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Why do people not always have their 
preferred number of children? 

• Unplanned pregnancies (+)

• Social and economic barriers (-)

• e.g., economic difficulties, high-cost of raising children, incompatibility between family and career

• Difficulty conceiving (-)

• Little attention in the literature: Implicit assumption that couples can have children if they want

• Maybe, people who are childless are more often far from their fertility preferences than 

those who have one or more children

• No partnership, etc.

• But people with one child may also more often declare a gap because in most countries, the two-

child norm is still prevailing (Sobotka and Beaujouan 2014, Golovina et al. 2023).



Unrealized fertility and infertility in a context 
of delayed fertility

• Unrealized fertility is the fact of not having as many children as one would have 

expected

• Infertility is having experienced a 12-month spell without having been able to conceive

• Lifetime infertility prevalence is estimated  to 17.5% (Cox et al. 2022)

• Infertility is probably an important component of unrealized fertility

• Particularly relevant in a context of late fertility

• Increasing risk of infertility with age (Leridon 2004)

• Which may contribute to a widespread experience of infertility, and possibly then of 

unrealized fertility



Aim of this Study

RQ1: Describe the discrepancy between fertility ideals and outcomes

- Do individuals meet, exceed, or fall short of their fertility ideals by the end of their 

reproductive life?

- Does this vary according to the number of children they eventually have?

RQ2: Explore the role of infertility experiences in unrealized fertility 

- Along with other factors reflecting life course events and structural constraints that 

may influence people’s ability to realize their childbearing aspirations



Measuring whether fertility goals and 
actual fertility coincide

• Studies measuring unfulfilled fertility goals often use a longitudinal approach 
comparing early-life fertility intentions to outcomes later in life:

o Short-term perspective — 3 to 4 years (Speder & Kapitany 2009; Regnier-Loilier & Vignoli 2011)

o Long-term perspective — (Almost) the entire reproductive window (e.g. Beaujouan & Berghammer 2019)

• Challenges of measuring fertility intentions in young adulthood 

o Uncertainty at the time of measurement — Fertility preferences are flexible (Trinitapoli and Yeatman 
2018; Ni Bhrolchain and Beaujouan 2019)

o Intentions may change — as a result of actual change in preferences or the emergence of 
constraints (Rackin and Bachrach 2014)

• Assess fertility ideals and outcomes at the end (Casterline & Han 2017; Channon & Harper 2019; de 

Carvalho et al. 2016) — the approach used in this study

o Meaningful as it indicates that an important life goal has remained unfulfilled: the 
discrepancy is not due to changing preferences

o This also allows to assess the discrepancy and its factors at the individual level 



Aim of this Study

RQ1: Describe the discrepancy between fertility ideals and outcomes



RQ1 – Data Sources

• Generations and Gender Survey II (second round)

• Cross-sectional nationally representative survey conducted in 2020-23 across many countries in Europe 

(data are available for 13 countries so far)

• Sample

• 4,589 men and 6,465 women aged 42-50

• Across 10 countries

• Variables

• Outcome: Actual family size at age 42-50 (including both biological and adopted children) 

• Preference: Ideal family size at age 42-50: ‘For you personally, what would be the ideal number of 

children you would like to have or would have liked to have?’



An aggregate gap between ideal and actual 
family size relatively similar across countries

Notes. Men and women aged 42-50.

Data sources. GGS II 



Across countries, more than half of women and two third of 
men had the number of children they wanted

• Discrepancy:

• Ideal Family Size > Actual Family Size

• Between one-third and half of women

• Between one-fourth and one-third of men

• Ideal Family Size < Actual Family Size

• 2-4% of women

• 2-6% of men



Most people who did not have the number of children 
they wanted are at parity 0 and 1 in Austria

Notes. Men and women aged 42-50.

Data sources. GGS II 

Fig. Percent of Austrian 

women and men with a 

completed family size 

smaller than ideal.



In the UK and the Nordic countries, less childless 
women with unrealized fertility

Notes. Women aged 42-50.

Data sources. GGS II 

Fig. Percent of 

women with a 

completed family size 

smaller than ideal, 

women.

 Same for men



Aim of this Study

RQ2: Explore the role of infertility experiences in unrealized fertility 



RQ2 – Data sources and Methods

• Generations and Gender Survey II (second round)

• Experience with infertility: ‘Was there ever a time when you and your partner were trying to get pregnant 

but did not conceive within at least 12 months?’ 

• Union trajectories: Currently in their 1st union, separated, re-partnered, never in a union.

• Age at first union

• Educational attainment: Tertiary or below

• Sample

• 4,213 men and 5,831 women aged 42-50 across 10 countries

• Analysis

• Logistic regression models predicting unrealized fertility, stratified by parity



Men and women with unrealized fertility have 
experienced infertility more often

Notes. Men and women aged 42-50.

Data sources. GGS II 



Childless women who have experienced infertility are 
the most likely to have unrealized fertility

Notes. Men and women aged 42-50.

Data sources. GGS II 

Control variables. Country, age at first 

union, relationship history, education

Men Women

No control vars Control vars No control vars Control vars

AMEs p-value AMEs p-value AMEs p-value AMEs p-value

Parity 0 Ever experienced 

infertility

No (Ref.)

Yes 0.159 *** 0.166 *** 0.247 *** 0.260 ***

Parity 1 Ever experienced 

infertility

No (Ref.)

Yes 0.110 *** 0.116 *** 0.181 *** 0.185 ***

Parity 2+ Ever experienced 

infertility

No (Ref.)

Yes 0.026 0.025 0.105 *** 0.103 ***

- Age 35+ at first union increases proba unrealised fertility (childless women)
- Also age 31-35 at first union (men and women 2+ children)
- Also separation and 3+ unions (women each parity)
- Tertiary educ. decreases proba unrealised fertility (childless men)

Table: Average 
Marginal Effects 
(AMEs) from logistic 
regression predicting 
having a completed 
family size smaller 
than ideal versus 
larger or equal to 
ideal, by parity 



Limitations

• Retrospective reports and recall bias

• Justification bias

• Possible underreporting of infertility experiences (e.g., stigma)

• Ambiguity of the role of infertility vs other life course experience



Conclusion

• Unrealized fertility is not only found among childless women and men, but is also 
very prevalent among those who had one child only

• More than 30% of women with unrealized fertility have experienced infertility

• This forms a large contrast with those who had at least the number of children they desired

• Again, this is not only the case for childless women, but also for those with one child

• Men with unrealized fertility also declare more infertility, but to a lesser extent than women

• Infertility is a key predictor of unrealized fertility, with an increased probability of 
15% among childless men and 25% among childless women, also after controls

• As first births are being postponed, what will be the consequences of an increased 
experience of infertility on unrealized fertility, and on completed fertility? 

• To answer this question, it would be useful to know more about people’s 
reproductive experiences 
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Ideal and Actual Family Size by Infertility Experience

Notes. Men and women aged 42-50.

Data sources. GGS II 

F4.



Ideal family size Actual family size Gap

Region Country Fertile Fertile, with 

ideal family 

size of at least 

one 

Infertile Fertile Fertile, with 

ideal family size 

of at least one

Infertile Fertile Fertile, 

with 

ideal 

family 

size of 

at least 

one

Infertile

Women

Western 

Europe

Austria 2.13 2.27 2.25 1.73 1.83 1.29 0.40 0.44 0.96

UK 2.23 2.49 2.56 1.58 1.76 1.68 0.65 0.73 0.88

Northern 

Europe

Denmark 2.35 2.51 2.57 1.81 1.93 1.71 0.54 0.58 0.86

Finland 2.20 2.48 2.60 1.66 1.86 1.90 0.54 0.62 0.70

Norway 2.35 2.48 2.54 1.94 2.04 1.87 0.41 0.44 0.67

Central and 

Eastern Europe

Czechia 2.31 2.37 2.37 1.97 2.03 1.83 0.34 0.34 0.54

Estonia 2.52 2.55 2.60 2.02 2.04 1.92 0.50 0.51 0.68

Moldova 2.63 2.64 2.79 2.07 2.08 1.41 0.56 0.56 1.38

Latin 

America

Argentina 2.42 2.51 3.11 1.91 1.98 2.01 0.51 0.53 1.10

Uruguay 2.38 2.47 2.60 1.93 1.96 1.43 0.45 0.51 1.17



Ideal family size Actual family size Gap

Region Country Fertile Fertile, with 

ideal family 

size of at least 

one 

Infertile Fertile Fertile, with 

ideal family size 

of at least one

Infertile Fertile Fertile, 

with 

ideal 

family 

size of 

at least 

one

Infertile

Men

Western 

Europe

Austria 2.10 2.23 2.26 1.62 1.71 1.71 0.48 0.52 0.55

UK 2.21 2.47 2.42 1.50 1.61 2.69 0.71 0.86 -0.27

Northern 

Europe

Denmark 2.18 2.41 2.38 1.64 1.80 1.63 0.54 0.61 0.75

Finland 2.07 2.26 2.16 1.75 1.89 1.31 0.32 0.37 0.85

Norway 2.27 2.43 2.42 1.87 1.99 1.99 0.40 0.44 0.43

Central and 

Eastern Europe

Czechia 2.41 2.42 2.36 1.99 2.00 1.65 0.42 0.42 0.71

Estonia 2.62 2.64 2.56 1.72 1.72 1.64 0.90 0.92 0.92

Moldova 2.76 2.79 2.79 1.75 1.76 1.58 1.01 1.03 1.21

Latin 

America

Argentina 2.36 2.53 2.23 1.80 1.93 1.19 0.56 0.60 1.04

Uruguay 2.25 2.40 2.57 1.60 1.69 1.88 0.65 0.71 0.69



Ideal and Actual Family Size by Parity - Men

Notes. Men aged 42-50.

Data sources. GGS II 

F3. Percent of 

respondents with a 

completed family size 

smaller than ideal, 

men.


