases slightly across the life course among men, the
number decreases slightly among women. When they are in their twenties, women
have an ideal number of children that is slightly higher than that of men. This num-
ber increases to 2.3 when they are in their thirties, and then declines to 2.1 when
they are in their forties. However, the fluctuations are modest and are within the
range of the statistical error margin of 95 %. We conclude that fertility ideals at an
aggregate level of the cohorts under study are relatively stable, even though some
variation exists.

In a second step, we examine the within variation of fertility ideals. Table 11.2
reports the between and within variation for fertility preferences by gender and
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Table 11.1 Composition of the sample by person-years, column per cent

Men ‘Women
Ideal number of children (Mean & std. error) 2.17 (0.07) 2.23 (0.06)
Satisfaction with financial situation of household | 6.57 (0.02) 6.45 (0.02)
(Mean & std. error)
Age
14-19 26 % 24 %
20-29 33 % 31 %
30-39 31 % 35 %
40-42 10 % 11 %
Region
West 72 % 73 %
East 28 % 27 %
Country of birth
Born in Germany 91 % 89 %
Not born in Germany 9 % 11 %
Number of children
Childless 68 % 53 %
1 child 13 % 18 %
2 children 14 % 20 %
3 and more children 6 % 9 %
Partnership status
No Partner 41 % 29 %
Partner 59 % 71 %
Level of education
Low 40 % 37 %
Medium 39 % 42 %
High 21 % 21 %
Missing 0 % 0 %
Employment status
In education 3% 3%
Employed full-time 85 % 56 %
Employed part-time 3% 22 %
Unemployed 6 % 5 %
Other 3% 15 %
Person years 24,586 27,067
Subjects 6,628 7,017

Source: German Family Panel (pairfam) wave 1-6, Release 6.0

region. The most important finding displayed in this table is that variation between
individuals is much larger than variation within an individual. But there is still
substantial within variation, which suggests that a considerable fraction of the popu-
lation under study change their fertility ideals over survey waves. While men and
women do not seem to differ, some differences are found between eastern and west-
ern Germany. On average, fertility ideals are higher in western than in eastern
Germany, and are more stable in eastern than in western Germany.



11

Cohorts 1991-93, men

Fertility Ideals of Women and Men Across the Life Course

Cohorts 1991-93, Women

243

25 - 25-
2.0 4
1.5 4 — Mean 1.54 — Mean
...... 95%-conf e 95%-conf
...... 95%-conf e 95%-conf
1.0 v 1.0 v v v v v v y
15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22

Cohorts 1981-83, men
25 -

2.0 A

Cohorts 1981-83, Women
25 -

1.5 4 — Mean 1.5 1 — Mean
...... 95%-conf e 95%-conf
...... 95%-conf e 95%-conf
1.0 1.0
25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32

Cohorts 1971-73, men

Cohorts 1971-73, Women

25 - 2.5 4
2.0 A
1.5 — Mean 1.5 4 — Mean
...... 95%-conf e 95%-conf
...... 95%-conf - 95%-conf
1.0 1.0
35 36 37 38 39 40 41 42 35 36 37 38 39 40 41 42

Fig. 11.2 Ideal family size by age, cohort and sex, mean and 95 % confidence level. (Source:
German Family Panel (pairfam) wave 1-6, Release 6.0, weighted estimates)

11.5 Multivariate Results

Table 11.3 displays the results from the OLS models, separately for men and
women. We start by discussing our findings on partnership status and economic
conditions. With respect to partnership status, we find that men with a partner have
a significantly higher fertility ideal than men without a partner. This association
does not hold for women, however. Respondents who are (still) in education have
higher fertility preferences than those in full-time employment. This finding might
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Table 11.2 Within and between variation of fertility ideals

Mean St. Dev. Person-years
Overall Between Within

All 2.20 0.96 0.87 0.49 51,653
Gender

Men 2.16 0.93 0.85 0.50 24,586
Women 2.23 0.98 0.89 0.49 27,067
Region

West Germany 2.24 0.97 0.89 0.51 37,230
East Germany 2.08 0.90 0.82 0.45 14,423

Source: German Family Panel (pairfam) wave 1-6, Release 6.0

be a reflection of the respondents’ life course stage, rather than of their economic
situation. Unemployment does not seem to be associated with lower fertility prefer-
ences, as we do not find statistically significant differences in the preferences of
respondents depending on whether they are employed. We also find that fertility
preferences do not appear to be associated with satisfaction with the household’s
financial situation. In addition, we find that the level of education matters for fertil-
ity preferences: The respondents who are highly educated are more likely to prefer
having a large family than their less educated counterparts. This result for women is
particularly surprising, as we know from other studies that highly educated women
in Germany are more likely than other women to remain childless (see Kreyenfeld
and Konietzka in this volume).

When we look at the effect of age, we find that fertility preferences decline sig-
nificantly across the life course. On average, men’s fertility preferences at age 40-42
are by 0.36 units lower than at ages 14—19. Among women, there is even a reduction
by 0.59 units, which may be indicative of a stronger awareness of biological con-
straints. Please note that this stands in some contrast to the descriptive findings that
did not show a strong age-gradient. Thus, the control variables seem to be suppres-
sors in the relationship between age and fertility preferences. The ideal number of
children is lower among eastern than western Germans. This result is consistent
with previous descriptive findings indicating that most eastern Germans prefer to
have a smaller family (Buhr and Huinink 2010). In line with previous studies on the
fertility behaviour of foreigners and migrants in Germany, we find that ideal number
of children is higher among foreign-born than native-born respondents (Helfferich
etal. 2011; Schmid and Kohls 2011). The number of children also has a very strong
effect on preferred fertility, as men and women who already have three or more
children have a higher ideal number of children than other respondents. This finding
is not surprising. First, we can assume that respondents who are more family-ori-
ented and have a large number of children at the time of the interview will also
report that they have a high “fertility ideal”. Second, as their number of children
increases, respondents will adjust their ideal to their family situation. These two
mechanisms cannot be disentangled in the OLS-regression, but they can be
addressed in the fixed-effects models below. Taken together, the findings from the
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Table 11.3 Results from OLS regression, dependent variable: fertility ideals, beta coefficient and
standard errors, (standard errors are adjusted for clustering in id)

Men Women
Std. Std.

b err. b err.
Age
14-19 1 1
20-29 0.02 0.02 —0.06 0.02 wE
30-39 —-0.20 0.03 Rk —0.42 0.04 oAk
40-42 —-0.36 0.04 w1 (.59 0.04 ok
Region
Western Germany 1 1
Eastern Germany -0.13 0.02 k(.14 0.02 Ak
Migration status
Born in Germany 1 1
Born in other country 0.19 0.04 10,08 0.04 o
Number of children
Childless -0.17 0.03 w1 —0.25 0.03 ok
1 child 1 1
2 children 0.32 0.03 #%10.39 0.03 o
3 or more children 1.35 0.05 ok 11.33 0.05 o
Partnership status
No Partner 1 1
Partner 0.04 0.02 w1 —0.02 0.02
Level of education
Low -0.14 0.03 L —(0.11 0.03 ok
Medium 1 1
High 0.05 0.03 0.10 0.03 ok
Other/Missing 0.86 0.05 wE |
Employment status
In education 0.15 0.07 *# - 10.16 0.05 HoAk
Employed full-time 1 1
Employed part-time 0.03 0.05 0.01 0.03
Unemployed 0.01 0.07 —0.05 0.04
Other/Missing 0.07 0.07 0.02 0.03
Satisfaction with financial situation of | 0.002 0.00 0.007 0.00 *
household
Constant 224 0.07 k12,40 0.05 oAk
R squared 0.17 0.19
N (Person-years) 24,586 27,067

Source: German Family Panel (pairfam) wave 1-6, Release 6.0
Notes: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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OLS-regression reveal only weak associations between current living conditions,
partnership status, and fertility ideals.

Next, we turn to the results from the fixed-effects model (Table 11.4). Fixed-effects
modelling accounts for unobserved heterogeneity by “de-meaning” the data. Because
fixed-effects analysis only draws on the within variation of individuals, the power of
the model is lower than that of OLS-regressions. It is therefore more difficult to gener-
ate significant results with fixed-effects regressions than with OLS-modelling.
However, even if we allowed for a very generous level of significance, the coefficients
for partnership status or economic conditions do not come close to having an accept-
able level of statistical significance. From this analysis, we conclude that neither

Table 11.4 Results from fixed-effects model, dependent variable: fertility ideals, beta coefficient
and standard errors

Men Women
Std. Std.
b err. b err.

Age
14-19 1 1
20-29 0.02 0.02 —-0.01 0.02 HokE
30-39 0.01 0.02 -0.06 0.02 Hokk
40-42 —-0.02 0.03 —0.13 0.03 HkE
Number of children
Childless —0.09 0.03 #* o 1—0.09 0.04 Hokk
1 child 1 1
2 children 0.19 0.04 k10,13 0.03 HkE
3 or more children 0.41 0.07 k- 10.48 0.06 ok
Partnership status
No Partner 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02
Partner 1 1
Employment status
In education 0.00 0.05 0.00 0.04
Employed full-time —0.04 0.03 -0.02 0.02
Employed part-time —0.02 0.04 0.01 0.03
Unemployed 1 1
Other/Missing —0.02 0.04 —0.04 0.02 *
Satisfaction with financial situation of | 0.002 0.00 0.002 0.00
household
Constant 2.18 0.05 R D24 0.04 otk
R square
Within 0.01 0.01
Between 0.14 0.19
Overvall 0.11 0.15
N (Person-years) 24,586 27,067

Source: German Family Panel (pairfam) wave 1-6, Release 6.0
Notes: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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changes in partnership status nor changes in economic conditions impact fertility
preferences. What does seem to matter, however, is the number of children a respon-
dent has. Since fixed-effects models exploit the within variation, the coefficients tell
us that the respondents whose number of children changed across the panel waves
also changed their fertility preferences. As their number of children increased, the
respondents adjusted their preferences upwards. This finding is fully in line with the
argument by Miller and Pasta (1995) that the birth of a first child in particular increases
the motivation for further childbearing. This may be attributable to a justification
mechanism whereby each child born will be treated as if he or she was intended.
Another potential explanation is that the respondents became more knowledgeable
about the advantages and disadvantages of parenthood after the birth of a child, and
that those who experienced parenthood as an overwhelmingly positive event came to
associate having a larger number of children with more gains, and thus increased their
fertility ideals. Interestingly, in the fixed-effects model the negative impact of age on
fertility ideals disappears among men, and is found among women only. Among
women, age has a negative effect on fertility preferences. This suggests that as women
age they adjust their fertility ideals downwards, most likely because they become
aware that it is unlikely that they will be able to achieve their initial goals.

11.6 Conclusion

In this paper, we investigated the evolution of fertility preferences in Germany
across six waves of panel data. Preferences were measured using the following
question: “Under ideal circumstances, how many children would you like to have?”
We find that, on average, men and women prefer to have 2.2 children. The average
number of “preferred children” slightly declines with increasing age. We also find
that there is some variation in fertility ideals within individuals across time. We
examined if these individual-level variations in fertility ideals would be related to
changes in the respondent’s partnership status or economic or employment situa-
tion. In a pooled OLS-regression, we show that satisfaction with the economic situ-
ation is positively related with fertility preferences among women, while having a
partner has a positive impact on fertility ideals among men. However, the fixed-
effects model that accounts for individual time-invariant heterogeneity did not con-
firm these findings. A major result of our analysis is therefore that fertility
preferences, measured as “personal ideals,” are relatively unaffected by short-term
changes in life circumstances. These results support the findings of previous studies
that showed that economic conditions do not significantly affect fertility prefer-
ences (e.g., Heiland et al. 2008; Tacovou and Tavares 2011). However, they are at
odds with the findings of studies that found that partnership dissolution affects the
desired number of children (Gray et al. 2013). The discrepancies between these
findings may be explained by how fertility preferences are operationalised in our
study. We used “fertility ideals” as a dependent variable. In the interview, the
respondents were asked to report their desired number of children “under ideal
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circumstances.” Because the respondents were asked to disregard their current cir-
cumstances, they may not have factored in their current employment situation or
their partnership status.

While our findings indicate that partnership and economic conditions do not alter
fertility ideals, they also show that an increase in the number of children in the
respondent’s family is associated with an upward adjustment of fertility prefer-
ences. Among women, increasing age is associated with a downward adjustment.
This in turn suggests that individual-level variation in fertility ideals is largely
explained by factors that are closely linked to goal achievement, such as the number
of children already born and the woman’s age. These findings are consistent with
psychological theories of goal adjustment: i.e., that individuals will revise their fer-
tility preferences if they perceive that it is unlikely that their initial goal will be
realised, and that they will also change their preferences if they have more children
than they had initially considered ideal. In sum, fertility ideals seem to be unaf-
fected by short-term changes in the respondents’ partnership status and employment
situation, but they are sensitive to the achievement of long-term goals. In order to
gain a more comprehensive understanding of the volatility of fertility ideals, we
therefore need to have data that capture a long-term perspective. Only by using a
sufficiently long-term panel will we be able to unravel the process through which
people adjust their preferences based on their life course experiences. We were for-
tunate to have had access to 5 years of panel data. However, even this time horizon
is short, as it captures only a snap-shot of the life course of an individual. For exam-
ple, we were unable to produce any statistically significant results on the effects of
union dissolution or unemployment on fertility preferences. We were also unable to
explore whether previous disruptions in an individual’s union or employment career
affected the evolution of his or her fertility preferences. Unemployment or the lack
of a suitable partner may not have an immediate impact on fertility preferences, but
having a long history of economic hardship or complex partnerships may result in a
downward or upward adjustment of fertility ideals at later ages. A direction for
future research would be a systematic study of the long-term impact of the eco-
nomic and partnership situations of individuals on their fertility preferences based
on different concepts, such as personal ideals, desires, and intentions.
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