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Abstract 

     Fertility ideals remain centered on two children in most postindustrial societies, presenting a puzzle 

for demographers interested in very low fertility. This paper explores the conditions producing a gap 

between fertility ideals and intentions among young highly-educated adults in different postindustrial 

contexts. We employ in-depth interviews to analyze reasoning about fertility ideals and intentions in 

two countries with very low fertility (Japan and Spain) and two with slightly higher fertility (the U.S. 

and Sweden). We find that American and Swedish female interviewees are more likely than those in 

Japan and Spain to cite work-family conflict as a reason for their ideals-intentions gap. Our results 

also suggest that gender inequality is more important in generating low fertility intentions among 

highly-educated interviewees in Japan than Spain. Taken together, these findings suggest 

complexities in how gender inequality affects fertility intentions among the highly-educated in 

postindustrial contexts.   
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Postindustrial Fertility Ideals, Intentions, and Gender Inequality: 

A Comparative Qualitative Analysis 
 

     Low fertility has been a central concern of demographers and policymakers in Europe and East Asia 

over the past few decades, and a voluminous literature addresses the causes of postindustrial fertility 

decline and the possible reasons for cross-national variation. Although no European or East Asian 

societies now have replacement-level fertility, some countries have witnessed a decline to much 

lower birth rates than others. An ongoing puzzle is why the “two-child norm” for fertility ideals 

persists, even in countries that experienced an early decline to sub-replacement fertility (Sobotka and 

Beaujouan 2014). 

This paper aims to contribute to an understanding of this puzzle by analyzing the reasoning 

young highly-educated partnered individuals offer for their fertility ideals and intentions and for the 

ideals-intentions gap, if it exists. Fertility intentions lie in-between family size ideals and completed 

fertility, reflecting constraints that people perceive in reaching their ideals (Bachrach and Morgan 

2013; Brinton 2016; Philipov and Bernardi 2011). Analysis of individuals’ reasoning for their ideals-

intentions gap can thus shed light on the conditions they perceive as important for the translation of 

their aspirations into action.  

Existing research on fertility ideals generally compares mean ideals with completed fertility, 

measured at the aggregate level as a country’s total fertility rate or as completed cohort fertility 

(Goldstein et al. 2003; Philipov and Bernardi 2011; Sobotka and Beaujouan 2014). The underlying 

question motivating these studies is the extent to which ideal and completed fertility diverge—in 

short, why ideals are often unrealistically high. This line of research has generated debate about 

whether ideal family size is a normative construct to which most individuals subscribe, or whether 

ideals reflect actual underlying aspirations (Philipov and Bernardi 2011).  
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This paper focuses on highly-educated young adults in four strategically-chosen countries, 

two with very low fertility (Japan and Spain) and two with sub-replacement but higher fertility (the 

U.S. and Sweden). The goals of our analysis are three-fold. First, we compare the prevalence of a gap 

between interviewees’ family size ideals and intentions. By asking young partnered individuals about 

the fertility ideals they hold for themselves, this “anchors the respondent to his or her specific family 

situation” (Philipov and Bernardi 2011: 500). Second, we compare interviewees’ reasoning for 

fertility ideals vs. intentions. In doing so, we contribute to an understanding of the constraints 

individuals perceive in translating their ideals into intentions. Third, given the theorized importance 

of gender inequality in explaining variation in fertility rates across the postindustrial world 

(Anderson and Kohler 2015; Esping-Andersen and Billari 2015; Goldscheider et al. 2015; McDonald 

2000a, b; 2006), we pay attention to how country-level gender inequality may be important in 

generating a gap between women’s fertility ideals and intentions. We also compare the reasoning of 

male and female interviewees. In these ways, we bring a gender perspective to bear on the analysis of 

fertility intentions and their possible mismatch with ideals. 

Our methodological approach differs in significant ways from studies that analyze survey 

responses from large nationally-representative samples in order to compare ideal or intended family 

size with completed fertility (either at the individual or national level). In contrast, we draw on more 

than 200 structured in-depth interviews with purposively-selected samples of partnered young adults 

in four strategically-chosen countries, querying interviewees about their fertility ideals and intentions 

and eliciting their reasoning for both. A principal strength of this approach is that we hear 

interviewees’ own articulation of their reasoning. This opens a window into what they view as 

desirable, what they view as possible, and why.  Our approach is consistent with several other 

demographers’ use of in-depth interviews (Bernardi et al. 2008; Miller and Carlson 2016; Miller and 

Sassler 2012; Randall and Koppenhaver 2004; White et al. 2012). A key strength of using in-depth 

interviews in demographic research lies in the ability “to get closer to understanding ‘why’ people 
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behave in certain ways and their own representations of their rationales” (Randall and Koppenhaver 

2004: 58).  

As in all empirical studies, it is critical that research design decisions reflect underlying 

theoretical purposes. We selected independent samples of men and women in an equivalent 

demographic group in each country: highly-educated native-born individuals age 24-35 in marriages 

or stable cohabitations; all interviewees belong to the country’s majority ethnic group and reside in 

large urban areas. Consistent with other qualitative research, we do not make claims about the 

representativeness of our samples. Rather, our use of purposeful sampling is designed to generate 

equivalent groups of interviewees in each country to facilitate meaningful cross-country 

comparisons. Our focus on the highly-educated is motivated by two reasons, one theoretical and 

one empirical. McDonald’s gender equity theory suggests that highly-educated women are likely to 

face the greatest opportunity costs and the most severe difficulties balancing household and labor 

market responsibilities when gender inequality is high (McDonald 2013); this is postulated to lower 

their fertility. Our research design is consistent with McDonald’s viewpoint that “it is likely the 

gender equity theory can be tested more readily by examining the behavior across countries of 

women with higher levels of human capital” (2013: 981).1  In addition, an empirical motivation for 

focusing on the highly-educated is the prior finding that their fertility intentions are more predictive 

of actual fertility than the intentions of other groups (Toulemon and Testa 2005).  

Our research design offers several additional advantages.  First, because we sampled 

individuals who are in a stable heterosexual partnership and are in their mid-twenties to mid-thirties, 

questions concerning ideal and intended family size are highly relevant for them. In addition, in each 

society we queried equivalent numbers of men and women. Attention to men’s role in fertility 

decision-making has been underemphasized in fertility research, even though studies report that 

men’s intentions have as great an impact on couples’ subsequent childbearing as women’s (Schoen et 

al. 1999; Thomson 1997).  
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Second, we carefully designed the interview questions and in our subsequent analysis we 

strove to remain cognizant of the claims that can and cannot be made from interview data. As prior 

studies have pointed out, answers about abstract ideal family size are more likely to reflect societal 

norms than a question asking about personal ideals (Goldstein et al. 2003; Sobotka and Beaujouan 

2014). Accordingly, we asked interviewees about fertility ideals for themselves. Also, by 

simultaneously asking interviewees about their fertility ideals and intentions, we are able to analyze 

how they compare these as distinct constructs. By eliciting their underlying reasoning, we heard their 

perceptions of the conditions they felt would facilitate or hinder them in reaching their family size 

ideal.  

Some qualitative sociologists argue that while interviews can reveal “what people think about 

situations and how they feel about them” (Jerolmack and Kahn 2014: 184), ethnography may be 

better for elucidating the link between attitudes and actions/events. Other qualitative sociologists 

assert that interview questions phrased in terms of “under what conditions” an interviewee would 

do X behavior may have greater predictive validity than questions that ask an interviewee to estimate 

the likelihood of engaging in a behavior (DiMaggio 2014). We consider our research to be consistent 

with these views on what interview questions can reveal. 

     Fertility ideals and intentions 

Fertility ideals 

The study of fertility ideals has a long history in demography (Blake 1974) but demographers 

have recently shown that there is not necessarily a strong relationship between ideal family size and 

fertility behavior (Bongaarts 2001; Goldstein et al. 2003; Philipov and Bernardi 2011). Research in 

Europe (Sobotka and Beaujouan 2014) and the U.S. (Hagewen and Morgan 2005) has demonstrated 

the persistence of a two-child fertility ideal, despite sub-replacement fertility levels in all 

postindustrial countries (Morgan and Taylor 2006; Wilson 2004). Sobotka and Beaujouan find 

convergence to a two-child norm among women across a large number of countries since the late 
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1970s, driven mainly by declining proportions who say that the ideal number of children for a family 

is more than two.  

Sobotka and Beaujouan also evaluated two claims made by proponents of the “low-fertility 

trap” (Lutz et al. 2006): that ideal family size is more likely to drop below two children in countries 

that were forerunners in experiencing below-replacement fertility; and the lower a country’s fertility 

level, the more probable that ideal family size is below-replacement level. They did not find support 

for either assertion. Instead, they concluded that “There appears to be no systematic relation 

between the early spread of low fertility and recent ideal family size.” Even in countries with 

completed cohort fertility below 1.6, “ideal family size remains very close to the replacement 

threshold” (2014: 406). The reasons behind the divergence in fertility ideals and completed fertility 

levels in Europe are not entirely clear. Moreover, little comparative research has investigated 

whether this divergence exists in other low-fertility regions such as East Asia. 

Fertility intentions 

Recent demographic research has devoted considerable attention to fertility intentions, 

which have been shown to have greater predictive power than ideals. This predictive power is 

greater when the question is addressed to partnered individuals (Schoen et al. 1999; Westoff and 

Ryder 1977) and involves short-term intentions, e.g. in the subsequent three years (Liefbroer 2005; 

Miller and Pasta 1995; Philipov 2009; Quesnel-Vallée and Morgan 2003). While most research has 

focused on women’s intentions, some studies have also analyzed men’s (Puur et al. 2008; Thomson 

1997; Toulemon and Testa 2005). 

Studies comparing fertility intentions and realized fertility at the individual level are rare, 

mainly because they require longitudinal data (Harknett and Hartnett 2014; Symeonidou 2000; 

Toulemon and Testa 2005). Régnier-Lollier and Vignoli (2011) found individuals’ expressed 

certainty of intentions to be important for fertility outcomes in France and Italy. Moreover, among 

couples with positive fertility intentions, those in France were more likely to have a birth than those 
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in Italy. Based on this, the authors suggested the role of French social policies in encouraging 

fertility.  

Harknett and Hartnett (2014) compared women’s short-term (three-year) fertility intentions 

     to realized fertility using European Social Survey data for 22 countries. Among women intending to 

have a birth within a three-year period, an average of 61 percent did so. This rate was substantially 

lower in Southern European countries, supporting claims of an “inhospitable childbearing 

environment” that includes low gender equity in households (Harknett and Hartnett 2014: 271; 

Esping-Andersen et al. 2013; McDonald 2000a). The authors also found intentions to be more 

closely related to fertility outcomes for mothers than for childless women. 

Brinton (2016) posited that individuals in very low-fertility European countries place greater 

weight than those in low-fertility countries on the conditions necessary for fulfilling the intention to 

have a child in the next three years. She contrasted four very low-fertility countries (Austria, 

Germany, Hungary, and Italy) with three countries with somewhat more moderate fertility (Belgium, 

France, and Norway), using the GGS question: “How much would the decision on whether to have 

or not to have a/nother child during the next 3 years depend on the following?” This GGS question 

was followed by a list of seven conditions for which respondents indicated level of importance. 

Almost without exception, respondents in the four countries with very low fertility rates reported 

feeling greater constraints related to all seven conditions compared to respondents in the other three 

countries.  

     Explaining unmet fertility goals: the role of gender inequality 

The gap between ideals or intentions and completed fertility is often conceptualized in the 

demographic literature as the “unmet demand” for children (Bongaarts 2002; Chesnais 2000; 

Harknett and Hartnett 2014). Gender inequality has received considerable attention as an 

explanation (Esping-Andersen and Billari 2015; Goldscheider et al. 2015; McDonald 2000a, b). As 

the opportunity costs of focusing on the home have risen with women’s increased education and 
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labor market opportunities, women’s ability to simultaneously manage employment and domestic 

life has become more important. But most households have not “adjusted” to the revolution in 

women’s lives by substantially rebalancing household work between men and women; while men’s 

participation in housework and childrearing has increased in many countries, it has not matched the 

increase in women’s employment hours (Bianchi et al. 2000; Lachance-Grzela and Bouchard 2010). 

The “second shift” discussed in Arlie Hochschild’s classic work (1989) has thus been suggested by 

many social demographers as a possible reason for very low fertility. In particular, McDonald’s 

gender equity theory postulates that in very low-fertility countries, fertility aspirations are likely to 

remain unfulfilled due to a high level of gender inequality that is not adequately addressed by social 

policy or by more symmetrical gender roles at home. This draws attention to how gender relations 

may generate a gap between fertility ideals and intentions. 

Micro-level empirical research on the relationship between gender inequality and fertility in 

specific countries has focused especially on how the intended or actual transition to second birth is 

affected by individual-level factors such as husbands’ and/or wives’ gender-role ideology, husbands’ 

share of housework, wives’ labor force participation, and husbands’ and wives’ employment type 

(Adserà 2011; Brodmann et al. 2007; Cooke 2004, 2008; Klesment et al. 2014; Mencarini and 

Tanturri 2004; Mills et al. 2008; Nagase and Brinton 2017; Oláh 2003; Puur et al. 2008; Torr and 

Short 2004). Couples who experience a higher degree of gender inequality in the household are 

predicted to have a lower probability of transitioning to a second birth. Studies have found mixed 

support for this expectation, and the influence of the macro-level normative, institutional, and policy 

context of gender relations on micro-level dynamics is not always clear in these studies, despite 

McDonald’s theoretical emphasis on the macro-level context. Macro-level theoretical and empirical 

work, on the other hand, has focused on how the interplay between gender-role ideology and the 

institutions that either encourage or deter greater role-sharing between the sexes affects a country’s 
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birth rate (Brinton and Lee 2016; Esping-Andersen and Billari 2015; Esping-Andersen et al. 2013; 

Goldscheider et al. 2015; Mills 2010).  

Our empirical examination of fertility ideals and intentions in four societies—two with very 

low fertility and two with slightly more moderate fertility—aims to bring the macro-level gender 

context into the analysis of fertility ideals, intentions, and the gap between them. In particular, we 

examine whether individuals’ reasoning for fertility intentions is more reflective of issues regarding 

women’s labor force participation and work-family conflict in very low- than in more moderate-

fertility societies, as gender equity theory would suggest. We are particularly attuned to how couples’ 

own economic arrangement and women’s employment shape the reasoning men and women in each 

country offer for their fertility intentions. 

    Four country contexts: Japan, Spain, the U.S., and Sweden 

Figure 1 shows each country’s total fertility rate over the period 1960- 2012.2  Japan’s fertility 

decline began in the late 1960s and has been gradual compared to Spain’s rapid fertility decline, 

commencing a decade later. The two countries’ patterns contrast with fluctuations in the U.S. and 

Sweden that eventuated in fertility rates closer to replacement level in 2012, the year we conducted 

our interviews. 

----- Figure 1 about here ----- 

Table 1 summarizes key characteristics of each country context with respect to gender  

inequality and attitudes, work hours and economic conditions, and family policies and expenditures. 

Japan is by far the most gender-inegalitarian, ranking 101 out of the 135 countries included in the 

World Economic Forum’s report on gender inequality (World Economic Forum 2017). The other 

three countries rank successively higher (with Spain at 26, the U.S. at 22, and Sweden at 4). The 

gender wage gap among full-time employees follows a similar pattern, except that Spain exhibits an 

unusually narrow gap. (Olivetti and Petrongolo [2008] suggest that this can be attributed to a high 

degree of selectivity for women into the Spanish labor market.) An additional indicator of women’s 
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labor market position relative to men is the share of all prime-age part-time employees who are 

female. Here again, Japan has the highest proportion, followed by Spain, the U.S., and Sweden. 

----- Table 1 about here ----- 

To measure the strength of gender essentialism (the belief that men and women are suited to 

different tasks and social roles), we rely on two attitude questions from the World Values Survey:  

Disagreement with the statement that “On the whole, men make better business executives than 

women do” and with the statement that “Being a housewife is just as fulfilling as working for pay.” 

On the former question, Japan is once again an outlier, with a much lower percentage of people 

(42.7) disagreeing than in the other three countries (with more than 80 percent disagreement). 

Disagreement with the statement about women’s fulfillment as housewives is greater in the two 

European countries (Spain and Sweden) than in the U.S., and is much lower in Japan. Thus while 

Japan’s position as the most gender-essentialist regime among the four countries is consistent, 

ambivalence in the U.S. over whether women can be fulfilled as housewives suggests heterogeneity 

in Americans’ attitudes towards married women’s work. 

Thus, despite the fact that Japan and Spain have much lower fertility rates than the U.S. and 

Sweden, the former two countries differ sharply with each other in the degree of gender inequality 

and the extent of gender-essentialist attitudes. Spain has undergone rapid liberalization in gender-

role attitudes over the past two decades (Arpino et al. 2015; Esping-Andersen et al. 2013), and as our 

qualitative interview data suggest, highly-educated Spanish men’s and women’s assumption that men 

will be the sole breadwinners in the family now appears to be quite weak. 

In terms of work hours and economic conditions, Japan stands apart in that nearly 40 

percent of male employees work over 50 hours per week, a far higher percentage than in the other 

three countries. This renders work-family balance for Japanese men very difficult, consistent with 

what existing literature has shown (Nagase and Brinton 2017; Takahashi et al. 2014; Tsuya et al. 

2013). Men’s long work hours indirectly exert a strong impact on wives; studies consistently find that 
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Japanese married women do an average of 80 percent of the housework and childcare (Fuwa 2004; 

Nagase and Brinton 2017; Tsuya and Bumpass 2004). In terms of the economy, Spain is distinct 

from the other three countries in its level of economic insecurity. Spain’s unemployment rate (27.6 

percent for people age 25-34 in 2012) is five times higher than Japan’s and more than three times 

higher than in the U.S. or Sweden. 

Turning to family policies, at least one-quarter of very young children are in formal childcare 

or pre-school in all four countries, with this figure reaching nearly 50 percent in Sweden. Japan and 

Sweden offer a substantial number of weeks of paid childcare leave, but Spain offers only a short 

paid leave and the U.S. offers none. Public spending on families as a percentage of GDP is the 

highest in Sweden.  

To summarize, Japan is marked by large distinctions between the working conditions of men 

and women, a high gender wage gap, and strong beliefs about gender essentialism compared to the 

other three countries. It has a system of childcare leave with partial wage replacement, comparing 

favorably to the situation in Spain and the U.S.  Spain has high unemployment rates for both men 

and women, but gender-role beliefs are quite egalitarian and are similar to those in the U.S. The U.S. 

has low unemployment but, like Spain, poor infrastructure in terms of parental leave and public 

expenditures on families. Sweden has a high degree of gender equality and generous benefits for 

families.   

These features of the four countries constitute important elements of the context within 

which young partnered adults form their fertility intentions. Japan clearly has the greatest gender 

inequality and Sweden the least. Spain does not necessarily fit the dominant characterization of very 

low-fertility societies in the gender equity literature, as Spanish gender-role beliefs are more 

egalitarian than would be predicted (although structural conditions make work-family balance 

difficult). The U.S. is also a “mixed” case, with gender-role beliefs that are quite non-gender 



11 
 

essentialist but nevertheless prioritize mothers’ care of children, and with no paid family leave 

system. 

We turn now to our interview data to explore the correspondence between the fertility ideals 

and intentions of young highly-educated adults in each country and the underlying reasoning 

individuals offer.  

    Data and methods 

Our data consist of over 200 in-depth interviews with highly-educated, urban, heterosexual, 

native-born adults age 24-35 years in Japan, Spain, the U.S., and Sweden who are in stable 

partnerships (marriages or long-term cohabitations) with no or at most one child. We define higher 

education as having completed post-secondary education (with either a vocational or university 

degree). We chose the age range 24-35 years to capture the life-cycle stage when fertility planning 

is highly salient. Our research design represents a departure from the individual case-based 

(person-centered) methodology implicit in survey data analysis, where the effects of individual- 

and contextual-level characteristics on individual intentions and behaviors in one or a small 

number of countries  are assessed in a multiple regression framework. Instead, we ask 

interviewees in countries in each of four distinct cultural settings (Northern Europe, North 

America, Southern Europe, and East Asia) about their fertility ideals and intentions and follow 

each question with an open-ended prompt to elicit individuals’ reasoning for their answers. This 

approach generates responses that reflect interviewees’ location within the context of 

couplehood and within the larger social, cultural, economic, and policy context.  

We conducted approximately 50 structured in-depth interviews in each country in 2012, 

resulting in 207 interviews in total. Each country sample is stratified by sex (equally distributed) and 

life-course stage (individuals in a union and childless, and individuals in a union with one child). 

While we did not specify an age range for first child, nearly all are under 5 years old. We measured 
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union status based on the prevailing patterns in each country. For Spain and Sweden, we considered 

both cohabitors and married individuals to be eligible for the sample, given that stable long-term 

cohabitation is prevalent in each country and childbearing is not necessarily dependent on marriage 

(Dominguez-Folgueras and Castro-Martin 2013; Oláh and Bernhardt 2008). In our sampling of 

cohabitants, we only included those who defined their partnership as stable. The vast majority of 

these interviewees have been in their current cohabitation for at least 2 years.  

Among highly-educated young people in the U.S., serial cohabitation is common and 

cohabitation is generally viewed as a “trial stage” before deciding to marry (Sassler and Miller 2011). 

Childbearing within the context of cohabitation is quite rare among highly-educated young 

Americans (Wilcox et al. 2015).  Cohabitation has gradually increased in Japan but remains much less 

common than in most Western countries, and non-marital childbearing constitutes less than 5 

percent of all Japanese births (Hertog 2009; Rindfuss et al. 2004). For these reasons, stable 

partnership status was defined as marriage for the purposes of sampling in Japan and the U.S. In all 

four countries, male and female samples were collected separately, and none of the interviewees are 

in unions with each other. 

Interviewees were recruited through an indirect snowball sampling procedure using 

independently selected initial contacts (White et al. 2012), each of whom could refer up to two 

potential interviewees. Snowball sampling is an effective method for recruiting respondents for in-

depth interviews when the research design calls for a homogenous sample of people with similar 

characteristics, as ours does (Coast et al. 2009). It does, however, put the burden on the researcher 

to check for obvious sources of bias. Accordingly, we conducted a number of checks to assess 

whether our samples are skewed in any unexpected way.  

First, we used quantitatively coded responses to ten World Values Survey questions in the 

interview to perform cluster analysis (using both single- and median-link methods) to test for 

potential clusters in each country sample. The absence of a hierarchical structure in any of the 
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samples indicated that individuals did not cluster into distinct groups. Second, we compared mean 

fertility ideals and intentions between each country sample and a sample we constructed from 

nationally representative data for that country after controlling for as many of the relevant 

demographic characteristics as possible (age, sex, education, union status, urban residence, etc.). 

These comparisons reassured us that the fertility ideals and intentions of individuals in our data set 

are generally in line with country-level data.3 We also compared attitudes on the World Values 

Survey questions we embedded in the interview protocol to results from nationally representative 

data. Finally, we compared the economic arrangement of the couples to which our interviewees 

belong with the economic arrangement of partnered adults in the same demographic group in each 

country.  

While these comparisons of our interviewees with nationally representative samples in each 

country suggest that our data are not skewed in any identifiable way, it is nevertheless important to 

remember that the goal of qualitative demography is not to draw population-level inferences from 

relatively small samples. Rather, the strength of qualitative in-depth interviews in demography lies in 

the greater leverage they provide for understanding “perceptions, processes, constraints, dilemmas 

and uncertainties,” all of which are more difficult to grasp using survey research methods (Coast et 

al. 2009: 9). 

Interview protocol and procedures 

The interview covered five principal topics: characteristics of the interviewee’s and partner’s 

current (or most recent) job and workplace, fertility ideals and intentions, household and childcare 

division of labor (actual and anticipated), gender-role attitudes and ideology, and knowledge and 

attitudes concerning work-family policies. This paper draws mainly on three sets of questions: 1) 

“How many children in total would you ideally like to have? Why?” (fertility ideals and reasoning); 2) 

“How many do you think you will actually have? Why?” (fertility intentions and reasoning); and 3) 

“If there is a discrepancy between your ideal number and what you think will happen, could you 



14 
 

explain the reason?” (perceived conditions or obstacles). By simultaneously asking about individuals’ 

ideal and intended number of children and their reasoning for both, we are able to capture their 

thinking about these dimensions of fertility plans at one point in time. Because all interviewees are 

currently in heterosexual unions and are either married or in a cohabitation they define as stable and 

long-term, intentions are expressed in the context of the couple. Interviewees’ age range and, in the 

case of those with one child, the age range of the child (between less than one year to five years old) 

also means that their fertility intentions are for the near-term. An additional question in the 

interview asked about the interviewee’s goals in general over the next three years, followed by a 

question asking about any obstacles or conditions he or she perceived in reaching those goals. These 

questions naturally elicited interviewees’ further reflections on fertility plans. 

The interview protocol was written in English and translated into Japanese, Spanish, and 

Swedish by a native speaker of each respective language. We back-translated question wordings to 

check for accuracy. We also inserted the same interviewer prompts in each country’s interview 

protocol. After conducting pilot interviews in each country, we finalized the interview protocol 

through extensive discussions among the research team members.  

Face-to-face interviews were conducted by a small number of native speakers in each 

country whom we trained as interviewers for the project. All were highly-educated and in a similar 

age range as the interviewees. Interviews were carried out in individuals’ homes or workplaces or in 

public spaces such as cafés or restaurants, with no other family or household members present. 

Interviews typically lasted 40 minutes to 1.5 hours. All interviews were voice-recorded with the 

consent of the interviewee and were later transcribed by a native speaker. Interviewees also filled out 

a socio-demographic background sheet and current personal and household income information. 

Coding and analysis 

We constructed structural codes to demarcate sections of the interview. After coding the 

numeric answers for fertility ideals and intentions, we inductively coded the reasons interviewees 
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offered for their ideals, intentions, and the ideals-intentions gap (if any). Coding was done using the 

qualitative software packages Dedoose and Nvivo. We also wrote detailed memos during the coding 

process. The richness of our data with regard to many aspects of individuals’ circumstances such as 

their employment situation, their views on the “best” work-family arrangement for raising small 

children, their current and desired household division of labor and childcare, and their expectations 

of their partner allowed us to situate individuals’ fertility reasoning within the couple context.  

     Findings 

Fertility ideals and intentions 

While the central focus of our paper is on the reasoning individuals offer, we first look 

briefly at the magnitude of ideals and intentions and the prevalence of an ideals-intentions gap 

among interviewees in each country.  

Fertility ideals in all of the country samples center on two children, consistent with the “two-

child norm” reported by Sobotka and Beaujouan (2014). To examine intentions we grouped 

interviewees into: 1) those who reported wanting less than two children (‘0 or 1’, ‘1’, or ‘1 or 2’; no 

interviewees indicated they definitely intended to have no children); and 2) those whose intention is 

two or more children. While we emphasize caution in interpretation due to the small sample sizes of 

an in-depth interview study such as this, we also take the opportunity to explore differences in 

intentions by sex and parity of interviewees. While some studies have analyzed fertility intentions 

across different life course stages and parities, few have compared men’s and women’s intentions. 

An exception is Liefbroer (2009). Using panel data from the Netherlands, Liefbroer found that 

men’s fertility intentions are slightly lower than women’s, a difference that disappeared once he 

restricted the comparison to married individuals. He also found fertility intentions to be significantly 

higher for individuals age 30 and 35 with one child rather than no children, controlling for age, sex, 

marital status, education, and working hours. Consistent with this, Harknett and Hartnett (2014) 
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found that controlling for women’s age, those with children were more likely than those without 

children to state the definite intention to have a child in the next three years.   

Figure 2 shows the pattern of fertility intentions for each of our country samples and, within 

each sample, the patterns by sex and parity. Given Japan’s and Spain’s very low total fertility rates, 

we could expect more interviewees in these countries than in the U.S. and Sweden to have fertility 

intentions below two children. This is true for the Japanese sample but not for the Spanish (Panel 

A). Panel B shows the pattern by interviewee sex. In all four country samples, more men than 

women express the intention to have less than two children. Finally, Panel C shows the pattern by 

parity of the interviewee. Here too we see a consistent pattern across the countries: interviewees 

with one child are less likely to express the intention to stop at one child. This mirrors Liefbroer’s 

(2009) and Harknett and Hartnett’s (2014) findings. 

----- Figure 2 about here ----- 

Figure 3 shows the proportion of male and female interviewees in each country with a 

fertility ideals-intentions gap. We define a gap as a higher ideal than intended number of children, 

suggesting unmet fertility goals.4 We would expect the number of interviewees with an ideals-

intentions gap to be larger in the two very low-fertility countries than in the U.S. and Sweden. Our 

interviewees’ reports only partially support this expectation. More than half of Japanese and Spanish 

interviewees express a gap, but this is also the case in the U.S. There is less evidence of an unmet 

fertility demand among Swedish interviewees.  

----- Figure 3 about here ----- 

Exploration of gender patterns in interviewees’ ideals-intentions gap shows that more 

women than men in the Spanish, American, and Swedish samples express a gap, but not so in Japan.  

Japanese male interviewees stand out (Figure 2, Panel B) as being the most likely among all the 

groups to have sub-replacement fertility intentions. Japanese female interviewees have particularly 

low ideals compared to those in the other three countries (not shown here), and this combination of 
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low ideals and intentions translates into fewer of them expressing a gap. Spanish interviewees tend 

to have both higher ideals and higher intentions than the Japanese. Comparison of nationally 

representative data on fertility intentions in the two countries is consistent with our sample data (for 

Japan, see National Survey on Family and Economic Conditions; for Spain, Fertility and Values 

Survey). Reflecting this, it was common for Spanish interviewees to say “two will be okay” in 

response to the fertility intentions question, indicating that they would be happy enough with two 

children even if they preferred three. A much more common expression among Japanese 

interviewees was “I think we will manage to have two,” implying that two children was their upper 

limit. In fact, 15 Spanish interviewees expressed an intention to have more than 2 children (2-3, 3, or 

3+); this was true only for four Japanese interviewees. 

To summarize, our exploration of interviewees’ fertility ideals, intentions, and the ideals-

intentions gap is consistent with much of the survey-based literature but also yields some surprises. 

As in quantitative research, interviewees’ fertility ideals in all four countries center on two children. 

Fewer interviewees overall in the U.S. and Sweden have an ideals-intentions gap. But we did not 

expect to find that American and Swedish female interviewees would be as likely to voice an ideals-

intentions gap as female interviewees in the two very low-fertility societies, Japan and Spain (Figure 

3). On the face of it, this seems inconsistent with gender equity theory, unless American and 

Swedish women have unusually high fertility ideals (which is not the case in our samples). Female 

interviewees in Japan, the most gender-unequal society in our research, are the least likely among 

women in the four countries to express an ideals-intentions gap, partly due to the fact that they hold 

particularly low ideals to begin with.   

We turn now to the paper’s central focus: comparing how interviewees in the four countries 

explain the reasoning behind their ideals, intentions, and the gap. We first briefly examine the 

similarities and differences in patterns of reasoning we discern across the four settings. We then 

consider whether discussions of work-family conflict and gender inequality are more evident in 
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interviewees’ reasoning in the very low-fertility societies, which we would expect based on gender 

equity theory.  

Reasoning for ideals and intentions: country similarities and differences 

We find broad consistency in interviewees’ explanations of their fertility ideals, both across 

country samples and across male and female interviewees. The most common reason interviewees 

gave for their ideals was the desire to replicate their own or their partner’s natal family experience. 

However, among interviewees who were only children, the desire to have two children often 

surfaced. This was accompanied by their descriptions of the two-child ideal as “normal” or 

“standard,” corresponding to many demographers’ interpretation of the two-child ideal as a social 

norm. Another frequently mentioned reason for wanting more than one child was the belief that an 

only child would be lonely. A third type of reasoning for ideal family size was the preference for a 

certain gender combination. In most cases this reflected the desire to have a boy and a girl, in line 

with findings from quantitative research (see e.g. Andersson et al. 2006). 

There were also many common themes in the reasoning expressed by interviewees across 

the four countries when they discussed situations and constraints underlying their fertility intentions.  

Financial considerations were dominant in every country, despite the fact that all of our interviewees 

are highly-educated and the large majority have middle- or upper-middle class incomes for their age 

group (except in Spain, where close to forty per cent of our interviewees are either unemployed or 

have an unemployed partner). Interviewees’ concern with the cost of raising children is consistent 

with other studies’ findings (Schoen et al. 1997; Werding 2014) and with demographers’ emphasis on 

parents’ interest in postindustrial countries in “child quality” (Becker and Lewis 1973; Easterlin 

1976). In Spain and Sweden, financial concerns were generally expressed in terms of the importance 

of securing a stable job. This mirrors literature on the two countries that mentions the norm of 

achieving a stable income before having children (Ahn and Mira 2001; Andersson 2002). In Sweden, 

wage replacement during parental leave is currently set at 80% but only permanent workers are 
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guaranteed the right to return to the same or a similar job (Oláh and Bernhardt 2008).  This 

constitutes a strong incentive to secure a stable, well-paying job before moving to the parenthood 

stage. 

Housing (Kulu and Vikat 2007; Vignoli et al. 2013), education (De la Croix and Doepke 

2004), and childcare costs are all mentioned in the fertility literature, and we found some country 

patterning with regard to the prevalence of these themes in interviewees’ comments. On balance, the 

mix of specific child-associated costs raised by interviewees was not unexpected given country-level 

conditions. For instance, educational costs were raised exclusively by Japanese and American 

interviewees. This is not surprising, given that in Spain and Sweden free primary and secondary 

education is guaranteed and college education is very affordable. The cost of childcare was voiced as 

one of the main worries by Japanese, Spanish, and American interviewees in relation to plans for a 

second child, especially if they anticipated that both members of the couple would be in the labor 

force. The absence of this concern in Swedish interviewees’ discourse likely reflects the fact that 

Sweden offers high-quality state-subsidized childcare and paid childcare leave (Oláh and Bernhard 

2008), whereas the U.S. and Spain lack such policies. Many Japanese interviewees expressed worry 

over the long waiting lists in urban areas for public childcare, anticipating that this might make it 

necessary to pay a substantial amount for private childcare or to rely on grandparents.  

Fertility intentions and the ideals-intentions gap:  the role of gender inequality 

What is the role of gender inequality and work-family conflict in shaping interviewees’ 

reasoning for fertility intentions in the two very low-fertility countries and the two low-fertility ones?  

Our most general observation is that gender inequality concerns per se were barely evident in the 

reasoning offered by male and female interviewees in any of the countries. This led us to “dig 

deeper” into why this is the case, and to examine whether and how gender relations are reflected in 

interviewees’ discourse. As the most gender-unequal society among our four country cases, Japan is 

a particularly important case to examine. 



20 
 

Notably, virtually no Japanese female interviewees mentioned heavy housework or childcare 

responsibilities as limiting their fertility intentions. Yet almost all of them reported elsewhere in the 

interview that they did a very large share of household work (about 80% on average), consistent with 

quantitative research on the household division of labor in Japan (Brinton 2017; Nagase and Brinton 

2017; Tsuya and Bumpass 2004). To understand the role of gender relations in shaping Japanese 

fertility intentions, we looked more closely at the economic arrangement of couples; this proved 

helpful in understanding gendered concerns in the other three countries as well. 

Table 2 shows that among Japanese female interviewees, fewer were working full-time and 

more were working part-time at the time of the interview than in the other countries. While not 

shown here, more Japanese interviewees (of both sexes) in full-time dual-earner couples had sub-

replacement fertility intentions (under two children) than other Japanese interviewees. Among the 

male interviewees in such couples, many stressed that their own long work hours forestall their 

ability to contribute to housework and childcare. As some men put it, “it [housework and childcare] 

all falls on her.”  These men generally held more gender-egalitarian attitudes than the Japanese men 

in our sample whose wives worked part-time or had left the labor market. Some of the Japanese 

men in full-time dual-earner couples mentioned that they wanted to be supportive of their wife’s 

desire to work, saying that she enjoyed developing a career and they did not expect her to be a stay-

at-home wife. But the possible positive effect on fertility intentions from these men’s more 

egalitarian attitudes was generally negated by the impact of their long work hours on reducing their 

household labor share (see Nagase and Brinton 2017 for a quantitative analysis). Similarly, Japanese 

women who expressed their commitment to full-time work often had higher ideals than intentions, 

saying that they simply would not be able to “have it all.” This reflected their perception of the likely 

impossibility of combining full-time employment and childrearing, especially for more than one 

child.  

----- Table 2 about here ----- 
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In sum, we found that instead of explicitly questioning the highly gender-unequal household 

division of labor or citing it as a reason for lower fertility intentions, nearly all Japanese female 

interviewees took gender specialization in the household as a “given.” This tended to translate into 

lower fertility intentions in couples where the wife worked full-time.  The remaining majority of 

Japanese women were adapting their employment situation to their fertility intentions, either leaving 

the labor force or cutting back to part-time employment. Nevertheless,  these women’s intention to 

work less or not at all often exacerbated the couple’s concern with the cost of raising children, given 

that they would be relying only on men’s income. Thus despite the anticipation of having more time 

for childrearing, their fertility intentions were also low. This analysis of the interplay between wives’ 

employment and fertility intentions illustrates the dynamics behind the higher number of 

interviewees in Japan than in the other countries who expressed sub-replacement fertility intentions 

(Figure 2, Panel A).  

Our analysis of the interviews suggests that gender considerations in Spain, the other very 

low-fertility country in our study, take quite a different form. While many Spanish interviewees with 

low fertility intentions discussed women’s employment, they framed it in a distinctly different way 

than the Japanese interviewees. Most Spanish interviewees expressed the belief that women as well 

as men should invest in their careers and strive to accumulate job experience in order to avoid future 

unemployment and economic instability. Spanish interviewees stressed that both partners in the 

couple would need to be employed in order to provide economic support for the family. While self-

fulfillment through work was mentioned by a number of Spanish women, this was in addition to—

not in place of—the economic responsibility they felt towards the household.  

Table 2 shows that more Spanish than Japanese interviewees are indeed in couples where 

both partners work full-time. Moreover, the employment situation for the remainder of interviewees 

is quite different in the two country samples. While all wives in our Japanese sample who are not 

full-time workers are either in part-time work or are non-employed, more Spanish female 
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interviewees are unemployed than working part-time. None of the women in the Spanish sample are 

stay-at-home partners, nor did any express the desire to be non-employed over the long term (in 

contrast to some Japanese female interviewees). Similarly, all of the Japanese men in our sample 

work full-time whereas the Spanish sample includes men who work part-time or are unemployed.  

The interpretations offered by our Spanish interviewees for their fertility intentions and the 

ideals-intentions gap, together with their actual employment situation as shown in Table 2,  vividly 

illustrate the high level of labor market uncertainty in Spain. Characteristics of our Spanish sample 

are consistent with quantitative data showing that economic insecurity is a major phenomenon even 

among highly-educated young adults (OECD 2017). For most couples, the idea that women will not 

work once they become mothers is simply not realistic, nor is it considered desirable. In contrast, 

our Japanese interviews reflect the fact that highly-educated men and women in that country are 

well-positioned in the labor market and have a much lower risk of unemployment or precarious 

employment than their Spanish counterparts.5  The effect of labor market conditions on the fertility 

goals of highly-educated Japanese interviewees asserts itself instead through long working hours as 

shown in Table 1, which limit men’s availability for housework and childcare and pose an either-or 

decision between employment and babies for many married women (Schoppa 2006; Takahashi et al. 

2014). 

Coupled with the rapid changes in gender-role ideology in Spain discussed earlier in the 

paper, the Spanish economic context pushes couples strongly towards a dual earner-dual carer 

model. We suspect that the embrace of this model is one reason for the higher fertility intentions of 

our Spanish than Japanese interviewees. Another line of reasoning that we heard from some Spanish 

male interviewees but no Japanese was that the couple might consider having more children if he 

commits more time to household labor and childcare. Some Spanish female interviewees indeed 

express their desire for this, in contrast to Japanese female interviewees’ general implicit acceptance 

of a highly skewed household division of labor.  
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Turning to the U.S. and Sweden, gender equity theory would suggest that fertility intentions 

will more closely match ideals, especially for women. In cases where they do not, we would expect 

that interviewees would not express gender inequality considerations to the same extent as in very 

low-fertility societies. Our analysis of the interviews in these two countries reveals some unexpected 

insights into this.  

As Table 1 showed, gender-role attitudes measured for nationally representative samples in 

the World Values Survey suggest that Americans feel more ambivalence on average toward married 

women’s employment than Spanish or Swedish respondents. Within our own data, most American 

male and female interviewees state their assumption that women will be the primary caregivers. 

Many American female interviewees say they do not expect their husbands to equally share 

childrearing or to adapt their employment to parenthood. Interviewees stressed that high-quality 

childcare is difficult to find and, when available, very costly. This leads some of the American wives 

in full-time dual-earner couples (Table 2) to anticipate leaving the labor force to become stay-at-

home mothers for at least some period of time. Among wives who plan to continue working full-

time, many expressed worry about potential work-family conflict and the risk of incurring a 

motherhood wage penalty (Budig and Hodges 2010; Budig et al. 2015; Waldfogel 1997).  

While the work-family dilemma is not as stark as for Japanese women, American female 

interviewees expressed their active engagement and anxiety over it to a much greater extent than 

Japanese female interviewees did. Our findings from the U.S. sample echo the American gender 

inequality literature’s discussion of a “stalled revolution” in gender roles (England 2010). The work-

family conflict expressed by American female interviewees is consistent with the emphasis of gender 

equity theory on not only the importance of gender egalitarianism in the household division of labor 

but on the support of social institutions and policies for combining work and family (McDonald 

2000a, 2006, 2013). The lack of such institutional support for American dual-earner families is 
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painfully reflected in interviewees’ (especially women’s) perceptions of how difficult and expensive 

the work-family balancing act is likely to be.   

Sweden is the case where gender equity theory would predict the least discussion by 

interviewees about work-family conflict. Our interviewees’ employment situations (shown in Table 

2) are consistent with the common image of Sweden as having a predominance of dual-earner 

couples. Swedish social norms prescribe that both men and women should engage in paid 

employment (Oláh and Bernhardt 2008), and many of the Swedish interviewees mentioned that 

neither they nor their partners could imagine staying home.  Similar to Spanish interviewees’ 

reasoning, Swedish interviewees often raised concerns about not having stable full-time jobs, 

although in the Swedish context this was mentioned by many more women than men (contrasting 

with concern among both sexes in Spain). As mentioned earlier, this may reflect Sweden’s generous 

parental leave scheme, which incentivizes women to secure a well-paying job prior to becoming 

pregnant. Importantly, job security after leave (i.e. the right to return to the same or an equivalent 

job with the same employer) is only guaranteed for workers with a permanent contract.   

The majority of Swedish male interviewees had permanent job contracts, and the rest were 

either self-employed or in a temporary contract but working full-time. In contrast, fewer than half of 

Swedish female interviewees were in jobs with a permanent contract; almost as many had temporary 

contracts, and the remainder were self-employed or unemployed. A number of Swedish female 

interviewees also expressed worries about the negative attitude some employers have towards 

women with care responsibilities and voiced fears of becoming caught in the “part-time 

[employment] trap.” Some also voiced concern over whether it would take so long to acquire a 

stable job that their fecundity might be affected and they would “run out of time” to become 

pregnant.  
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     Discussion and implications   

Demographers have established that the two-child fertility ideal persists even in 

postindustrial countries where total fertility has fallen well below population replacement level. 

Drawing on over 200 structured in-depth interviews with purposive samples of highly-educated 

young partnered adults in two societies with very low fertility (Japan and Spain) and two with more 

moderate fertility (the U.S. and Sweden), we examine the reasoning individuals offer for the gap 

between their fertility ideals and intentions. Our endeavor differs from survey-based research, as we 

elicit individuals’ own perceptions about what they feel is facilitating or hindering the fulfillment of 

their near-term fertility goals.   

Gender equity theory posits that very low-fertility countries are characterized by a relative 

lack of support for women’s dual roles in the household and labor market. Our qualitative 

interviews allow us to examine the expectation that highly-educated women in such societies will 

have particularly low fertility intentions and will be likely to explain these intentions with reference 

to the lack of social policy and household support for work-family balance. 

Japan and Sweden, when viewed at the macro-level, would seem to be textbook cases for 

gender equity theory. On the one hand, Japan is characterized by very low fertility, a high degree of 

gender inequality in the labor market, strong gender-essentialist beliefs that prioritize women’s role 

as wives and mothers, and unusually long work hours for full-time workers. Sweden, on the other 

hand, is characterized by relatively higher fertility, less gender inequality and less gender essentialism, 

more moderate work hours, and family policies and state expenditures that facilitate a dual earner-

dual carer model. Spain and the U.S are intermediate cases, with the macro-level picture mixed with 

regard to which country is more gender-egalitarian. 

Our analysis produces both expected and unexpected findings with regard to how gender 

inequality seems to shape fertility plans. As expected, more interviewees in Japan and Spain have an 

ideals-intentions gap than in the U.S. and Sweden. But on the other hand, female interviewees in the 
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U.S. and Sweden are as likely to have a gap as those in Spain, and even fewer Japanese women have 

a gap. Our in-depth interview data are instrumental in illuminating this unexpected finding. 

We found that more female interviewees in the American and Swedish samples than in the 

Japanese and Spanish samples explained their fertility intentions with reference to existing or 

anticipated work-family conflict. On the face of it, this contradicts gender equity theory’s 

assumption that such reasoning would be more apparent in the two very low-fertility societies. But 

ironically, the conflict expressed by female interviewees in the U.S. and Sweden seems to be due 

precisely to the fact that they expect to participate as continuously as possible in the labor market 

and to develop their careers.  

In the U.S., many female interviewees voice hope but uncertainty as to whether they will be 

able to “have it all” (combining work and family). Their expectations are tempered by the ideology 

of intensive motherhood (Blair-Loy 2005), which surfaces in the commonly-voiced assertion of 

American male and female interviewees that women will play the primary role in childrearing. 

Without high-quality, reasonably priced childcare or paid childcare leave, highly-educated American 

couples face expensive market-based childcare options or women’s exit, temporary or otherwise, 

from the labor force (Stone and Lovejoy 2004). These limited options seem to lie behind the 

frustrated fertility ideals of many American female interviewees.  

In Sweden, the strong social norm that men and women should both engage in paid 

employment appears to put pressure on women to develop a career that will ensure their ability to 

secure a permanent contract. Perceived difficulties in obtaining a permanent job temper some 

Swedish female interviewees’ fertility intentions, as they foresee delaying their first or second birth in 

order to become established in a career. This leads to our first general conclusion: Our interviews 

suggest that the Swedish and American environments generate a different type of work-family 

conflict for highly-educated women than in gender-unequal countries such as Japan.  
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Turning to our interview data from Japan and Spain, the two very low-fertility countries in 

our study, we see different underlying gender dynamics from the U.S. and Sweden and also from 

each other. Our interviews with Japanese women strongly suggest the taken-for-grantedness of a 

highly skewed household division of labor. Only in a minority of Japanese couples does the wife 

plan to continue full-time employment, and in those couples fertility intentions are particularly low. 

Most Japanese male interviewees whose wives work full-time express doubt that they themselves 

would be able to strike a better work-family balance in order to help their wives if the couple 

proceeds to have a second child. In this sense, the pressure that working conditions exert on 

Japanese men clearly exacerbates work-family conflict.  

In contrast, women’s employment in the other very low-fertility case (Spain) is generally 

supported by progressive gender-role norms. Some male interviewees state that in order to have two 

or three children they need to contribute more to household labor. Both male and female 

interviewees express the view that women’s employment is necessary for the household given the 

poor macro-economic environment. Thus, work-family conflict does not surface among Spanish 

interviewees to the extent that gender equity theory would predict. This leads to our second general 

conclusion:  Our interviews suggest that the dynamics of gender inequality may be more important 

in generating lower fertility intentions among the highly-educated in Japan than in Spain. This 

conclusion suggests distinctiveness among very low-fertility countries.  

Our analysis simultaneously demonstrates the limitations and the possibilities of using in-

depth interviews to study fertility decision-making. On the one hand, critics of interview data point 

out that researchers should exercise caution in drawing a direct link between what people say during 

an interview and what they subsequently do (Jerolmack and Kahn 2014). Only by re-interviewing 

people at a later time can one determine whether intentions have translated into action. But in this 

respect, survey data on intentions do not necessarily represent an advantage over interview data 

unless they too involve a follow-up.  
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On the other hand, in-depth structured interviews offer the opportunity to hear individuals’ 

interpretations of their own situation and the conditions they think will help or hinder the ability to 

reach their goals. When analyzed carefully, such interviews can also reveal the taken-for-grantedness 

of everyday life. The Japanese interviews we conducted are particularly illustrative in this regard. Our 

realization that Japanese female interviewees do not explicitly trace their low fertility intentions to 

issues related to gender inequality in the home or in the broader society led us to revisit the 

interviews in their entirety.6 Only by doing this could we see that the majority of these interviewees 

were triangulating between their husbands’ long work hours, their own choice of leaving the labor 

force or continuing to work, fertility intentions, and housework and childcare responsibilities. It is 

doubtful that survey data could have led to this analysis of the mechanisms through which the 

gendered nature of employment conditions and the implicit acceptance of highly gendered 

household roles conditions fertility goals. Similarly, our data reveal the very different nature of the 

concerns motivating low fertility among highly-educated Japanese and Spanish interviewees.  

This study’s findings suggest that the influence of gender inequality is more complicated in 

postindustrial settings than existing theory would suppose. We hope that future studies will continue 

to explore innovative ways to compare the formation of fertility intentions across low- and very low-

fertility settings and also across the large number of very low-fertility countries.  
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Figure 1. Total Fertility Rate in Four Countries: 1960-2012 
 

 
 
Source: Human Fertility Database.
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Figure 2. Proportion of Interviewees with Sub-Replacement Fertility Intentions:  
               Japan, Spain, U.S., and Sweden 
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Panel C   Comparisons by interviewee parity 

 
 

                Source: Project interviews. 
           Note:   Seven interviewees did not express intentions and are therefore excluded from 
                            this figure. 
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Figure 3. Number of Interviewees with a Fertility Ideals-Intentions Gap, by Sex: Japan, Spain,  
                          U.S., and Sweden 

 
 

 
 

           Source: Project interviews. 
           Note:    Seven interviewees did not express intentions and five did not express ideals; they 
                        are therefore excluded from this figure. 
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Table 1. Four Country-Level Contexts for Fertility:  Japan, Spain, U.S., and Sweden 

Source: All data except as otherwise indicated are for 2011 or 2012 and are from the 2013 OECD database http://stats.oecd.org/.  [1] World Economic 
Forum. The GGI is a composite measure of gender inequality based on economic participation, educational attainment, health and survival, and 
political empowerment. [2] World Values Survey (WVS), Wave 6. [3] For Japan and Sweden: Human Fertility Database; for the U.S. and Spain: National 
Vital Statistics. [4] OECD Social Protection and Well-Being: Better Life Index table. 

 
   i The gender wage gap is unadjusted and is defined as the ratio of the median earnings of women divided by the median earnings of men.  Data refer to 

full-time employees and the self-employed. For explanation of Spain’s low gender wage gap, see text and also Olivetti and Petrongolo (2008).  

   ii Male and female unemployment rates for this age group are very similar; we report the total unemployment rate. 

 

 

 

 

  Japan Spain U.S. Sweden 

Gender inequality 
and attitudes 

Country ranking (1-135) on Gender Gap Index (GGI) [1] 101 26 22 4 
Median gender wage gap for full-time employees (median female wages/ 
median male wages)i 

73.5 91.3 80.9 84.9 

Share of all employees age 25-54 working part-time who are female 83.5 80.3 75.2 69.0 
Percent disagreeing with the statement: “On the whole, men make better 
business executives than women do” [2] 

42.7 81.7 86.6 89.7 

Percent disagreeing with the statement: “Being a housewife is just as fulfilling 
as working for pay” [2] 

7.5 45.1 24.2 48.4 

Work hours and 
economic conditions 

Percent of male employees working more than 50 hours/week, 2013 
Unemployment rate, men and women age 25-34 ii 

38.8 
5.4 

8.9 
27.6 

15.5 
8.4 

1.9 
8.0 

Family policies and 
expenditures 

Percent of children aged 0-2 enrolled in formal childcare and pre-school, 2010 25.9 37.9 25.8 46.7 
Childcare leave (in weeks) with partial or full wage replacement 52 0 0 52 
Public expenditure on families as % of GDP 1.7 1.5 1.2 3.6 

http://stats.oecd.org/


  

Table 2. Couples’ Employment Situation: Japan, Spain, U.S., and Sweden 
 
   Japan Spain U.S. Sweden 
    Dual-earner couple (both partners working) 45  36 47 42 

 
     Both employed full-time  20 29 41 30 

 
     Both employed part-time  0 1 0 4 

 
     Male works part-time 1 3 1 2 

 
     Female works part-time 24 3 5 6 

    Dual-earner couple (unemployed female) 0 11 4 2 
    Dual-earner couple (unemployed male) 0 5 0 2 
    Single-earner couple (employed male) 6 0 2 1 
    Single-earner couple (employed female) 0 0 0 0 
    Both partners unemployed 0 1 0 0 
    Unknown employment status for one partner 0 0 0 3 
    Number of interviews 51 53 53 50 

 

     Source: Project interviews. 
 

 



 

 

 
References 

Adserà, Alícia. 2011. “The Interplay of Employment Uncertainty and Education in Explaining 

Second Births in Europe.” Demographic Research S12: 513–544.  

Ahn, Namkee, and Pedro Mira. 2001. “Job Bust, Baby Bust?  Evidence from Spain.” Journal of 

Population Economics 14: 505-521. 

Anderson, Thomas, and Hans-Peter Kohler. 2015. “Low Fertility, Socioeconomic Development, 

and Gender Equity.” Population and Development Review 41 (3): 381–407.  

Andersson, Gunnar. 2002. “Fertility Developments in Norway and Sweden since the Early 1960s.” 

Demographic Research, Special Collection 3: 65-86. 

   Andersson, Gunnar, Karsten Hank, Marit Rønsen, and Andres Vikat. 2006. “Gendering Family    

        Composition: Sex Preferences for Children and Childbearing Behavior in the Nordic  

        Countries.” Demography 43 (2): 255–267. 

Arpino, Bruno, Gøsta Esping-Andersen, and Léa Pessin. 2015. “How Do Changes in Gender Role 

Attitudes Towards Female Employment Influence Fertility? A Macro-Level Analysis.”  

 European Sociological Review 31 (3): 370-382. 

Bachrach, Christine A., and S. Philip Morgan. 2013. “A Cognitive-Social Model of Fertility 

Intentions.” Population and Development Review 39 (3): 459-485. 

Becker, Gary S., and H. Gregg Lewis. 1973. “On the Interaction between the Quantity and Quality 

of Children.” Journal of Political Economy 81 (2): S279–88. 

  Bernardi, Laura, Andreas Klärner, and Holger von der Lippe. 2008. “Job Insecurity and the Timing 

of Parenthood: A Comparison between Eastern and Western Germany.” European Journal of 

Population 24 (3): 287-313. 

Bianchi, Suzanne M., Melissa A. Milkie, Liana C. Sayer, and John P. Robinson. 2000. “Is Anyone  

 Doing the Housework? Trends in the Gender Division of Household Labor.” Social Forces 79  

 1): 191-228. 

Blair-Loy, Mary. 2005. Competing Devotions: Career and Family among Women Executives. Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press. 

Blake, Judith. 1974. “Can We Believe Recent Data on Birth Expectations in the United States?”  

 Demography 11 (1): 25–44.  

Bongaarts, John. 2001. “Fertility and Reproductive Preferences in Post-Transitional Societies.”  

 Population and Development Review 27 (Supplement: Global Fertility Transition): 260-281.  



 

 

-------. 2002. “The End of the Fertility Transition in the Developed World.” Population and 

Development Review 28(3): 419–443. 

Bongaarts, John, and Griffith Feeney. 1998. “On the Quantum and Tempo of Fertility.” Population 

and Development Review 24 (2): 271–291. 

Brinton, Mary C. 2011. Lost in Transition: Youth, Work, and Instability in Postindustrial Japan. New York: 

Cambridge University Press. 

--------. 2016. “Intentions into Actions: Norms as Mechanisms Linking Macro- and Micro-Levels.” 

American Behavioral Scientist 60 (10): 1146-1167. 

--------. 2017. “Happiness at Work? Japanese Housewives’ and Employed Wives’ Marital 

Happiness.” Pp. 138-157 in Life Course, Happiness, and Well-Being in Japan, edited by Barbara 

Holthus and Wolfram Manzenreiter. London: Routledge. 

Brinton, Mary C., and Dong-Ju Lee. 2016. “Gender-Role Ideology, Labor Market Institutions, and 

Post-industrial Fertility.” Population and Development Review 42 (3): 405-433. 

Brodmann, Stefanie, Gøsta Esping-Andersen, Maia Güell. 2007. “When Fertility is Bargained: 

Second Births in Denmark and Spain.” European Sociological Review 23: 599–613.  

Budig, Michelle J., and Melissa J. Hodges. 2010. “Differences in Disadvantage: Variation in the  

 Motherhood Penalty across White Women’s Earnings Distribution.” American Sociological Review 

75 (5): 705-728.  

Budig, Michelle J., Joya Misra, and Irene Boeckmann. 2015. “Work-Family Policy Trade-Offs for  

 Mothers? Unpacking the Cross-National Variation in Motherhood Earnings Penalties.” Work and 

Occupations 43: 119–177. 

Charles, Maria and David B. Grusky. 2004. Occupational Ghettos: The Worldwide Segregation of Men and 

Women. Stanford: Stanford University Press. 

Chesnais, Jean-Claude. 2000. “Determinants of Below Replacement Fertility.” Population Bulletin of the 

United Nations 40 (41): 126‒136. 

Coast, Ernestina, Natalie Mondain, and Clementine Rossier. 2009. “Qualitative Research in 

Demography: Quality, Presentation and Assessment.” Paper presented at the XXVI IUSSP 

International Population Conference, September 2009, Marrakech, Morocco. 

Cooke, Lynn P. 2004. “The Gendered Division of Labor and Family Outcomes in Germany.” 

Journal of Marriage and Family 66 (5): 1246–1259. 

———. 2008. “Gender Equity and Fertility in Italy and Spain.” Journal of Social Policy 38 (1): 123–

140. 



 

 

De la Croix, David, and Matthias Doepke. 2004. “Public versus Private Education When 

Differential Fertility Matters.” Journal of Development Economics 73 (2): 607–29.  

DiMaggio, Paul. 2014. “Comment on Jerolmack and Khan, ‘Talk is Cheap’: Ethnography and the 

Attitudinal Fallacy.” Sociological Methods and Research 43 (2): 232-235. 

Dominguez-Folgueras, Marta, and Teresa Castro-Martin. 2013. “Cohabitation in Spain: No Longer a 

Marginal Path to Family Formation.” Journal of Marriage and Family 75 (2): 422-37. 

Easterlin, Richard A. 1976. “The Conflict between Aspirations and Resources.” Population and 

Development Review 2 (3/4): 417–25.  

England, Paula. 2010. “The Gender Revolution: Uneven and Stalled.” Gender and Society 24 (2): 149-

166. 

Esping-Andersen, Gøsta, Bruno Arpino, and Pau Baizán. 2013. The Fertility Gap in Europe: Singularities 

of the Spanish Case. Barcelona, Spain: La Caixa Foundation, Social Studies Collection, No. 36.    

Esping-Andersen, Gøsta, and Francesco C. Billari. 2015. “Re-Theorizing Family Demographics.” 

Population and Development Review 41 (1): 1–31.  

Fuwa, Makiko. 2004. “Macro-level Gender Inequality and the Division of Household Labor in 22 

Countries.” American Sociological Review 69: 751-767. 

Goldscheider, Frances, Eva Bernhardt, and Trude Lappegård. 2015. “The Gender Revolution: A 

Framework for Understanding Changing Family and Demographic Behavior.” Population and 

Development Review 41 (2): 207–39.  

Goldstein, Joshua R., Wolfgang Lutz, and Maria Rita Testa. 2003. “The Emergence of Sub-

Replacement Family Size Ideals in Europe.” Population Research and Policy Review 22 (5-6): 479-496. 

Hagewen, Kellie J., and S. Philip Morgan. 2005. “Intended and Ideal Family Size in the United 

States, 1970–2002.” Population and Development Review 31 (3): 507–27.  

Harknett, Kristen, and Caroline Sten Hartnett. 2014. “The Gap between Births Intended and Births 

Achieved in 22 European Countries, 2004–07.” Population Studies 68 (3): 265-282. 

Hertog, Ekaterina. 2009. Tough Choices: Bearing an Illegitimate Child in Japan. Stanford University Press. 

Hochschild, Arlie. 1989. The Second Shift. New York: Viking. 

Jerolmack, Colin, and Shamus Kahn. 2014. “Talk is Cheap: Ethnography and the Attitudinal 

Fallacy.” Sociological Methods and Research 43 (2): 178-209. 

Klesment, Martin, Allan Puur, Leen Rahnu, and Luule Sakkeus. 2014. “Varying Association Between 

Education and Second Births in Europe: Comparative Analysis Based on the EU-SILC Data.” 

Demographic Research 31: 813–860. 



 

 

Kulu, Hill, and Andres Vikat. 2007. “Fertility Differences by Housing Type: The Effect of Housing 

Conditions or of Selective Moves?” Demographic Research 17 (December): 775–802.  

Lachance-Grzela, Mylène, and Geneviève Bouchard. 2010. “Why Do Women Do the Lion’s Share 

of Housework? A Decade of Research.” Sex Roles 63(11–12): 767–780. 

Liefbroer, Aart C. 2005. “The Impact of Perceived Costs and Rewards of Childbearing on Entry  

 into Parenthood: Evidence from a Panel Study.” European Journal of Population 21 (4): 367–91.  

-------. 2009. “Changes in Family Size Intentions Across Young Adulthood: A Life-Course 

Perspective.” European Journal of Population 25: 363-386. 

Lutz, Wolfgang, Vegard Skirbekk, and Maria Rita Testa. 2006. « The Low-Fertility Trap Hypothesis : 

Forces that May Lead to Further Postponement and Fewer Births in Europe.» Vienna Yearbook of 

Population Research : 167-192. 

McDonald, Peter. 2000a. “Gender Equity, Social Institutions and the Future of Fertility.” Journal of 

Population Research 17 (1): 1–16.  

-------.  2000b. “Gender Equity in Theories of Fertility Transition.” Population and Development Review, 

26(3): 427-439. 

-------. 2006. “Low Fertility and the State: The Efficacy of Policy.” Population and Development Review 

32 (3), 485–510. 

-------.  2013. “Societal Foundations for Explaining Fertility: Gender Equity.” Demographic Research 28 

(34): 981–94.  

Mencarini, Letizia, and Maria Letizia Tanturri. 2004. “Time Use, Family Role-Set and Childbearing 

among Italian Working Women.” Genus 60 (1):111-137. 

Miller, Amanda J., and Daniel L. Carlson. 2016. “Great Expectation?  Working- and Middle-Class 

Cohabitors’ Expected and Actual Divisions of Housework.” Journal of Marriage and the Family 78: 

 346-363. 

Miller, Amanda J., and Sharon Sassler. 2012. “The Construction of Gender Among Working-Class 

Cohabiting Couples.” Qualitative Sociology 35: 427-446. 

Miller, Warren B., and David J. Pasta. 1995. “Behavioral Intentions: Which Ones Predict Fertility 

Behavior in Married Couples?” Journal of Applied Social Psychology 25 (6): 530–555.  

Mills, Melinda. 2010. “Gender Roles, Gender (In)equality and Fertility: An Empirical Test of Five 

Gender Equity Indices.” Canadian Studies in Population 37 (3-4): 445–474. 

Mills, Melinda, Letizia Mencarini, Maria Letizia Tanturri, and Katia Begall. 2008. “Gender Equity 

and Fertility Intentions in Italy and the Netherlands.” Demographic Research 18: 1–26. 



 

 

Morgan, S. Philip, and Miles G. Taylor. 2006. “Low Fertility at the Turn of the Twenty-First 

Century.” Annual Review of Sociology 32: 375-399. 

Nagase, Nobuko, and Mary C. Brinton. 2017. “The Gender Division of Labor and Second Births: 

Labor Market Institutions and Fertility in Japan.” Demographic Research 36: 339-370. 

OECD. 2013. How’s Life? 2013: Measuring Well-Being. Paris: OECD Publishing. 

-------. 2017. Education at a Glance 2017: OECD Indicators. Paris: OECD Publishing. 

Oláh, Livia Sz. 2003. “Gendering Fertility: Second Births in Sweden and Hungary.” Population 

Research and Policy Review 22: 171–200.  

Oláh, Livia Sz., and Eva Bernhardt. 2008. “Sweden: Combining Childbearing and Gender Equality.” 

Demographic Research S7 (28): 1105–44.  

Olivetti, Claudia, and Barbara Petrongolo. 2008. “Unequal Pay or Unequal Employment?  A Cross-

Country Analysis of Gender Gaps.” Journal of Labor Economics 26 (4): 621–654. 

Philipov, Dimiter. 2009. “Fertility Intentions and Outcomes: The Role of Policies to Close the 

Gap.” European Journal of Population 25 (4): 355-361. 

Philipov, Dimiter, and Laura Bernardi. 2011. “Concepts and Operationalisation of Reproductive  

 Decisions Implementation in Austria, Germany and Switzerland.” Comparative Population  

 Studies 36 (2–3): 495-530.  

Puur, Allan, Livia Sz. Oláh, Mariam Irene Tazi-Preve, and Jürgen Dorbritz. 2008. “Men’s 

Childbearing Desires and Views of the Male Role in Europe at the Dawn of the 21st Century.” 

Demographic Research 19 (56): 1883–1912.  

Quesnel-Vallée, Amélie, and S. Philip Morgan. 2003. “Missing the Target? Correspondence of 

Fertility Intentions and Behavior in the U.S.” Population Research and Policy Review 22 (5/6): 497–

525. 

Randall, Sara, and Todd Koppenhaver. 2004. “Qualitative Data in Demography: The Sound of 

Silence and Other Problems.” Demographic Research 11 (3): 57-93. 

Régnier-Lollier, Arnaud, and Daniele Vignoli. 2011. “Fertility Intentions and Obstacles to their 

Realization in France and Italy.” Population-E 66 (2): 361-390. 

Rindfuss, Ronald R., Minja Kim Choe, Larry L. Bumpass, and Noriko O. Tsuya. 2004. “Social  

 Networks and Family Change in Japan.” American Sociological Review 69 (6): 838-861. 

Sassler, Sharon, and Amanda J. Miller. 2011. “Class Differences in Cohabitation Processes.” Family  

 Relations 60 (2): 163–77.  



 

 

Schoen, Robert, Young J. Kim, Constance A. Nathanson, Jason Fields, and Nan Marie Astone. 

1997. “Why Do Americans Want Children?” Population and Development Review 23 (2): 333–58.  

Schoen, Robert, Nan Marie Astone, Young J. Kim, Constance A. Nathanson, and Jason M. Fields. 

1999. “Do Fertility Intentions Affect Fertility Behavior?” Journal of Marriage and Family 61 (3): 

790–99.  

Schoppa, Leonard. 2006. Race for the Exits: Women, Firms, and the Unraveling of Japan’s System of Social 

Protection.  Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 

Shang, Qingyan, and Bruce A. Weinberg. 2013. “Opting for Families: Recent Trends in the Fertility 

of Highly Educated Women.” Journal of Population Economics 26 (1): 5-32. 

Skirbekk, Vegard. 2008. “Fertility Trends by Social Status.” Demographic Research 18: 145-180. 

Sobotka, Tomáš, and Éva Beaujouan. 2014. “Two Is Best? The Persistence of a Two-Child Family 

Ideal in Europe.” Population and Development Review 40 (3): 391–419.  

Stone, Pamela, and Pamela Lovejoy. 2004. “Fast-Track Women and the ‘Choice’ to Stay Home.”  

Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 596: 62-83. 

Symeonidou, Haris. 2000. “Expected and Actual Family Size in Greece: 1983-1997.” European Journal 

of Population 16 (4): 335-352. 

Takahashi, Mieko, Saori Kamano, Tomoko Matsuda, Setsuko Onode, and Kyoko Yoshizumi. 2014. 

“Worklife Balance in Japan: New Policies, Old Practices. Pp. 92-125 in Barbara Hobson, ed., 

Worklife Balance: The Agency and Capabilities Gap. New York: Oxford University Press.  

Thomson, Elizabeth. 1997. “Couple Childbearing Desires, Intentions, and Births.” Demography 34: 

343–54.  

Toulemon, Laurent, and Maria Rita Testa. 2005. “Fertility Intentions and Actual Fertility: A 

Complex Relationship.” Population and Societies 415: 1-4.  

Torr, Berna Miller, and Susan E. Short. 2004. “Second Births and the Second Shift: A Research 

Note on Gender Equity and Fertility.” Population and Development Review 30 (1): 109–130. 

Tsuya, Noriko O., and Larry L. Bumpass. 2004. “Gender and Housework.” Pp. 114-133 in Noriko 

O. Tsuya and Larry L. Bumpass, eds., Marriage, Work, and Family Life in Comparative Perspective: 

Japan, South Korea, and the United States. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press.  

Tsuya, Noriko O., Larry L. Bumpass, Minja Kim Choe, and Ronald R. Rindfuss. 2013. 

“Employment and Household Tasks of Japanese Couples, 1994-2009.” Demographic Research 27: 

705-18. 



 

 

Vignoli, Daniele, Francesca Rinesi, and Eleonora Mussino. 2013. “A Home to Plan the First Child? 

Fertility Intentions and Housing Conditions in Italy.” Population, Space and Place 19 (1): 60–71.  

Waldfogel, Jane. 1997. “The Effects of Children on Women’s Wages.” American Sociological Review 

 62 (2) 209-217. 

Werding, Martin. 2014. “Children Are Costly, but Raising Them May Pay: The Economic Approach 

to Fertility.” Demographic Research S16 (8): 253–76.  

Westoff, Charles F., and Norman B. Ryder. 1977. “The Predictive Validity of Reproductive 

Intentions.” Demography 14 (4): 431–53.  

White, Michael J., Maya D. Judd, and Simone Poliandri. 2012. “Illumination with a Dim Bulb? What 

Do Social Scientists Learn by Employing Qualitative Data Analysis Software in the Service of 

Multimethod Designs?” Sociological Methodology 42: 43-76 

Wilcox, W. Bradford, Nicholas H. Wolfinger, and Charles E. Stokes. 2015.  "One Nation, Divided: 

Culture, Civic Institutions, and the Marriage Divide." The Future of Children 25 (2): 111-27. 

Wilson, Chris. 2004. “Fertility Below Replacement Level.” Science 304: 207-8.  

World Economic Forum. 2017. The Global Gender Gap Report 2016. Geneva, Switzerland: World 

Economic Forum.  

                                                      

1 An additional reason to focus on the highly-educated is that some demographers point to this     

  group as the usual forerunners of fertility behaviors in a country (Skirbekk 2008).  

2 Given its relationship with tempo effects (Bongaarts 2001; Bongaarts and Feeney 1998), the TFR is  

  not without problems as a measure of country-level fertility. Nevertheless, it is the most widely  

  available indicator and is generally used for cross-country comparisons.  

3 These comparisons are available upon request from the first author.  

4 The few cases of a “reverse” gap (intentions higher than ideals) are merged into the “no gap”  

   category.  

 5 Unemployment and precarious employment among Japanese young adults are heavily      

   concentrated among graduates of high schools and specialized two-year training schools  

   (Brinton 2011).  

      6 We are grateful to an anonymous reviewer for encouraging us to do this. 
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