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Fertility & Childbearing: Attitudes and Trends

Defining Attitudes Toward Fertility

Attitudes toward fertility and childbearing represent a complex psychological construct reflecting an
individual's evaluation, affective feelings, and behavioral intentions concerning having children or
having a specific number of children. These attitudes are not merely simple desires but are deeply
rooted systems of belief that integrate cognitive assessments (e.g., perceived costs and benefits of
parenthood), emotional reactions (e.g., anticipation of joy or stress), and normative pressures (e.g.,
societal expectations regarding family size). Understanding these attitudes is crucial for
demographers, sociologists, and policymakers, as they serve as immediate psychological
precursors to actual fertility behavior, influencing decisions about family formation, timing of births,
and ultimate family size. While fertility behavior is the observable outcome, the underlying attitudes
provide insight into the motivational forces driving these critical life choices.

The definition of fertility attitude often distinguishes between the general attitude toward
parenthood itself and the specific intention to have a child within a defined timeframe. The general
attitude is typically stable, reflecting fundamental values concerning the importance of family life
and the perceived fulfillment derived from raising children. In contrast, fertility intention is a
dynamic measure, representing the individual's subjective probability of performing the behavior
(i.e., having a child) in the near future. This distinction is vital because general positive attitudes
toward children do not automatically translate into specific plans to conceive, especially when
faced with immediate life constraints or competing goals, such as career advancement or
educational pursuits.

Furthermore, attitudes toward fertility are rarely monolithic across populations; they are intrinsically
linked to life stage, parity (the number of children already born), and relationship status. A young
couple's attitude may focus on the idealistic aspects of starting a family, whereas the attitude of
parents considering a third child might center heavily on resource allocation, potential strain on
existing family dynamics, and the economic burden. Research consistently shows that these
attitudes are continuously negotiated within the partnership, making the resulting fertility intention a
joint, often compromised, outcome rather than a summation of two independent psychological
states. The comprehensive study of these attitudes therefore requires a multidimensional approach
that accounts for individual psychology, dyadic negotiation, and macro-level socio-cultural context.

Theoretical Models of Fertility Attitudes

The study of fertility attitudes is heavily influenced by established social psychological models
designed to predict volitional behavior. The most prominent of these is the Theory of Planned
Behavior (TPB), an extension of the Theory of Reasoned Action. According to the TPB, an
individual's intention to engage in a behavior (such as having a child) is determined by three main
factors: the attitude toward the behavior, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control. The
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attitude toward the behavior encompasses the individual's positive or negative evaluation of
performing the behavior, derived from beliefs about the outcomes of having a child (e.g.,
happiness, financial strain) weighted by the perceived importance of those outcomes.

The second crucial component, subjective norms, captures the perceived social pressure to
engage or not engage in the behavior. In the context of fertility, this includes the perceived
expectations of significant others, such as a spouse, parents, close friends, or religious leaders,
regarding family size and timing. If an individual believes that their primary social network strongly
supports having children, the subjective norm component will positively influence their intention.
The third factor, perceived behavioral control (PBC), refers to the individual's belief in their ability
to perform the behavior successfully. For fertility, PBC includes perceptions of biological ability
(fecundity), financial stability, access to childcare, and the ability to balance work and family life. A
strong intention to have a child is most likely when the attitude is positive, subjective norms are
supportive, and perceived behavioral control is high.

While the TPB provides a robust framework, fertility research often incorporates supplementary
concepts to address the unique, long-term nature of childbearing decisions. These supplementary
models emphasize the role of enduring values, life course trajectories, and the concept of
opportunity costs. Decision-making regarding fertility is fundamentally different from decisions
about consumer goods because the outcomes are irreversible and extend across decades.
Therefore, models often integrate economic concepts, such as the New Home Economics
approach, which posits that fertility decisions are rational choices based on maximizing utility,
balancing the "cost" of children (time, money, forgone earnings) against the "benefits" (emotional
fulfillment, old-age security). These integrated models acknowledge that while intentions are
proximal predictors, distal factors--such as educational attainment and anticipated career path--
shape the foundational costs and benefits that feed into the initial attitude formation.

Socioeconomic and Cultural Determinants

Attitudes toward fertility are profoundly shaped by the socioeconomic environment and prevailing
cultural norms. Historically, high fertility attitudes were functional in agrarian societies where
children provided necessary labor and old-age support. However, the demographic transition,
driven by industrialization and urbanization, fundamentally altered the economic utility of children,
leading to a shift toward smaller desired family sizes. Education stands out as one of the strongest
predictors of lower desired fertility. Higher levels of education, particularly for women, often delay
marriage and childbearing, increase labor force participation, and introduce alternative sources of
self-definition and fulfillment beyond motherhood, thereby weakening the positive attitude toward
high parity.

Economic factors play a dual role. While increased income generally provides the resources
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necessary to raise children, it often raises the opportunity cost of parenthood, especially in high-
income economies. Individuals with higher earning potential often face greater financial loss by
taking time out of the labor market for childrearing, leading to a more cautious or negative attitude
toward having multiple children. Conversely, economic instability or high unemployment can also
suppress positive fertility attitudes, as prospective parents perceive a lack of resources necessary
to provide adequately for a family. Thus, the relationship between wealth and fertility attitude is
often curvilinear and highly dependent on the institutional context, such as the availability of
subsidized childcare and parental leave policies.

Cultural and religious determinants are also pivotal in shaping fertility attitudes by establishing
strong pronatalist or antinatalist norms. Religious traditions often prescribe specific family
structures and place a high value on procreation, leading adherents to report higher desired family
sizes compared to secular counterparts. Furthermore, cultural norms dictate the acceptable timing
of marriage, the ideal interval between births, and the perceived obligation to produce heirs. In
societies characterized by strong familialism, where the extended family provides substantial
support and exerts considerable influence, the individual's attitude toward fertility is often
subsumed by the collective family goal. The tension between increasing individualism in modern
societies and enduring collective familial obligations represents a core dynamic in contemporary
fertility attitude formation.

The Influence of Gender and Parity

Fertility attitudes are rarely symmetrical between partners in a relationship, leading to complex
negotiations that determine the ultimate family size. Research consistently highlights gender
differences in the perceived costs and benefits of childbearing. Women often report a greater
awareness of the physical and professional sacrifices associated with preghancy and early
childrearing, which can sometimes temper their enthusiasm for high parity. Men, while valuing
fatherhood, may emphasize the economic responsibilities and the perceived loss of leisure time.
When discrepancies in desired family size exist, the partner with the weaker desire or the greater
perceived cost often holds disproportionate influence in determining the outcome, leading to
instances of "unintended" family limitation.

The concept of parity progression illustrates how attitudes evolve based on existing family
structure. The decision to transition from zero to one child is often driven by deeply ingrained
pronatalist social norms and the desire to experience parenthood. However, the decision to
progress from one to two children, and especially from two to three or more, is increasingly
volitional and subject to careful cost-benefit analysis. Attitudes toward higher parity are strongly
influenced by the experience of raising existing children--the level of perceived difficulty, the quality
of the marital relationship after the first birth, and the financial strain incurred. If the experience of
early parenthood is overwhelmingly negative or stressful, positive attitudes toward further
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childbearing may diminish rapidly, regardless of initial idealistic desires.

The influence of existing children also affects the interpretation of social norms. For couples who
already have children, the subjective norm shifts from "Should we have children?" to "Should we
have another child?" The reference group expands to include other parents and the perceived
societal standard for the "ideal" family size (often two children in many Western contexts).
Furthermore, the sex composition of existing children can influence attitudes toward having
another child, particularly in cultures where a strong preference for a son exists. While less
pronounced in highly developed nations, the desire to achieve a balanced family of both sexes can
be a significant factor driving attitudes toward higher parity progression.

Measuring Fertility Intentions and Attitudes

Accurate measurement of fertility intentions and attitudes is critical for demographic forecasting
and policy planning, yet it presents significant methodological challenges. Researchers typically
employ quantitative survey methods, asking respondents about their desired family size (the ideal
number of children they would like to have) and their birth intentions (the probability or plan to
have a child within a specific future window, such as the next two or three years). Desired family
size is a measure of the general attitude, reflecting a long-term aspiration, while birth intentions are
the most proximal predictor of actual behavior, reflecting immediate plans constrained by current
circumstances.

A key challenge is the inherent instability and hypothetical nature of these measures. Intentions
often change due to unforeseen life events (e.g., job loss, relationship dissolution, health issues) or
shifts in personal priorities. To enhance predictive validity, researchers often employ scaled
measures derived from the TPB, assessing not just the intention itself, but also the underlying
beliefs regarding outcomes, normative pressures, and perceived control. For instance, instead of
simply asking, "Do you plan to have a child?" surveys delve into questions like, "How strongly do
you agree that having another child would enhance your marital happiness?" and "How much
control do you feel you have over the timing of your next birth?"

Qualitative approaches offer a necessary complement to quantitative data by providing rich context
regarding the motivational processes. In-depth interviews and focus groups allow researchers to
explore the narrative surrounding fertility decisions, revealing the complex trade-offs, emotional
conflicts, and negotiation processes that shape attitudes. These methods are particularly useful for
understanding the barriers encapsulated in perceived behavioral control--such as the difficulties of
finding affordable housing or navigating the institutional complexities of parental leave. Combining
quantitative precision with qualitative depth allows for a more nuanced and predictive
understanding of the attitudes that ultimately drive childbearing outcomes.
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The Attitude-Behavior Gap in Childbearing

A persistent finding in fertility research is the existence of the attitude-behavior gap, where a
substantial portion of individuals or couples who express positive intentions to have a child (or
another child) ultimately fail to realize those plans, or conversely, have unintended births. This gap
poses a significant challenge to demographic forecasting and highlights the limitations of
measuring intentions alone. Understanding the mechanisms behind this discrepancy is crucial for
both theoretical advancement and policy intervention.

The gap is primarily explained by the intervention of unforeseen constraints and facilitators that
emerge between the time the intention is measured and the time the behavior is executed. For
those failing to realize positive intentions (the most common type of gap in low-fertility settings), the
primary culprits are often biological and structural constraints. Biological constraints include
subfecundity and infertility, which become increasingly prevalent as couples delay childbearing due
to career or financial goals. Structural constraints include prolonged economic uncertainty, failure
to secure stable housing, or the lack of flexible work arrangements that would allow for balancing
professional life with family demands. These constraints effectively reduce the perceived
behavioral control component of the TPB, overriding the initial positive attitude.

Furthermore, the attitudes themselves are dynamic and subject to change over time. As life
circumstances evolve, the perceived costs and benefits of childbearing are continuously re-
evaluated. For example, a couple intending to have a second child might face unexpected career
demands or discover that the financial burden of the first child was greater than anticipated,
leading to a revision of their initial positive attitude toward progression. The attitude-behavior gap is
therefore not a failure of the initial intention, but rather a reflection of the longitudinal nature of
fertility decision-making, where intentions serve as temporary psychological anchors that must
withstand the ongoing pressures and opportunities presented by the life course.

Attitudes in Low-Fertility Contexts

In most developed and rapidly developing nations, attitudes toward fertility have shifted
dramatically, resulting in low and often sub-replacement fertility rates. This context is characterized
by the normalization of the two-child family ideal, and increasingly, the acceptance of voluntary
childlessness. The core shift in attitudes is rooted in the triumph of individualistic values over
traditional familial or collective obligations. Individuals prioritize self-fulfillment, personal autonomy,
and the pursuit of non-family goals, leading to a devaluation of high parity and a greater emphasis
on the quality of life for a smaller number of children (the "quality over quantity” hypothesis).

The prevalence of high educational attainment, particularly among women, interacts with the
structure of modern economies to reinforce these low-fertility attitudes. The high opportunity cost
associated with childbearing in competitive labor markets leads many to delay or forgo parenthood
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entirely. While surveys in many low-fertility countries still show a desired family size slightly above
the replacement level (often 2.2 to 2.5 children), actual fertility rates remain lower, reflecting the
persistent attitude-behavior gap driven by structural barriers. This discrepancy suggests a
fundamental conflict between individual attitudes toward ideal family life and the ability of society to
support those ideals through adequate social infrastructure.

The acceptance of voluntary childlessness represents another significant attitudinal shift. While
historically childlessness was often stigmatized, contemporary attitudes are increasingly neutral or
accepting. For some, the decision to remain childless is a proactive choice based on environmental
concerns, the desire for greater financial freedom, or the rejection of traditional gender roles. This
attitudinal acceptance contributes to the downward pressure on aggregate fertility rates, indicating
a society where the inherent value placed on procreation as a universal life goal has diminished
substantially.

Policy and Intervention Implications

A deep understanding of fertility attitudes and the factors that impede their realization is essential
for designing effective demographic policies aimed at addressing either high or low fertility rates. In
low-fertility contexts, policies must move beyond simple financial incentives and focus on
alleviating the structural constraints that create the attitude-behavior gap. This requires
interventions that directly target perceived behavioral control and reduce the opportunity costs of
parenthood.

Effective policy interventions, informed by fertility attitude research, typically include:

Work-Life Balance Measures: Implementing mandatory, well-compensated parental leave
schemes for both parents, promoting flexible work arrangements, and ensuring job security upon
return. These measures directly address the perceived cost of career disruption, a major deterrent
identified in attitude surveys.

Economic Support: Providing high-quality, affordable, and accessible childcare services. High
childcare costs are frequently cited as the single greatest financial barrier, negatively impacting
attitudes toward parity progression.

Gender Equity: Policies designed to equalize the burden of childcare and domestic labor between
partners. When men are encouraged and enabled to participate fully in caregiving, the perceived
costs of parenthood for women decrease, fostering more positive joint fertility attitudes.

Conversely, in contexts struggling with high unplanned fertility or rapid population growth, attitude-
based interventions focus on increasing perceived behavioral control related to family planning and
promoting the subjective norm of smaller family size. This involves comprehensive sexual
education, ensuring universal access to affordable and varied contraceptive methods, and
empowering women through education and economic independence. By understanding that fertility
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is driven by complex attitudes rooted in beliefs, norms, and control, policymakers can transition
from purely demographic targets to interventions that support individuals in achieving their desired
family size, thereby aligning individual welfare with societal demographic goals.
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