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Birth probabilities decline quickly from age 35-39, 
even in late-fertility countries

It is unclear whether this 

reflects a reduced intention to 

have children or an increased 

difficulty conceiving at older 

ages.

Figure. Probability of first birth 

among childless women, by age 

group, pooled by region



Reduced intention? Adjustment of fertility 
intentions and behaviours with age

• After a long period of postponement, a once firm intention to have a child can 

evolve into uncertainty, or be replaced by an intention not to have (more) children 
(Koert & Daniluk, 2017; Martin, 2017)

• Accumulation of barriers to having children over the life course that call 

intentions into question 

• Unconscious or conscious coping strategy adopted to reduce emotional dissonance

• Voluntary re-evaluation of fertility goals over time 

• Potentially, anticipation of difficulty conceiving

• Alignment with social attitudes regarding maximum age at childbearing

• Emotional and cognitive flexibility consistent with research indicating substantial 

ambivalence in women's expressions of fertility intentions (Bernardi et al., 2015; Bhrolcháin

& Beaujouan, 2018; Jones, 2017; Trinitapoli & Yeatman, 2017; Weitzman et al., 2017)



Increased difficulty to have a child?

• As women (and men) age, the probability of a successful childbirth declines

• ART does not compensate for this decline (e.g. Konishi et al., 2021)

• Leads to longer trying spells and repeated failed attempts to have children

• Clear time limit on childbearing

• May play on intentions and behaviour in the later stages of reproductive life

• Sense of urgency and stronger commitment (Wagner et al., 2019)

• But uncertainty surrounding success, possibly leading to playing down intentions



Understanding the reproductive sequence by 
studying conception attempts

• Trait-Desires-Intentions-Behaviour (TDIB) framework (Miller, 1994)

• The sequence links fertility desires and intentions with fertility outcomes through 
instrumental behaviours

• The act of trying to conceive, its duration, and its relationship to fertility intentions 
can be seen as the behavioural link between fertility intentions and childbirth

• And how this varies by age may be key to understanding late reproductive 
experiences – and late fertility

• Trying to conceive reflects not only a strong fertility intention, but also the commitment 
to act on it

• This commitment may be stronger at older ages

• But opposing forces – the motivation to achieve parenthood and the uncertainty 
surrounding its success – may coexist and complicate the relationship between 
stated goals and actual behaviours



Detailed research questions

• “Sense of urgency” Do more women who intend to have children at older ages try 

to do so? 

• “Biological limitations” Is there a cumulation of women with longer attempts across 

ages, i.e. have older women tried to have a child for a longer time?

• “Expression of uncertainty among those trying rises with age” Do women who try 

to have children at older ages express less certain or even negative intentions? 

• If yes, does this persist after accounting for difficulty conceiving and the length of 

time spent trying, indicating an “anticipation of potential issues conceiving”?

• Do we observe regional variation?



Data and 

method



Data sources

Generations 

and Gender 

Surveys

(Round 2, wave 1)

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

• Countries grouped in four regions, 2020s

• Northern Europe: Denmark, Norway, Finland, Estonia

• Western Europe: Austria, Germany, Netherlands, France, United Kingdom

• Central and Eastern Europe (CEE): Croatia, Czechia, Moldova

• Southern Cone region in Latin America: Buenos Aires, Uruguay

• Survey Questions 

❖Duration of the current attempt to conceive

❖Perceived difficulty conceiving

❖Number of existing biological children, age at survey

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



Method

Very simple!

• Descriptive graphs

• Attempts versus intentions to have children

• Shown for childless women, but mostly the same for 

other parity

• Logistic regression

• Among women currently trying to conceive, which are the 

determinants of negative or uncertain responses to the 

short-term fertility intentions question?

• With a focus on age



(Mis)alignment between 

fertility intentions and 

pregnancy attempts



The proportion of childless women trying to conceive is larger than the 

proportion with strong positive short-term intentions at older ages

Figure. Percentage of childless 

women with definite positive 

short-term fertility intentions / 

trying to conceive, by age 

group, pooled by region



Women with strong short-term intentions at older ages are 
more often trying to have a child – Sense of urgency?

Figure. Percentage distribution 

of whether women are trying to 

conceive among women who 

definitely want to have a child 

within three years, all parities, by 

age group, pooled by region.

Note. Only points with N>15 are 

displayed in these figures



No - the age difference appears to be driven by a cumulation 
of women trying for a long time across ages

Figure. Percentage distribution 

of trying status and duration 

among women who definitely 

want to have a child within three 

years, all parities, by age group, 

pooled by region.

Note. Only points with N>15 are 

displayed in these figures

(quantifies the length bias)



Trying but not 

clearly intending 

to have a child



Women who are trying at older ages more often declare a 
contradictory intention to have children

Figure. Percentage distribution 

of short-term fertility intentions 

among women who are trying 

to get pregnant, all parities, by 

age group, pooled by region.

Note. Only points with N>15 are 

displayed in these figures

Are they anticipating 
difficulty or is this driven 
by actual difficulty?



Older women trying to have a child 
are more likely than younger women 
to demonstrate uncertainty, also 
after control for attempt duration

Figure. Determinants of negative 

or uncertain responses to the 

short-term fertility intentions 

question, among women 

currently trying to conceive, all 

ages and parities (N = 2370)

Note. Significance levels: *** p < 

0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05

Explanatory Variables Odds Ratio CI

Age group
20-24 2.36* (1.10, 5.03)
25-29 Ref.
30-34 1.63 (0.92, 2.89)
35-39 3.25** (1.90, 5.55)
40+ 8.08*** (4.75, 13.77)

Parity
0 0.69* (0.50, 0.96)
1 Ref.
2+ 2.75*** (1.92, 3.96)

Self-perceived fertility status
Probably/Definitely Fertile Ref.
Probably Infertile 2.77*** (1.86, 4.11)
Uncertain/DK/Refusal 1.28 (0.86, 1.92)

Duration of attempt
Less than a year Ref.
1-2 years 1.90* (1.12, 3.24)
More than 2 years 5.04*** (3.33, 7.61)
Unknown 5.96*** (3.88, 9.15)

Region
Northern Europe Ref.
Western Europe 0.53*** (0.38, 0.73)
Central & Eastern Europe 1.14 (0.80, 1.62)
Southern Cone 0.42* (0.19, 0.93)



Conclusion/ 

discussion



Limitations

• ‘Trying to get pregnant’ is a complex, age- and context-sensitive process that 

requires careful conceptualisation and measurement

• Pregnancy attempts are difficult to capture with a single survey item, as 

respondents may interpret the concept differently across contexts and 

depending on their situation

• Controlling for attempt duration was essential to producing unbiased 

comparisons of reproductive behaviour by age and across countries 



Relevance of these age-specific shifts to 
childbearing?

• An unexpectedly large proportion of women are experiencing long attempts

• Such difficulties should be better acknowledged in times of fertility postponement

• There appears to be self-selection into classes of fertility intentions and into 

childbearing attempts

• Anticipation of difficulties may lead some people to never take an action to have a child

• Many women have probably stopped both trying and intending to have a child

• This is confirmed by longitudinal follow-ups (e.g. Rybińska & Morgan)

• At later ages, reproductive intentions and experiences appear to be shaped by 

physiological constraints and their anticipation

• The way these constraints are experienced and interpreted varies across countries, 

which underscores the social and cultural nature of reproduction
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Childless women express more uncertainty at older 
reproductive ages

Figure. Percentage of childless 

women with “unsure” short-term 

fertility intention by age group 

and country (organised in four 

regions).


