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Gender role attitudes and fertility intentions:
the mediating role of parental sacrifice

and the moderating role of subjective well-
being
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Abstract

Gender role attitudes have been shown to play a critical role in individuals’ fertility intentions. However, the
underlying mechanism is unclear. The present study examined whether parental sacrifice mediates the relationship
between gender role attitudes and fertility intentions, and whether subjective well-being plays a moderating role.
A sample of 446 Chinese adults aged 18 to 45 (!\/\age = 3278, SDage = 5.63, 60.93% female) completed the Gender
Role Attitude Scale, Parental Sacrifice Scale, Index of Well-Being, and Fertility Attitude Scale. Multiple regression
analyses showed that traditional gender role attitudes positively predicted fertility intentions, while egalitarian
gender role attitudes negatively predicted fertility intentions. Moreover, parental sacrifice was found to partially
mediate the relationship between gender role attitudes and fertility intentions. Additionally, subjective well-
being was identified as a moderator of the mediating effect of parental sacrifice. Specifically, for individuals with
low subjective well-being, parental sacrifice played a partially mediating role. However, for individuals with high
subjective well-being, the mediating effect of parental sacrifice was not significant, and gender role attitudes
directly influenced fertility intentions. This study adds to our understanding of the connection between gender
role attitudes and fertility intentions of adults, providing important information for policymakers and professionals
aiming to promote fertility intentions.
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including their decision to have or not have children, as
well as their desired number of children throughout their
lifetime [6, 7].

Gender roles play a critical role in determining indi-
viduals’ fertility intentions [8—10]. Gender role attitudes
refer to an individual’s perceptions and beliefs about
gender roles and expectations, which are influenced by
their experiences and exposure to social roles as a man
or woman [11]. The underlying mechanism of how gen-
der role attitudes predict fertility intentions is unclear. In
East Asian households, especially in China, parents tend
to display a careful and conscientious approach to fulfill-
ing their children’s needs, often exceeding expectations
in their sacrifices and contributions towards their chil-
dren’s upbringing [12]. This includes giving up personal
items of significance and dedicating themselves fully to
fulfilling the child’s needs [13]. Parental sacrifice, as one
of the fundamental concepts in Chinese family values,
has become a widespread phenomenon in modern soci-
ety [14]. It refers specifically to parents relinquishing
their personal needs to address the developmental needs
of their children [14]. We infer that parental sacrifice may
affect the willingness to have children in traditional cul-
tural contexts. Therefore, this study aims to investigate
the predictive effect of gender role attitudes on fertility
intentions and the mediating role of parental sacrifice.

Parental sacrifice can be viewed as a depletion of
resources, such as time, money, and energy [14]. Accord-
ing to the Conservation of Resources Theory (COR),
when an individual experiences a depletion of resources,
it triggers tension and stress reactions that may be alle-
viated by acquiring additional resources [15]. Subjec-
tive well-being typically refers to an individual’s overall
evaluation of their quality of life based on self-defined
criteria [16]. It serves as a comprehensive psychological
index for measuring an individual’s quality of life [16].
Individuals with a strong sense of subjective well-being
perceive themselves as having a higher quality of life,
experiencing more positive emotions, and fewer nega-
tive emotions [17]. They are also likely to view the loss
of resources from parenting in a positive light, which can
help decrease tension and stress. Therefore, the present
study would also test the moderating effect of subjective
well-being to provide a theoretical and practical founda-
tion for addressing societal issues such as declining birth
rates and aging populations.

Theoretical framework

Gender role attitudes and fertility intentions

In modern society, gender role attitudes encompass two
distinct orientations: The first is the traditional perspec-
tive, which emphasizes upholding a division of labor
between men and women and differentiating treatment
based on physiological differences; the second is the

Page 2 of 11

modern perspective, which emphasizes equality between
genders in education, employment, and political status
[18]. It advocates for evaluating individuals based on
their abilities and accomplishments rather than gender
[19].

Using the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) as a con-
ceptual framework, the study examined the relationship
between gender role attitudes and fertility intentions.
The Theory of Planned Behavior posits that an individ-
ual’s behavioral intentions play a vital role in predicting
actual behavior [20-23]. These intentions are influenced
by three main factors: behavioral attitudes, subjective
norms, and perceived behavioral control [20]. Back-
ground factors, such as personal and sociocultural factors
(e.g., personality, intelligence, experience, age, gender,
and cultural background), indirectly influence attitudes,
subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control by
shaping the beliefs individuals hold, which may further
impact behavioral intentions and behaviors [24]. Gen-
der role attitudes encompass individuals’ expectations
and beliefs regarding male and female reproductive roles,
which can be traditional or modern, and thus shape indi-
viduals’ positive or negative evaluations of reproductive
behavior [9, 25, 26]. Therefore, in the TPB, gender role
attitudes may serve as background factors that influence
an individual’s fertility attitudes through fertility beliefs,
and then impact fertility intentions [24].

Some empirical studies have shown that individuals
with more egalitarian gender role attitudes exhibit lower
fertility intentions [8, 10]. Since the mid-20th century,
with the development of industrialization, individu-
als’ gender role attitudes have become more and more
egalitarian [9]. This gender role equality is more evident
in the public sphere, that is, women have more widely
joined the labor market [9]. The shift implies that women
need to balance their career development in the public
sphere and household chores in the private sphere, and
the conflict between work and family may be one of the
reasons for a weak desire to have children. Research has
also indicated that an individual’s fertility intentions are
shaped not only by their personal attitudes but also by
the attitudes of their significant other [23]. The decision
to have children is commonly a collaborative one made
by both partners [27]. Therefore, the influence of men’s
gender role attitudes on fertility intentions is also crucial.
Research has found that men with egalitarian gender role
attitudes are less likely to have children [28-30]. There-
fore, the first hypothesis is proposed.

H1: Traditional gender role attitudes would positively
predict fertility intentions, while egalitarian gender role
attitudes would negatively predict fertility intentions.
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Gender role attitudes, parental sacrifice, and fertility
intentions

A cultural perspective of Role Theory provided the
conceptual framework for examining the relationship
between gender role attitudes and parental sacrifice
[31, 32]. Parental sacrifice reflects parents’ contribution
to their children’s education, referring to the process in
which parents give up their personal needs for their chil-
dren’s education [14]. Parental sacrifice has always been
regarded as a core characteristic of Chinese family values.
There is a dynamic interplay between the social and cul-
tural environment and the household environment. Cul-
ture has a critical impact on shaping the beliefs, attitudes,
and behaviors of parents towards their childrearing prac-
tices [32]. Influenced by traditional Chinese culture, such
as the saying “Wang zi cheng long, wang nii cheng feng”
which means the expectations for children to become
accomplished individuals. Parents place great emphasis
on their children’s education and are even willing to make
concessions to meet their educational needs [14].

Based on a cultural perspective of Role Theory [31, 32],
fathers with traditional gender role attitudes are expected
to earn income and discipline their children. They are
responsible for mobilizing resources for the family and
child development, as the saying goes, “If a child is not
taught, it is the father’s fault” [33, 34]. Therefore, men
with traditional gender role attitudes are more likely to
make more parental sacrifices in educating their children.
Mothers, on the other hand, perform the expressive func-
tion, participating in household management and child
care, and providing emotional support for their children
[32]. Therefore, traditional gender role attitudes may pre-
dict higher levels of parental sacrifice, while the trend
toward gender role attitude equality may predict lower
levels of parental sacrifice. The Economic Theory of Fer-
tility Decline posits that parental fertility choices are the
result of a rational trade-oft between the benefits of chil-
dren and the costs of having them [35]. When the costs
of raising a child exceed the benefits that the child brings,
the family’s fertility intentions decrease [35]. Conversely,
when the benefits of having children outweigh the costs,
the family’s fertility intentions increase [35]. Parental
sacrifice is akin to parental investment [36]. Parents who
are willing to make more sacrifices may place a higher
value on the potential psychological and social rewards of
such costs, such as the warmth of the family, the success
of their children, and their elevated social status, which
enhances their willingness to have children. This study
proposes the second hypothesis.

H2: Parental sacrifice would mediate the relationship
between gender role attitudes and fertility intentions.
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Gender role attitudes, parental sacrifice, subjective well-
being, and fertility intentions

Equality is a manifestation of human civilization’s prog-
ress, and the trend toward gender role equality is irre-
versible. Our research aims to explore how to regulate
the potential decrease in fertility intentions that may
result from this trend. Researchers have noticed the role
of subjective well-being (SWB), a comprehensive psycho-
logical indicator reflecting an individual’s quality of life
and social functioning and adaptation [37]. According
to the Broaden-and-Build Theory of Positive Emotions,
individuals’ subjective well-being reflects the experi-
ence of positive emotions, which help broaden indi-
viduals’ thought-action repertoires at the moment [38].
This broadening effect, in turn, builds lasting personal
resources, including physical, intellectual resources,
social, and psychological resources [38]. The COR theory
posits that when resources are scarce, individuals tend to
proactively seek alternative resources to cope with envi-
ronmental pressure [15]. The act of parents making sacri-
fices may result in a reduction of available resources [14],
and the presence of subjective well-being, which is asso-
ciated with valuable resources [38, 39], has the potential
to alleviate this strain [40]. Should increased subjective
well-being lessen the burden of parental sacrifices, indi-
viduals may not feel the need to counteract this strain
by opting to have fewer children. Some researchers sug-
gested that higher subjective well-being could reduce the
adverse effect of job uncertainty on fertility intentions
[4]. Factors such as social and cultural context [41], per-
sonal income [42], and self-perception [43] are related
to subjective well-being and are also relevant to fertility
and parenting. Therefore, the present study proposes the
third hypothesis.

H3: H3: Subjective well-being would moderate the effect
of parental sacrifice on fertility intentions.

In summary, we constructed a moderated mediation
model (Fig. 1) to test the mediating role of parental sacri-
fice between gender role attitudes and fertility intentions,
as well as the moderating role of subjective well-being.

Methods

Participants and procedures

This study was approved by the Research Ethics Commit-
tee of Guangxi Vocational College of Water Resources
and Electric Power. Before collecting data, we provided
participants with a written informed consent form. The
questionnaires were distributed in high, medium, and
low economic development areas of China using a strati-
fied sampling method. The participants were in three
provinces: Guangdong, Jiangxi, and Guangxi. The data
collection was conducted through a professional survey
company in China (https://www.wjx.cn/) and it took
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Fig. 1 A moderated mediation model

approximately 20 min to complete the questionnaires.
Invalid data was characterized by a subject consistently
providing identical responses to all items on the scales.
A total of 446 questionnaires were distributed, and 430
valid questionnaires were collected (96.41%). The sam-
ple consisted of 262 females (60.93%) and 168 males
(39.07%), aged 18 to 45 years old (M=32.78, SD=5.63).
149 individuals (65.3%) lived in rural areas, while 281
individuals (34.7%) lived in urban areas. Of the total sam-
ple, 145 individuals (33.7%) did not have children, 162
individuals (37.7%) had one child, 118 individuals (27.4%)
had two children, and 5 individuals (1.2%) had three or
more children.

Measures

Gender role attitudes

The Gender Role Attitude Scale developed by the Ren-
min University of China in the 2015 China General Social
Survey [19] was used to define gender role attitudes along
two dimensions: modernity and traditionality, with a
focus on the equalization of gender role attitudes. Spe-
cifically, the scale included five dimensions: family and
career (e.g., “Men should focus on their careers, while
women should focus on family), ability traits (e.g., “Men
are naturally superior to women in ability:), self-worth
(e.g., “It is better to marry well than to do well®), labor
and employment (e.g., “In times of economic downturn,
women should be laid off first), and household division
of labor (e.g., “Husbands and wives should share house-
hold chores equally’). A 5-point Likert scale (1=strongly
disagree, 5=strongly agree) was used, with higher scores
indicating more traditional gender role attitudes. The
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the scale in this study was
0.74.

Parental sacrifice

The Parental Sacrifice Scale developed by Leung et al.
was used [14], which consists of 5 dimensions and 23
items. The 5 dimensions are: seeking family resources
(e.g., “I cut down on my expenses to meet my children’s
educational needs), spending time (e.g., “During exam
periods, I try to stay at home with my children as much
as possible), adjusting schedules (e.g., “My daily rou-
tines are adjusted according to my children’s educational

> | fertility intention

needs), sacrificing lifestyle (e.g., “I give up my social life
for the sake of my children’s education!’), and concealing
anxiety (e.g., “I hide family problems from my children to
avoid affecting their studies:). The scale was scored on
a 6-point Likert scale (1=completely disagree, 6=com-
pletely agree). A higher score indicates a greater level
of parental sacrifice. In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha
coeflicient of the scale was 0.94.

Subjective well-being

The Index of Well-Being developed by Campbell et al.
was used in this study [44]. The scale consists of two
dimensions: the general affective index and life satis-
faction. The former is composed of eight items with a
weight of 1 (e.g., “What is your emotional experience of
life? 1=hopeless, 7=hopeful”), and the latter consists of
only one item with a weight of 1.1 (i.e., “How satisfied
are you with life in general?” 1=extremely dissatisfied,
7=extremely satisfied). A 7-point Likert scale was used,
with higher total scores indicating greater subjective
well-being. The retest reliability of the total scale is 0.85
in the Chinese sample [45]. The Cronbach’s alpha coef-
ficient for the scale in this study was 0.94.

Fertility intentions

The Fertility Attitude Scale developed by Arnocky et al.
was translated into Chinese and utilized to assess fertil-
ity intentions [6], employing a 5-point Likert scale (e.g.,
“My having children is important for my entire family’,
1=completely disagree, 5=completely agree). It com-
prises two distinct subscales: Pro-reproductive and Anti-
reproductive attitudes, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficient
of 0.70 and 0.75, respectively. The fertility attitude score
is calculated by subtracting the score of the anti-fertility
attitude scale from that of the pro-fertility attitude scale.
The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the scale in this
study was 0.66.

Demographic measures

Demographic information, including age, gender, house-
hold registration, and number of existing children, was
collected. These variables were treated as covariates in
the data analysis. Gender was dummy coded as 1=male,
O0=female. Household registration was dummy coded as
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1=urban, O=rural. The number of existing children was
dummy coded as 1=with 2 or more children, 0=with 0
or 1 child.

Data analysis

The data was managed and analyzed using SPSS 22.0 and
Mplus 8.3. SPSS 22.0 was primarily used for conducting
common method variance tests, descriptive statistics,
correlation analyses, and independent sample t-tests. On
the other hand, Mplus 8.3 was employed to analyze the
moderated mediation model using conditional process
analysis, which involved ordinary least squares (OLS)
regression with a bootstrapping technique [46]. The ini-
tial step of the analysis involved standardizing the data,
followed by multiplication of the z-scores of parental sac-
rifice and subjective well-being to obtain interaction term
scores. A bias-corrected percentile Bootstrap method
with 3000 replicate samples was utilized for testing, and
95% confidence intervals were estimated. Control vari-
ables included gender, household registration, and the
number of existing children.

Results

Common method variance tests

This research employed the questionnaire methodology,
potentially susceptible to common method variance. The
research questionnaire underwent assessment for com-
mon method variance using Harman’s single-factor test
before statistical analysis. Factor analysis of all tested
items revealed 9 factors with eigenvalues exceeding 1 in
the unrotated results. These factors collectively explained
65.16% of the total variance. The initial factor explained
23.01% of the total variance, falling below the critical
threshold of 40% [47]. These findings suggest that there
was no significant common method variance present in
this study.

Descriptive statistics and the correlation among the
studied variables

The findings of this study present the descriptive statis-
tics and correlation analysis results for each variable, as
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displayed in Table 1. Fertility intentions were positively
correlated with household registration (r=0.16, p<0.01),
the number of existing children (r=0.10, p<0.05), paren-
tal sacrifice (r=0.28, p<0.01), and gender role attitudes
(r=0.46, p<0.01), while being negatively correlated with
gender (r = -0.39, p<0.01). Moreover, subjective well-
being was found to have no significant correlation with
fertility intentions (r=0.08, p>0.05). As a result, gen-
der, household registration, and the number of existing
children were employed as control variables in the sub-
sequent statistical analysis due to their association with
fertility intentions. The reliability coefficients expressed
by Cronbach’s a ranged from 0.66 (fertility intentions)
to 0.94 (subjective well-being), indicating satisfactory
internal reliability for all variables. An independent
sample t-test was conducted to examine the differences
in fertility intentions based on demographic variables.
Results showed that men had significantly higher fertility
intentions than women (¢=8.77, p<0.001). Additionally,
individuals living in rural areas had significantly higher
fertility intentions than those living in urban areas (¢ =
-3.42, p<0.01). Finally, individuals who have two or more
children had significantly higher fertility intentions than
those who have no children or only one child (¢ = -1.99,
p<0.05).

Moderated mediation model test

A moderated mediation analysis was used to test whether
the mediation effect of parental sacrifice on the relation-
ship between gender role attitudes and fertility inten-
tions was influenced by subjective well-being. According
to Muller et al. [48], the test of the moderated mediation
model involves constructing three equations as follows.

Equation1:Y =80+ 8 1 X + 8 oM, + 8 13X M, + €,
Equation2: M, = B9+ 891 X + B 9oM,+ 8 53X M, + €4

Equation 3:Y = /J) 30 + ,B 31X + /3 32]\/[0 + ﬂ 33XAZ[0+
/3 34]\/[8 + /3 35A{€A10 +€ 3

Table 1 Descriptions, correlation matrix, and reliabilities for each variable (n=430)

M+SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Age 32784563 1
2. Gender 061+049 022" 1
3.HR 0354048 048" 0.22" 1
4.NEC 0.29+045 039" 0.09 020" 1
5.SWB 1.15+0.25 013" 0.05 -0.07 020" (0.94)
6.PS 4234088 0.07 -0.13" 0.06 0.04 0.06 (0.94)
7.GRA 2.03+0.79 -0.02 043" 0.14" 0.05 -0.07 023" (0.74)
8.Fl 041+061 0.06 039" 0.16" 0.10° 0.08 028" 046" (0.66)

Note Gender Role Attitudes (GRA), Parental Sacrifice (PS), Subjective Well-Being (SWB), Fertility Intentions (Fl), Household Registration (HR), and Number of Existing
Children (NEC). Gender, HR, and NEC were dummy variables. Gender: male=1, female=0; HR: urban=1, rural=0. NEC: With 2 or more children=1, With 0 or 1 child=0.

"p<0.05, "p<0.01, ""p<0.001. Cronbach'’s alphas are in the diagonal in bold
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Table 2 Tests for mediating effects with moderation

Equation 1 Equation 2 Equation 3

FI PS FI

B se t B se t B se t
GRA 036 0.05 759" 022 0.06 403" 032 0.05 677"
SWB 0.11 0.05 207" 007 0.06 127 0.10 0.05 224"
GRA * SWB -0.03 0.05 053 -0.03 0.05 061 0.01 0.05 0.23
PS 0.16 0.04 355
PS * SWB -0.10 0.04 215"
Gender 048 0.10 463" -0.07 0.11 -0.62 -047 0.10 474"
HR 0.20 0.10 206" 007 0.10 0.71 0.20 0.09 216"
NEC 0.21 0.09 239" 0.05 0.10 053 0.19 0.09 215
R? 027 0.06 031
F 2608 448" 2364

Note Gender Role Attitudes (GRA), Parental Sacrifice (PS), Subjective Well-Being (SWB), Fertility Intentions (Fl), Household Registration (HR), and Number of Existing
Children (NEC). Gender, HR, and NEC were dummy variables. Gender: male=1, female=0; HR: urban=1, rural=0. NEC: With 2 or more children=1, With 0 or 1 child=0.

p<0.05,"p<0.01,""p<0.001

Table 3 Mediating effects at different levels of subjective well-being

SWB Patha X->M Path b M->Y Indirect Effect BootSE BootLLCI BootULCI
Mean-SD 0212 0.247 0.052 0.019 0.022 0.099
Mean+SD 0.212 0.063 0.013 0.014 -0.010 0.044
DIFF 0 0.184 0.039 0.020 0.007 0.088

Note Subjective Well-Being (SWB), 95% BootstrapCl does not include zero, then the effect is significant

The moderated mediation effect holds subject to the fol-
lowing two conditions: First, in Eq. 1, 3;; is significant,
while /5,5 is not; Second, in Eqgs. 2 and 3, either 3,5 or 55
is significant, or both.5,; and f3;, are significant simulta-
neously, or 55 and f8,, are significant simultaneously. In
the present study, X represents gender role attitudes, M,
represents parental sacrifice, M, represents subjective
well-being, and Y represents fertility intentions.

Data were standardized before the analysis. Gender,
household registration, and number of existing children
were controlled. The results are shown in Table 2. Equa-
tion 1 showed that gender role attitudes positively and
significantly predicted fertility intentions (f5;;=0.36,
t=7.59, p<0.001), but the interaction term of gender role
attitudes and subjective well-being was not statistically
significant on fertility intentions (8,5 = -0.03, ¢t = -0.53,
p>0.05). In support of Hypothesis 1, the results indicated
that more traditional gender role attitudes may predict
stronger fertility intentions, while more equal gender role
attitudes may predict weaker fertility intentions. The first
condition for a moderated mediation model was met.
In Egs. 2 and 3, gender role attitudes positively and sig-
nificantly predicted parental sacrifice (8,;=0.22, t=4.03,
p<0.001), parental sacrifice positively and significantly
predicted fertility intentions (55,=0.16, £=3.55, p<0.001),
and the interaction term of parental sacrifice and subjec-
tive well-being significantly predicted fertility intentions
(B35 =-0.10, t = -2.15, p<0.05). The second condition for
a moderated mediation model was met as both f3,; and
B35 were significant simultaneously. The results indicated

a moderated mediation model between gender role atti-
tudes and fertility intentions. Parental sacrifice was a
mediator, while subjective well-being moderated the
relationship between parental sacrifice and fertility inten-
tions. Hypothesis 2 and 3 were supported.

Based on the meant1 standard deviation of subjec-
tive well-being, the mediating effect of parental sacrifice
between gender role attitudes and fertility intentions and
their 95% CI were divided into two levels. The mediat-
ing effect with moderation holds as shown in Table 3. To
further analyze the substance of the moderating effect,
a simple slope test was conducted, and a schematic dia-
gram of the moderating effect was drawn (Fig. 2). The
findings suggested that parental sacrifice had a positive
association with fertility intentions when individuals had
low levels of subjective well-being (simple slope=0.052,
95% CI [0.022, 0.099]), but the effect was not sig-
nificant when subjective well-being was high (simple
slope=0.013, 95% CI [-0.010, 0.044]). Overall, higher
levels of parental sacrifice were associated with stronger
fertility intentions. Specifically, for those with low paren-
tal sacrifice, higher levels of subjective well-being were
linked to stronger fertility intentions, implying that high
subjective well-being attenuates the impact of parental
sacrifice on fertility intentions.

Discussion

The low fertility rate is becoming a key concern in social
development. Although studies have examined the rela-
tionship between gender role attitudes and fertility
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Fig. 2 The moderating role of Subjective Well-Being in the relationship between Parental Sacrifice and Fertility Intentions

intentions, the underlying mechanism remains unclear.
Based on the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) and the
Conservation of Resources Theory (COR), this study
constructed a moderated mediation model to investigate
the predictive effect of gender role attitudes on fertility
intentions and its underlying mechanism. Parental sacri-
fice was found to play a mediating role in the relationship
between gender role attitudes and fertility intentions, and
subjective well-being moderated the predictive relation-
ship between parental sacrifice and fertility intentions.
Specifically, the equalization of gender role attitudes
was likely to reduce adults’ parental sacrifice, which may
resulted in lower fertility intentions. High subjective
well-being may enhance the fertility intentions of adults
with low parental sacrifice. This study is the first to test
the mediating role of parental sacrifice between gender
role attitudes and fertility intentions, as well as the mod-
erating role of subjective well-being. These results are
important because they provide theoretical and empirical
evidence for addressing the issue of low fertility.

The relationship between gender role attitudes and
fertility intentions

Consistent with previous studies, the present study
found that adults with more traditional gender role atti-
tudes were more likely to have children, while those with
more equal gender role attitudes were less likely to do
so [8, 10]. The results provide support for the Theory of
Planned Behavior. Adults’ perceptions and beliefs about
the roles of men and women in society, culture, and the

family as attitudes can predict their willingness to have
children.

In the traditional gender role attitudes, the deeply
rooted cultural belief of “men as breadwinners and
women as homemakers” has significant negative impacts
on women’s labor participation, which leads to women’s
economic status being controlled [49]. This generates
economic insecurity, which in turn displays higher fertil-
ity intentions [50]. On the contrary, gender equality has
gradually been accepted by modern society [9]. Women
with more equal gender role attitudes can enhance their
economic and social status through greater labor expec-
tations, and having children is no longer the sole expres-
sion of their value [19]. Men are also increasingly inclined
to recognize the work of wives and mothers and believe
that they should help with household chores [30, 51].
Therefore, egalitarian men may exhibit less willingness to
have children compared to their more traditional coun-
terparts. Determining the decision of whether to have
children, as well as the number of children to consider,
is a multifaceted process that involves the perspectives of
both partners and potentially the broader family unit [23,
52, 53].

The mediating role of parental sacrifice

This research is the first to prove the important role of
parental sacrifice in fertility intentions. The study found
that parental sacrifice partially mediated the relation-
ship between gender role attitudes and fertility inten-
tions. Studying individuals’ parental sacrifice is crucial
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for understanding fertility intentions within a traditional
cultural context.

In a traditional cultural context, parental sacrifice
is highly valued. From the perspective of cultural role
theory, traditionally, fathers tend to provide educational
resources for their children, while mothers tend to pro-
vide emotional value [33]. Individuals with modern gen-
der role attitudes advocate egalitarianism, which may not
only be limited to gender role attitudes but also extend
to child-parenting. This is manifested in the belief that
parents and children are equal and that parents should
not sacrifice themselves for the sake of their children’s
growth. Therefore, adults with more egalitarian gender
role attitudes tend to make fewer sacrifices in child-par-
enting. In support of the Economic Theory of Fertility
Decline, the time, money, and effort involved in parental
sacrifice are considered costs [35, 36]. Adults who were
less willing to sacrifice in parenting reported lower fer-
tility intentions because they viewed the costs of raising
a child as outweighing the benefits that the child brings.
Nevertheless, additional confirmation is required to
determine if this outcome can be applied to different cul-
tural contexts.

The moderating role of subjective well-being

This study found that subjective well-being could mod-
erate the effect of gender role attitudes on fertility inten-
tions through the indirect effect of parental sacrifice.
Specifically, subjective well-being could reduce the posi-
tive effect of parental sacrifice on adults’ fertility inten-
tions when they are facing low levels of parental sacrifice.
However, subjective well-being did not have an effect at
high levels of parental sacrifice. Subjective well-being was
more likely to enhance fertility intentions among individ-
uals with low parental sacrifice.

The results of the correlation analysis in this study
revealed no correlation between parental sacrifice and
subjective well-being. However, subjective well-being
was found to moderate the effect of parental sacrifice
on fertility intentions. The reason may be related to dif-
ferent forms of well-being, which are discussed in the
existing literature. One form of well-being is hedonis-
tic well-being, and subjective well-being is viewed from
a hedonic perspective [54-57]. It pertains to the notion
that well-being involves feeling satisfied with one’s overall
life assessment and experiencing more positive emotions
while encountering fewer negative emotions [58-60].
Another form of well-being is eudaimonic well-being,
where individuals strive to achieve self-actualization by
working towards realizing their potential for positive
development and advancement [56, 61]. Parental sacrifice
is the process by which a parent voluntarily gives up their
interests, comfort, and security for the sake of a higher
purpose and the well-being of their child [3, 14, 36, 62].
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According to the eudaimonic perspective, individuals
strive to achieve their goals, which is closer to the idea
of parental sacrifice. Therefore, parental sacrifice is more
likely to be associated with eudaimonic well-being than
subjective happiness, which requires further validation.

Consistent with the Broaden-and-Build Theory of Posi-
tive Emotions, one possible explanation for the moder-
ating effect of subjective well-being is that individuals
with high levels of subjective well-being exhibit greater
openness and creativity in their thinking, enabling them
to contemplate a broader array of possibilities and solu-
tions [38]. Consequently, they demonstrate enhanced
adaptability and flexibility when confronted with prob-
lems and challenges in child-rearing. For individuals who
are less willing to sacrifice in parenting, high levels of
subjective well-being could increase their fertility inten-
tions. Another possible explanation is that individuals
with high subjective well-being are more satisfied with
life, experience more positive emotions, and fewer nega-
tive emotions, which could build positive psychologi-
cal resources [38]. Consistent with COR Theory, these
resources built by subjective well-being could make up
for the loss of resources from parental sacrifice [14],
bringing total resources into balance and relieving stress
[63, 64]. Therefore, subjective well-being may cause indi-
viduals with low parental sacrifice to view parental sac-
rifice more positively and not feel the need to reduce
stress by having fewer children. These are also consistent
with research that proves individuals with high subjec-
tive well-being have more positive evaluations and atti-
tudes towards social culture [41], personal income [42],
and self-perception [43]. In other words, individuals with
subjective well-being have a positive social function and
adaptive states, which positively predict fertility inten-
tions when at a low level of parental sacrifice.

Significance and contribution

This research contributes to enhancing our understand-
ing of the relationship between gender role attitudes and
adults’ fertility intentions, providing valuable insights for
policymakers and practitioners aiming to promote fertil-
ity intentions.

Theoretically, this study integrates the analysis of
gender role attitudes, parental sacrifice, subjective
well-being, and fertility intentions within a cohesive
framework. This synthesis offers a nuanced perspective
on the factors associated with fertility intentions. The
research also emphasizes a strong link between egalitar-
ian gender role attitudes and reduced fertility intentions,
contributing to the discussion on how modern societal
values may influence fertility behaviors.

Practically, the results have potential applied value
for developing new strategies to promote fertility inten-
tions. Parental sacrifice is an important mechanism
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linking gender role attitudes and adults’ fertility inten-
tions. Therefore, practitioners may provide parents with
more resources to help them parent their children and
reduce the burden of parental sacrifice. Moreover, sub-
jective well-being plays a role in adults who report a low
level of parental sacrifice. Therefore, practitioners may
consider enhancing the subjective well-being of individu-
als to provide them with more resources to cope with the
challenges of child-rearing.

Limitations and future research

Several limitations to this study must be acknowledged.
First, although we theoretically identified gender role
attitudes as a predictor variable for fertility intentions,
we cannot infer a causal relationship between gender role
attitudes and fertility intentions with this cross-sectional
design. This can be tested in future longitudinal or exper-
imental studies. Second, the variables in this study were
assessed using self-reported data, but fortunately, we sta-
tistically tested for the small impact of common method
bias. Future research could consider multiple data
sources. Third, the sample size was small in terms of sam-
pling, and although stratification was used, only regional
stratification was considered. In the future, more strati-
fication could be designed to enhance sample represen-
tativeness and increase the generalizability of the study.
Finally, the process of making fertility decisions is com-
plex and may be influenced by the partner [23, 65]. How-
ever, this study tested the fertility intentions of only one
spouse and did not consider the influence of the partner’s
gender role attitudes on fertility intentions. In the future,
paired studies involving couples could be conducted.

Conclusion

This study constructed a moderated mediation model to
investigate the mechanisms and related factors of fertility
intentions. This is the first study to show that equal gen-
der role attitudes were negatively associated with fertility
intentions, partially mediated by parental sacrifice, and
moderated by subjective well-being. Specifically, high
levels of subjective well-being could weaken the impact
of parental sacrifice on fertility intentions, and increasing
subjective well-being could enhance fertility intentions
among individuals with low levels of parental sacrifice.
This study adds to our understanding of the connection
between gender role attitudes and fertility intentions
of adults, providing important information for policy-
makers and professionals aiming to promote fertility
intentions.
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