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Parenthood 
decisions, 

Uncertainty, 
and 

Childlessness!



Role of Uncertainty in Childlessness
• Parenthood once viewed as linear and norm-driven is now largely a matter of choice.

• Reproductive goals: wantedness, desired number and timing of children → but are people really 
certain?

• Uncertainty is more than indecision → it is a lived experience shaped by time and context. 
(Challenges the rational choice model of decision-making)

• Explicit indecision: openly saying “unsure” or “undecided.”

• Implicit shifts: subtle changes in intentions (wanting → unsure → not wanting) often noticed only 
over time.

• Childlessness is high and follows diverse pathways.

• Categories of childlessness: childfree, voluntary, involuntary, biological, circumstantial (not 
mutually exclusive).

• How do women and men navigate parenthood decisions as they grow old?



Data Source and 
Sample : 

Childless women 
and men in 
Germany



Germany: Secondary Panel dataset
• Pairfam: Panel Analysis of Intimate Relationships and Family 

Dynamics (German yearly panel data (waves 1-14)).

• Sample: 298 childless men and women at age 37 and above, born in 
(1981-1983).

• Survey Question on “Childbearing Intention”:

❖ Frt26:  When you think realistically about having children: how many biological or 

adoptive children do you think you will have? 

No children . . . . . . . . . . . …. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ❐ 7 

One Child . . . . . . . . . . . ... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ❐ 1 

Two children . . . . . . . … . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ❐ 2 

Three children . . . .. . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ❐ 3 

Four or more children … . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ❐ 4

I’m not sure . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ❐ 5

I haven’t thought about that . …. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ❐ 6 

No answer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ❐ -2



Descriptive 
findings on 

Childbearing 
intentions across 

reproductive ages



A significant proportion 
of individuals are 
unsure about having a 
child in all reproductive  
age groups.

Previous Fertility intentions of Individuals who remained 
childless at age 37 and above (by age group).



While men and 
women exhibit 
broadly similar 
patterns of 
intentions, a higher 
proportion of men 
consistently report 
being unsure across 
all age groups.

Previous Fertility intentions of Individuals who remained childless at 
age 37 and above (by age group and gender).



Age 
Transition

Total 
individuals 

at start

Want a 
child at 

start
Followed

At follow-
up: Still 
want a 
child

Unsure
Don’t 

want a 
child

26 → 30 182 124 (68%) 119 93 (78%) 21 (17%) 5 (4%)

30 → 34 285 178 (62%) 166 112 (67%) 25 (15%) 29 (17%)

34 → 38 279 139 (50%) 92 59 (64%) 13 (14%) 18 (20%)

Persistence and Change in First-Birth Intentions Across 

4-Year Age Transitions

Fertility intentions show decreasing stability with 
advancing age. While most younger respondents who 
wanted a child sustained this desire, by age 38 many 
shifted towards indecision or a clear decision not to have 
children.



Age 
transition

Gender
Total at 

start
Want at start 

(prop)
Followed

Still want 
(prop)

Unsure 
(prop)

Don’t 
want 

(prop)

26→30 Women 71 59 (83%) 56 48 (86%) 6 (11%) 2 (4%)

Men 111 65 (59%) 63 45 (71%) 15 (24%) 3 (5%)

34→38 Women 105 55 (52%) 38 22 (58%) 4 (11%) 10 (26%)

Men 174 83 (48%) 53 36 (68%) 9 (17%) 8 (15%)

Gender Differences in the Persistence of Childbearing Intentions 

Across 4-Year Age Transitions

Among those who wanted a child at the start, women show greater 
decisiveness over time: they either sustain their intention or shift clearly to 
not wanting. Men, in contrast, are more likely to drift into uncertainty rather 
than reaching a firm decision.



Partnership Context and Shifts in Childbearing Intentions Across 4-Year 
Age Transitions

Among those who wanted a child at the start, individuals who begin 
single and become partnered are the most likely to sustain this intention. 
By contrast, singles, especially those who remain single, are more likely 
to shift towards uncertainty or abandon positive intentions.

Age 
transition

Start 
partner 
status

Total at 
start

Want at start 
(n, %)

Followed 
(n)

End partner 
status

Still want 
(n, %)

Unsure (n, 
%)

Don’t 
want (n, 

%)

26→30

Single 110 69 (63%) 67
Single 32 (68%) 15 (32%) 0 (0%)

Partnered 19 (95%) 1 (5%) 0 (0%)

Partnered 72 55 (76%) 52
Single 11 (79%) 3 (21%) 0 (0%)

Partnered 31 (82%) 2 (5%) 5 (13%)

34→38

Single 134 60 (45%) 39
Single 14 (47%) 8 (27%) 8 (27%)

Partnered 8 (89%) 0 (0%) 1 (11%)

Partnered 145 78 (54%) 47
Single 5 (56%) 2 (22%) 2 (22%)

Partnered 31 (76%) 3 (7%) 7 (17%)



Most people who 
remained 
eventually childless 
changed fertility 
intentions several 
times

Figure. Change in intentions to have a child across survey 

waves, individuals eventually childless; Germany

Data. pairfam, 2008-21. 

Field. Respondents childless at 

age 37-39



Conclusion/ 
discussion



Uncertainty is central, not marginal, in 
reproductive life courses.

• Being unsure or shifting orientation towards wanting a child is real and a genuine life occurrence.

• However, it mostly remains a transitory phase before taking a final decision of wanting or not wanting a 
child.

• Later-life uncertainty may reflect coping with unrealized intentions or adapting to potential 
childlessness.

• Fertility Intentions are fluid in nature and develop with age and time (Bhrolcháin and Beaujouan 2019).

• Fluidity reflects life course complexities at personal and societal levels.

• Categorizing childless people into fixed groups (voluntary, involuntary, childfree, etc.) oversimplifies 
lived realities.

• Instead, capturing how individuals feel about their state of childlessness (happy, content, sad, 
disheartened) may provide richer insights.

• These emotional responses can also shift over time (Martin 2017), highlighting the need for survey 
tools that account for this fluidity.



I. Research Question

Thank-you!

Thank-you!


