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Why this talk?

• What Fertility Goals Tell Us about Fertility Trends

• Intended number of children is not always good at predicting future cohort 

completed fertility (Beaujouan and Berghammer 2019; Morgan 2001)

• Fertility goals are difficult to use in forecasting because only partly predictive 
(Westman and Ryder 1977; Morgan 2001; Ciganda and Todd 2021)

• They may still help specialists making assumptions (Long and Wetrogan 2005)

• Fertility intentions would rather reflect current behavior (Hagewen and Morgan 2005)

• Do fertility goals align well with current fertility patterns at the aggregate level?



Research question: Are fertility goals well aligned 
with current aggregate fertility patterns?

• Can we find a measure of fertility goals that reflects well the age 

pattern of fertility? 

• Given that we use birth probabilities by age and parity for projections, can we 

approximate their pattern well using fertility goal measures

• Does the quality of the approximation depend on the level of certainty (uncertain, 

very sure, trying) of the measure of fertility goals?

• If not, how do they remain informative?

• Identifying the shortcoming of the measures across ages



Data sources

Human 

Fertility 

Database

Generations 

and Gender 

Surveys

(Round 2, wave 1)

➢ Definitely not
➢ Probably not
➢ Unsure 
➢ Probably yes 
➢ Definitely yes 
➢ Currently expecting a child

• Aggregate data on fertility across countries

• Including the probability to have another child by age and parity

calculated in life tables

• Here transition to first and second birth

• Only women (not men) for this specific measure

• Up to 12 countries (depending on the question used), 2020s

• Survey Questions 

❖ Number of existing biological children

• Reconstructed variable: “Unsure Intention” – Constructed using 

information on both, short-term and long-term fertility intention.

❖ Short-term fertility intention – “Do you intend to have a/another child 
during the next three years? Please take into account only biological 
children.”



(Period) age patterns of 
fertility intentions and 

probability of childbearing 



Probability to 
have a child by 
age and parity, 
Denmark

Data sources. 

Human Fertility database



A much larger 
share of women 
intends to have a 
child in the short 
term than actually 
has a child, 
Denmark

Data sources. 

Human Fertility database, GGS II



Probability to 
have a child by 
age and parity, 
Austria

Data sources. 

Human Fertility database



A much larger 
share of women 
intends to have a 
child in the short 
term than actually 
has a child, Austria

Data sources. 

Human Fertility database





Using 
current 

information 
better?



Probability to have 
a child better 
approximated by 
definitely yes than 
all yeses short 
term, Denmark

Data sources. 

Human Fertility database, GGS II



But the range of 
the difference 
varies across 
countries (here 
Austria)

Data sources. 

Human Fertility database, GGS II





In Denmark, the 
share trying to 
conceive seems 
to estimate first 
birth probabilities 
better at lower 
ages than at 
higher ages

Data sources. 

Human Fertility database, GGS II



In Austria, the 
share trying to 
conceive 
underestimates 
birth probabilities 
at lower ages but 
overestimates it 
at higher ages

Data sources. 

Human Fertility database, GGS II





Identifying 
shortcomings of 

the measures 
across ages



In late fertility 
countries, women 
with strong short-
term intentions at 
older ages are 
more often trying 
to have a child

Data sources. 

GGS II



On the other hand, 
those who are 
trying at older ages 
are more 
“pessimistic” about 
their success

Data sources. 

GGS II



Childless women 
express more 
uncertainty at older 
reproductive ages

Data sources. 

GGS II



Conclusion/ 
discussion



Fertility goals do tell us something about 
people still wanting to have children

• At all ages, people express a strong interest for having children

• But they also are uncertain, about their future, their capacity to have children…

• We know that intentions are highly dependent on personal circumstances (Balbo et al., 2013)

• At younger ages, fertility goals and behavior are less correlated

• Fertility goals are informative at several levels

• Strong positive short term fertility intentions estimate the shape of the probability of having a 

child by age pretty well

• But large cross-country variation in the size of the gap: adjustments are necessary to use fertility goals 

in predictions

• They are the only way to understand whether people are or have been constrained over their 

life in their fertility goals

• Allow to cover the role of biological constraints in limiting family size



A set of questions on fertility goals (existing + new) that 
could optimise our understanding of future fertility

• Inform fertility projections

• Do people still value having children?

• Personal ideals (timing, family size) linked with fertility desires and reality

• Can there be a quick downturn or upturn in fertility (e.g., during crises)?

• Strong positive short-term fertility intentions and link with reproductive behaviour and 

childbearing

• Looking for new variables or methods that allow to calculate adjustment in predictability 

across countries?

• Inform policy makers

• Understand whether people are experiencing constraints, which may drive fertility 

postponement and foregone childbearing

• Uncertainty due to individual/couple and structural factors: also ask “Why are you uncertain?”

• Intended fertility timing that would allow to better understand the intersection between the 

constraints people experience and childbearing deferral.
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