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Abstract 

Following the striking decline in fertility rates across high-income countries, a growing body 

of research has focused on the correspondence between childbearing preferences and observed 

fertility, operationalizing the broader construct of fertility preferences using both fertility 

desires and intentions. A complementary body of research focused on whether and how 

individuals revise their fertility preferences. Although fertility desires and intentions are 

conceptualized as different constructs in leading theories of fertility preferences, they are often 

used interchangeably in empirical research and rarely analyzed simultaneously, in part because 

of limited data availability. This paper builds on these theoretical and empirical advancements 

to analyze a largely overlooked gap, the correspondence between fertility desires and 

intentions. Drawing on four waves from 2011 to 2018 of the National Survey of Family Growth, 

I show that a significant proportion of individuals who desire a(nother) child do not intend to 

have one. In particular, I compute age- and parity-specific estimates and show that the 

correspondence between fertility desires and intentions depends on key status attributes, 

including age, parity, gender, sexual orientation, family-related factors, and socioeconomic 

constraints. I conclude by discussing relevant implications for the theoretical understanding of 

the childbearing decision process, demographic estimations based on fertility preferences, and 

fertility trends and social policies. 
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Introduction 

During the last few decades, demographers have witnessed a rapid and striking global decline in fertility 

rates and the emergence of sustained “lowest-low” fertility levels, defined as period total fertility rates 

(TFRs) at or below 1.3, in several high-income countries (Guzzo and Hayford 2023; Kohler, Billari, and 

Ortega 2002). Following these trends, the measurement and study of fertility preferences have become 

central in the demographic literature, with the primary question of whether and how much below-

replacement fertility rates reflect actual changes in individual fertility preferences or unrealized fertility 

(Goldstein, Sobotka, and Jasilioniene 2009; Hartnett and Gemmill 2020). The divergence between fertility 

preferences and observed fertility has been analyzed at both the population and individual level and has 

become a rich area of investigation since the emergence of low fertility rates (Morgan and Rackin 2010; 

Sobotka and Beaujouan 2014). For instance, since the first studies, the positive gap between fertility 

preferences and realizations has been interpreted as an “unmet demand for children” (Bongaarts 2001; 

Chesnais 2000; Morgan 2003).  

At the individual level, the broader concept of fertility preferences has been operationalized using both 

fertility desires and intentions, which have become standard theoretical and empirical tools in demographic 

analyses since the first fertility surveys (Morgan 2001; Westoff and Ryder 1977 ). Population scientists 

have used these constructs to measure the gap between fertility preferences and behaviors, underlining high 

levels of unrealized fertility (Morgan and Rackin 2010; Nitsche and Hayford 2020; Régnier-Loilier and 

Vignoli 2011; Spéder and Kapitány 2009). Similarly, a complementary body of research analyzed whether 

and how individuals revise their fertility desires and intentions across the life course, emphasizing that 

fertility preferences are moving targets that are adapted to changing circumstances (Hayford 2009; Iacovou 

and Tavares 2011; Liefbroer 2009). Two of the leading theories of fertility preferences, the theory of 
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planned behavior (TPB) and the traits-desires-intentions-behavior (TDIB) conceptualize fertility desires 

and intentions as clearly different constructs (Ajzen 1991; Ajzen and Klobas 2013; Miller 2011; Miller and 

Pasta 1995). Despite this clear distinction, fertility desires and intentions are often used interchangeably in 

empirical research and rarely analyzed simultaneously, in part because of limited data availability.  

In this paper, I build on these theoretical frameworks alongside the growing empirical studies on fertility 

preferences to operationalize and analyze the gap between fertility desires and intentions. In particular, I 

show that a significant proportion of individuals who desire to have a(nother) child do not actually intend 

to have one despite their desires, and that the correspondence between fertility desires and intentions 

depends upon key status attributes, including age, parity, gender, sexual orientation, family-related factors, 

and socioeconomic constraints. I draw on four waves from 2011 to 2018 of the National Survey of Family 

Growth (NSFG), the most comprehensive nationally representative repeated cross-sectional survey in the 

U.S. on fertility preferences and behaviors. In the NSFG, respondents who express positive fertility desires 

are asked whether they also intend to have a(nother) child as a follow-up question. I compute age- and 

parity-specific estimates of the gap between fertility desires and intentions and analyze the determinants of 

this gap at the individual level. I conclude by elaborating on the implications of the findings for the 

theoretical understanding of the childbearing decision process, demographic estimations based on fertility 

preferences, and fertility trends and social policies. 
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Theoretical perspectives on fertility preferences 

Fertility preferences are a crucial tool in demographic analyses and a key measure of interest since the 

development of the first fertility surveys in the 1940s. Fertility desires and intentions have been used as a 

proxy to predict future fertility trends both in high and low fertility countries (Hartnett and Gemmill 2020; 

Yeatman, Trinitapoli, and Garver 2020), to understand the precursors of the demographic transition 

(Bongaarts and Casterline 2013; Coale 1989), and to classify recent births into a wanted and an unwanted 

component (Casterline and El-Zeini 2007). With the emergence of below-replacement fertility rates across 

high-income societies, the correspondence between fertility preferences and realized fertility has become 

the focus of much research (Guzzo and Hayford 2023).  

The gap between fertility preferences and realizations has been measured by using the more specific fertility 

ideals (Goldstein, Lutz, and Testa 2003; Sobotka and Beaujouan 2014), desires (Adsera 2006; Bongaarts 

2001), intentions (Régnier-Loilier and Vignoli 2011; Spéder and Kapitány 2009), and expectations 

(Hayford 2009; Morgan and Rackin 2010). Although distinguishing among fertility ideals, desires, 

intentions, and expectations adds complexity, there is a general consensus on some primary distinctions. 

Fertility ideals reflect societal norms and represent the number of children people would like to have under 

"ideal conditions", marginally influenced by individual and contextual constraints (Blake 1966; Sobotka 

and Beaujouan 2014; Trent 1980). As underlined by Sobotka and Beaujouan (2014, p. 393), "their 

interchangeable use with intentions or desires, found in some of the past research, is misleading." Fertility 

ideals are, therefore, particularly relevant for macro-level analyses (Billari et al. 2021). At the micro-level, 

fertility desires and intentions have become central, and generally operationalized as different constructs. 

Fertility desires are seen as less constrained by life course and societal circumstances, and reflections of an 

intrinsic wish to have a(nother) child (Iacovou and Tavares 2011; Miller 2011; Shreffler et al. 2016). On 

the contrary, fertility intentions incorporate external factors and entails a specific plan to achieve 

childbearing preferences (Iacovou and Tavares 2011; Liefbroer 2009). Finally, although fertility intentions 

and expectations might be theorized as slightly different concepts, they are generally operationalized as 
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synonymous in empirical research and large survey data collection (Gemmill 2019; Hayford 2009; Morgan 

and Rackin 2010) - “for practical purposes, [fertility intentions and expectations] may be thought of as 

measuring the same thing” (Iacovou and Tavares 2011, p. 90).  

Despite the generally acknowledged differences between fertility desires and intentions, they are often 

operationalized interchangeably in empirical research and large surveys (Miller 2011). This confusion is 

also reflected in the retrospective classification of recent births, where questions about fertility wantedness 

and intendedness sometimes refer ambiguously to both measures. Fertility desires and intentions are the 

focus of two leading theories of fertility preferences, the theory of planned behavior and the traits-desires-

intentions-behaviors framework.  

 

Theory of planned behavior 

According to the theory of planned behavior, fertility intentions result from a reasoned decision-based 

process and are influenced by attitudes, subjective norms, and control beliefs (Ajzen 1991; Ajzen and 

Klobas 2013). Attitudes refer to the perceived positive or negative consequences of having a child or not. 

For instance, the perception of how childbearing would limit individuals’ freedom to do the things they 

enjoy is an example of a negative belief. Subjective norms derive from normative beliefs, that is, perceived 

expectations and behaviors of important referent individuals of groups. Finally, control beliefs concern the 

perceived presence of factors that can facilitate or complicate an individual’s ability to have and raise a 

child. These three factors combine to form intentions, which involve a specific action, target, and, often, a 

specific context and time frame. One of the characteristics of the theory of planned behaviors is that its core 

structure can be easily extended to include personal characteristics and contextual factors, relevant in 

fertility research. For example, contextual factors can be modeled as actual controls that directly influence 

intentions through their effect on perceived control and/or moderate the effect of intentions on behaviors. 

In addition, personal characteristics can influence intentions by affecting the beliefs that give rise to 

attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral controls, and can be easily included in regression 



 5 

models. The TPB solely focuses on fertility intentions; Ajzen and Klobas (2013, p. 216) specify that 

"desired fertility is not the same as intended fertility" but do not elaborate on the difference. It is possible 

to suppose that fertility desires might be embedded in the TBP as individuals’ attitudes (Iacovou and 

Tavares 2011).  

 

Traits-Desires-Intentions-Behaviors framework 

In Miller’s Traits-Desires-Intentions-Behaviors (TDIB) theoretical framework, the motivational forces 

driving fertility behaviors unfold in a sequential process: (i) traits, non-conscious motivational dispositions 

to have or not have children, lead to conscious (ii) desires to have children or not, which lead to conscious 

(iii) intentions, which finally lead to (iv) proceptive and contraceptive behaviors. In this framework, desires 

follow biological motivational traits and reflect a wish to achieve childbearing preferences, whereas 

intentions imply a specific decision to pursue an actionable childbearing goal through commitment and, 

commonly, a clear plan. In other words, desires are influenced by biological and motivational factors, while 

intentions, like in the theory of planned behavior, are also influenced by the social structure - social norms, 

institutions, personal, and economic circumstances (for a more extensive review, see Miller 2012; Miller 

and Pasta 1995). Importantly, Miller does not criticize the validity of the theory of planned behavior but 

instead emphasizes the importance of fertility desires as distinct and precursors of intentions. Nevertheless, 

(Miller 2011) begins his review article by pointing out two main shortcomings of the recent literature on 

fertility preferences. First, the terms fertility desires and intentions are often used interchangeably, resulting 

from inadequate or poor construct definitions and limited data availability (fertility desires and intentions 

are rarely collected simultaneously in large surveys). Second, although desires have unique properties, most 

empirical research emphasize fertility intentions, according to Miller in part because of the development of 

the theory of planned behavior.  
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Conceptualizing the gap between fertility desires and intentions  

Table 1 The correspondence between fertility desires and intentions, ideal-type configurations. 
  Fertility intentions 

  Yes No 

Fertility desires 

Yes (i) Desire and intend 
(congruity) 

(ii) Desire but not intend 
(incongruity) 

No (iii) Not desire but intend 
(incongruity) 

(iv) Not desire and not intend 
(congruity) 

Starting from the TDIB framework, it is possible to conceptualize four ideal-type configurations, reported 

in Table 1: individuals might (i) desire and intend, (ii) desire but not intend, (iii) not desire but intend, or 

(iv) not desire and not intend to have a(nother) child. In the first and the fourth case, there is a congruity 

between desires and intentions, while in the second and the third case, there is an incongruity between 

desires and intentions1. The third case, individuals who do not desire but intend to have a(nother) child, is 

expected to be marginal, while the other three cases to represent relevant and distinct configurations of 

fertility preferences.  

In this paper, I focus on individuals who desire to have a(nother) child, and analyze the distribution and 

characteristics of those who desire and intend and those who desire but not intend a(nother) child in the 

United States. At the aggregate level, the incongruity between positive fertility desires and intentions results 

in the desires-intentions gap. Miller (2012) concludes by underlying that, although most research about low 

fertility has focused on the gap between fertility preferences and behaviors, “it is the [desires-intentions] 

gap that may best indicate the problem areas at which social policy should be directed to help individuals 

 
1To simplify, I operationalize fertility desires and intentions as dichotomous constructs, which can alternatively be 

measured along a continuous or categorical scale (Weitzman et al. 2017). In this case, there could be an incongruity 

between desires and intentions when, for example, individuals probably desire but probably do not intend a(nother) 

child.  
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strive for the family size they intrinsically desire” (Miller 2012, 9. 94). While both fertility desires and 

intentions are developmental and expected to change across the life course (Lee 1980; Liefbroer 2009), 

according to the TDIB framework desires are influenced by enduring motivational traits, while intentions 

are more responsive to structural socio-economic constraints. Fertility intentions are already adjusted to 

changing micro- and macro-level conditions, and the gap between intentions and behaviors underestimates 

the influence of changing circumstances. Therefore, Miller proposes to estimate and analyze two gaps, the 

desires-intentions and the intentions-behaviors gaps.  

Despite its relevance, the gap between positive desires and intentions have been relatively overlooked in 

empirical research. However, Guzzo and Hayford (2023) have recently shown that the difference between 

fertility desires and intentions is a useful measure of the fertility gap at the individual level. Prior to this 

study, demographers focused almost exclusively on the gap between fertility preferences and behaviors 

(Heiland, Prskawetz, and Sanderson 2008; Régnier-Loilier and Vignoli 2011; Spéder and Kapitány 2009) 

and on how individuals revise their fertility preferences (Hayford 2009; Iacovou and Tavares 2011; 

Liefbroer 2009). These studies show a relevant gap between positive fertility preferences and realizations 

across European countries, and identified age, parity, marital status, and socioeconomic factors as important 

predictors of this gap. Heiland et al. (2008) suggest that fertility desires are relatively more stable than 

fertility intentions over the life course and less influenced by structural constraints, as implied by the TDIB 

framework. Hayford (2009), Iacovou and Tavares (2011), and Liefbroer (2009) show that fertility intentions 

are developmental goals and are generally adjusted downwards, and to a lesser extent upwards, with 

increasing age in response to experiences in the family, educational, and occupational life domains. The 

relatively extended research on the fertility intentions-behaviors gap and stability of fertility preferences at 

the individual level provides a relevant theoretical and empirical basis to conceptualize the gap between 

fertility desires and intentions. 
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Hypotheses 

 
Figure 1 The correspondence between fertility desires and intentions: conceptual and analytical 
framework. 
 
The correspondence between fertility desires and intentions is expected to depend on several key status 

attributes related to life course stages and individual agency. These attributes include age, parity, gender, 

sexual orientation, family-related factors, and socioeconomic constraints. 

One fundamental dimension in fertility research and primary determinant of the gap between preferences 

and behaviors and changes of fertility intentions is age (Iacovou and Tavares 2011). Across the life course, 

individuals face new and often unexpected constraints and experience major transitions in the work and 

family domains, which lead to a reassessment of their fertility preferences (Liefbroer 2009). In particular, 

age is related to both biological and normative factors. First, as individuals age, infecundity levels increase, 

and individuals are expected to revise their fertility intentions as a response to involuntary infertility. 

Second, age-related norms about the proper timing and sequencing of events provide individuals with a 

normative script of life and influence fertility-related preferences (Settersten and Hagestad 1996). 

Elaborating on Heckhausen’s life-span theory of control, Liefbroer (2009) shows that individuals adjust 

downward their family size intentions as a specific compensatory secondary control strategy when they 

realize that the attainment of a goal has become unlikely. Therefore, some individuals might adjust their 
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fertility intentions as a specific compensatory secondary control strategy while maintaining their underlying 

fertility desires (see Miller 2012, p. 94)2. This leads to the first hypothesis. 

Hypothesis I. The gap between fertility desires and intentions increases across age groups in the 

later reproductive years.  

Along with age, parity is a central factor in demographic estimations and a primary determinant of the 

correspondence between fertility preferences and behaviors. I expect significant differences between 

childless individuals and parents. For childless individuals, having a child not only represents realizing their 

fertility intentions but also achieving maternity and paternity status. Spéder and Kapitány (2009) found that 

childless people who did not realize their short-term fertility intentions are significantly less likely to 

abandon their fertility plans than individuals with one or more children. Régnier-Loilier and Vignoli (2011) 

reached comparable conclusions in Italy and France, where couples with already a child are more likely to 

forego their unrealized fertility intentions. Similarly, Iacovou and Tavares (2011) show that childless 

individuals are less likely to revise their intentions. Childless women are found to report the strongest 

fertility desires and maintain higher fertility intentions even when experiencing infertility problems 

(Shreffler et al. 2016).  

Hypothesis IIa. The gap between fertility desires and intentions is smaller among childless 

individuals.   

Parity is expected to influence the correspondence between fertility desires and intentions also among 

parents, with differences between individuals with one child compared to individuals with two or more 

 
2 It is surely possible that some individuals revise downward both their fertility desires and intentions. Across the life 

course, individuals who want to have a(nother) child might (i) fulfill their desires, (ii) change their desires, or (iii) 

have stable unfulfilled desires. This study focuses on the fertility intentions of the third group of individuals. For 

instance, I am mainly interested in estimating the correspondence between fertility desires and intentions using cross-

sectional data, which affects relevant period demographic estimations. In the Discussion and Conclusion section, I 

elaborate on the importance of both cross-sectional and longitudinal data to analyze the fertility gap between desires 

and intentions. 
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children. Given the strong and permanent two-children family ideals, individuals with one child are 

normatively pressured to desire and intend to have another child (Sobotka and Beaujouan 2014). Similarly, 

couples with one child might plan to have another one to provide their current kid companionship or for 

sex-specific preferences (Bulatao 1981; Iacovou and Tavares 2011). For example, Régnier-Loilier and 

Vignoli (2011) found that individuals with one child are half as likely to forgo their unrealized short-term 

fertility intentions compared to parents of two or more children. 

Hypothesis IIb. Among parents, the gap between fertility desires and intentions is smaller for 

individuals with one child compared to individuals with two or more children.  

The correspondence between fertility desires and intentions is expected to differ by gender, as a reflection 

of age-related and normative factors. For women, fecundability and observed fertility rates drop steadily 

after 35, while for men it is a slower and later process (Billari et al. 2007; Wagner, Huinink, and Liefbroer 

2019). Similarly, Billari et al. (2011) show that social age deadlines, the age at which individuals are seen 

as too old to have a(nother) child, are perceived more frequently for women than men and lower than actual 

biological limits. Across European countries, the mean maternal social age deadline is 41.7 years, while the 

mean paternal social age deadline is 47.3 years. For instance, Wagner et al. (2019) found that childless 

women aged 35-37 are more likely than men to revise their fertility intentions from long-term to short-term 

family-formation intentions or forgo their fertility plans. Gendered normative factors related to work-family 

balance and childrearing are also likely to influence men’s and women’s fertility desires and intentions 

differently. Unbalanced childcare and housework divisions and the labor market structure make combining 

employment and parenthood more challenging for women (McQuillan et al. 2008). In the job market, 

women pay a motherhood wage penalty, especially in low-income sectors, while men gain a fatherhood 

premium (Glauber 2018). Musick, Meier, and Flood (2016) show that although both fathers and mothers 

report positive psychological benefits when spending time with children, women also report higher levels 

of stress and fatigue. This association is explained by fathers spending more time with children in leisure 

while mothers in childcare, including cooking, cleaning, and organizing family activities. 
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Hypothesis III. The gap between fertility desires and intentions is higher among women than 

among men. 

A small but growing body of research focuses on fertility preferences and behaviors of sexual and gender 

minorities (Reczek 2020). Recent evidence suggests that sexual and gender minority individuals face both 

higher levels of unwanted and unintended fertility and significant barriers to achieving positive fertility 

preferences (Carpenter and Niesen 2021; Everett, McCabe, and Hughes 2017; Gregg 2018). In particular, 

both structural and individual factors affect sexual minority men and women’s fertility desires and 

intentions, including economic and legal constraints - access to adoption, foster care, and assisted 

reproductive technologies - and decision-making processes that are emotionally, socially, and logistically 

difficult (Carpenter et al. 2020; Carpenter and Niesen 2021). These barriers add layers of complexity and 

uncertainty, leading some sexual minority men and women to forgo their fertility desires (Carpenter and 

Niesen 2021; Gregg 2018). For instance, among childless individuals who desire to have a child, gay and 

lesbian respondents are less likely to report positive fertility intentions (Baiocco and Laghi 2013; Riskind 

and Patterson 2010). In contrast, childless bisexual men and women report similar fertility desires and 

intentions to their heterosexual counterparts (Riskind and Tornello 2017). Furthermore, sexual minority 

populations report significantly worse measures of well-being, including physical and mental health and 

financial well-being, which is likely to affect their ability to realize positive fertility preferences (Stacey, 

Reczek, and Spiker 2022).  

Hypothesis IV. The gap between fertility desires and intentions is higher among sexual minority 

populations.  

Characteristics related to the family domain are central in the studies on fertility preferences and are found 

to influence the correspondence between intentions and realizations. First, individuals who have a partner 

are more likely to realize their fertility preferences (Spéder and Kapitány 2009) and less likely to revise 

their fertility intentions compared to those who do not have a partner or are separated (Iacovou and Tavares 

2011; Liefbroer 2009). In particular, married individuals are more likely to realize their short-term fertility 
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intentions than those cohabiting, who are instead more likely to postpone or forego their fertility plans 

(Régnier-Loilier and Vignoli 2011; Spéder and Kapitány 2009). Although marriage and fertility are 

increasingly disconnected, marriage remains a central factor in the childbearing decision process (Hayford, 

Guzzo, and Smock 2014). Married individuals are more likely to have more traditional attitudes to family, 

have longer relationships, and perceive their partnerships as more stable, which in turn influences fertility 

realization (Régnier-Loilier and Vignoli 2011). Among individuals with a partner, partners’ characteristics 

are also relevant (Iacovou and Tavares 2011). In particular, partners’ age is expected to be as important as 

individuals’ age, as it follows the same social and biological limits described in the previous paragraphs. 

Finally, among parents, the age of the youngest child is expected to be associated with unrealized fertility 

(Philipov, Spéder, and Billari 2006). This follows preferences for relatively short birth intervals and reflects 

other constraints for which individuals are not able to realize their fertility preferences in a timely period 

(Iacovou and Tavares 2011).  

Hypothesis V. The gap between fertility desires and intentions is higher among individuals 

without a partner and, compared to married couples, among cohabiting couples. Furthermore, 

partner’s age and the age of the last child are negatively associated with fertility intentions.  

Finally, socioeconomic factors, particularly employment and household income, are expected to influence 

the correspondence between fertility desires and intentions. However, the overall effect of employment and 

income on fertility preferences is less clear compared to family-related factors, and it is likely to differ 

between men and women (Liefbroer 2009). On the one hand, higher household income and full-time 

employment can help individuals realize their fertility preferences and provide financial resources to raise 

future children. For instance, stable job conditions are often seen as preconditions to have children (Régnier-

Loilier and Vignoli 2011). On the other hand, couples in which both partners are employed can face higher 

opportunity costs and less work-life balance, or might decide to prioritize career-related preferences 

(Iacovou and Tavares 2011). Supporting these multifaceted expectations, Régnier-Loilier and Vignoli 

(2011) found that both inactive women and women with higher earnings are more likely to have an intended 
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child than employed women with lower earnings. In addition, the gendered housework and participation in 

the labor force described above influence the effect of socioeconomic factors on fertility preferences. 

Following gendered expectations and traditional family norms, employment status has been found 

particularly relevant for men (Spéder and Kapitány 2009).   

Hypothesis VI. The gap between fertility desires and intentions is moderated by measures of 

socioeconomic status, and the effect of employment status differ between men and women.  

Figure 1 reports a schematic representation of the conceptual and analytical framework, drawn starting from 

the TDIB framework.  
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Data and methods 

Data 

This study is based on the National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG) data, the most comprehensive 

nationally representative survey in the U.S. on fertility preferences and behaviors. Since 1973, the NSFG 

has collected repeated cross-sectional data to produce reliable national estimates of a broad range of 

fertility-related indicators. Originally designed to be nationally representative of non-institutionalized, ever-

married women aged 15 to 44, it has been gradually expanded by interviewing women regardless of marital 

experience (from 1982) and including an independent sample of men aged 15 to 44 (from 2002). Starting 

from 2015, the NSFG expanded the age range for women and men to respondents aged 15 to 49, which 

allows computing standard demographic estimations across 5-years age groups among reproductive-age 

women and men. I draw from the last four waves of the NSFG from 2011 to 2018, the most recent release. 

During these four waves, the survey design and questions relevant for my analyses did not change, and the 

NSFG adopted a continuous interview design. Importantly, the NSFG provides sample weights to correct 

for survey design, non-response bias, and declining response rates across rounds, which allows for pulling 

together different waves (see Guzzo and Hayford 2023). I include men and women aged 15 to 49, resulting 

in a total raw sample of 42,062 observations.  

The NSFG is uniquely suitable for analyzing the correspondence between fertility desires and intentions as 

operationalized in the theoretical section, as it follows a specific questionnaire design that reflects Miller’s 

trait-desires-intentions-behaviors framework. First, all respondents are asked about their fertility desires 

through the question “(Looking to the future, do / If it were possible, would) you, yourself, want to have  

(a/nother) baby at some time (after this pregnancy is over / in the future)?”3. Valid answers include “yes”, 

“no”, and “don’t know”. Then, respondents are asked about their fertility intentions according to certain  

 
3 The specific framing reflects whether respondents or their partners are pregnant and whether respondents or their 

partners are not physically able to have children.  
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Table 2 Weighted summary statistics: proportion/mean and 95% Confidence Interval (N = 
11,592). 

Variable Proportions/Mean 95% C.I. 

Fertility intentions (0 = No, 1 = Yes) 0.87 0.86 - 0.88 
Age group    
    25-29 42.8% 41.3% - 44.4% 
    30-34 30.0% 28.8% - 31.3% 
    35-39 16.1% 15.0% - 17.2% 
    40-44 8.6% 7.8% - 9.5% 
    45-49 2.5% 2.1% - 3.0% 
Parity    
    0 52.1% 50.2% - 53.9% 
    1 24.8% 23.7% - 25.9% 
    2 15.2% 14.1% - 16.3% 
    3 5.5% 4.9% - 6.2% 
    4 or more 2.5% 2.1% - 3.0% 
Gender (0 = Women, 1 = Men) 0.56 0.55 - 0.57 
Sexual orientation   
    Heterosexual 93.1% 92.4% - 93.8% 
    Bisexual 3.3% 3.0% - 3.8% 
    Gay and lesbian 2.0% 1.5% - 2.5% 
    Other/Not ascertained 1.6% 1.3% - 1.9% 
Marital Status   
    Never married 33.67 32.2% - 35.1% 
    Cohabiting 18.4% 17.0% - 19.8% 
    Married 41.9% 40.2% - 43.5% 
    Separated or widowed 6.0% 5.6% - 6.7% 
Partner’s age 32.65 32.4% - 32.9% 
Age of last child (0 = 0-3, 1 = 4 or 
more) 

0.48 0.46 - 0.50 

Employment status   
    Not employed 9.2% 8.5% -10.1% 
    Full-time 67.1% 65.9% - 68.5% 
    Part-time 10.0% 9.3% - 10.8% 
    Some of each 13.6% 12.6% - 14.7% 
Partner’s employment status (0 = Not 
employed, 1 = Employed) 

0.82 0.81 - 0.83 

Household income   
    $0-49,999 48.8% 46.9% - 50.7% 
    $50,000-99,999 31.5% 30.2% - 32.8% 
    $100,000 or more 19.7% 18.1% - 21.5% 
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criteria. First, respondents who are married or are cohabiting are asked whether they and their partner intend 

to have a(nother) child. This reflects both the TDIB framework and the theory of planned behavior, 

according to which fertility intentions entail a specific plan and have, therefore, to be aligned across 

partners, contrary to fertility desires which are individual (Miller 2011). Second, respondents who are not 

physically able to have children, or whose partner is not, are not asked about their fertility intentions. Again, 

this reflects the specificity of fertility intentions as entailing childbearing plans (see Shreffler et al. (2016) 

for a detailed discussion of infertility and fertility intentions). Following these criteria, respondents are 

asked about their fertility intentions through the question “Do you (and [name of current married or 

cohabiting partner]) intend to have (a/nother) baby at some time (in the future/after this pregnancy is over)?” 

Valid answers include “yes”, “no”, and “don’t know”4. Relevant to these analyses, fertility desires and 

intentions are asked with the exact same wording and refer to the same timing (“at some time”), with the 

only difference that desires are framed as “want to have” and intentions as “intend to have”.   

Following the conceptual framework, I restrict the analysis to respondents who want a(nother) child (62.62 

% of the raw sample) and provide a valid answer to the fertility intentions question (90.27%, with the 

remaining 9.73% proportion not applicable for physical infertility). This results in a total analytical sample 

of 23,769 observations.  

I divide the respondents into five-year age groups: 15-19, 20-24, 25-29, 30-34, 35-39, 40-44, and 45-49. 

Concerning parity, I added one child to the current number of children if respondents or their partners are 

pregnant, as fertility desires and intentions questions refer to another child after the pregnancy is over.  The 

NSFG reports female and male respondents in two different data files, without other measures or 

specifications of gender identity; I follow that convention. 

 
4 Unpartnered men are provided with a different set of valid answers: “definitely yes”, “probably yes”, “probably no”, 

“definitely no”, and “don’t know”. I combined “definitely yes” and “probably yes” into a “yes” category and “probably 

no” and “definitely no” into a “no” category to make the analyses comparable. Results are robust to an alternative 

specification that includes only “definitely yes” into the “yes” category.  
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The NSFG asked respondents about their sexual orientation in the computer-assisted self-interviewing 

section of the questionnaire. In particular, sexual orientation is coded into four categories: heterosexual, 

gay and lesbian, bisexual, and other/not ascertained. 

Following the theoretical framework, I include in the family domain respondents’ marital status, the age of 

their partner, and the age of the last child (for parents). As provided by the NSFG, marital status includes 

four categories: never married, cohabiting, married, and separated or widowed. Since the age of the last 

child is expected to influence the gap between fertility desires and intentions non-linearly, I created two  

categories: 0 to 3 years and 4 or more years5 (following a similar approach as Iacovou and Tavares 2011).  

As measures of the socio-economic domain, I include respondents’ employment status, their partner’s 

employment status, and household income. The NSFG asks respondents about their employment status 

during the last 12 months and codes the responses into four categories: not employed, employed full-time, 

employed part-time, and some of each. Partners’ employment status is measured as a binary variable, 

employed and not employed. Finally, household income is grouped into three categories: $0-$49,999, 

$50,000-$99,999, and $100,000 or more.  

Concerning the control variables, I include the NSFG round, race and ethnicity, years of completed 

education, and the importance of religion. In particular, race and ethnicity includes non-Hispanic white, 

non-Hispanic Black, Hispanic, and other as an additional category. Finally, NSFG respondents are asked 

how much religion is important in their life according to a scale from 1 (not important) to 3 (very important).  

 

Methods 

My analyses are twofold. First, I estimate age- and parity-specific estimates of the gap between fertility 

desires and intentions for men and women. In particular, I compute the proportion of respondents who 

intend, do not intend, and do not know, conditional on wanting a(nother) child. Second, I estimate a series 

 
5 Results are robust to alternative specifications, including the age of the last child as a continuous variable or as a 

three-category variable with 0-3 years, 4-5 years, and 6 or more years.  
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of logistic regressions to analyze the determinants of the gap between desires and intentions at the individual 

level. The dependent variable is equal to 1 if the respondent intends to have another child and 0 if does not 

intend, conditioned on wanting another child. I decided to exclude the 0.9% of respondents who report 

"don’t know" intentions for clarity and lack of statistical power to include them in multinomial regressions. 

In the baseline model, I include age, parity, gender, and the control variables. In the second model, I add 

respondents’ sexual orientation and family-related factors. In the third model, I add socioeconomic factors. 

Finally, in the fourth model, I interact socioeconomic factors and gender. Because the gap between fertility 

desires and intentions among individuals in the 15-19 and 20-24 age groups is minimal, (as shown in the 

descriptive analysis), I restrict the regression models to individuals aged 25 or more. The regression 

analyses thus focus on the age groups with more variations in the outcome variables, and for which 

childbearing decisions are more salient. Results including young respondents aged less than 25 are 

consistent and robust, and available upon request. I excluded from the regression models the 0.48% of 

respondents with at least one missing value in any independent variable. Therefore, the final analytical 

sample includes 11,648 observations.  

I report in Table 2 weighted summary statistics, mean or proportions and 95% confidence intervals, for 

each variable included in the logistic regression models. As underlined above, the analytical sample is 

restricted to individuals who want a(nother child), and is therefore skewed toward younger individuals who, 

on average, are more likely to intend to have a(nother child) and have lower parity levels. Importantly, age 

and parity are included in all regression models.   
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Results  

Descriptive estimates: age- and parity-specific fertility desires-intentions gap  

 
I first compute age- and parity-specific estimates of the gap between positive fertility desires and intentions 

for men and women. Conditioned on desiring another child, I estimate the proportion of respondents by age 

group and parity level who intend to have a(nother) child, do not intend, and do not know.  

Figure 2 reports the age-specific estimates. The gap between fertility desires and intentions follows a clear 

age pattern. Among individuals in the youngest age group, the gap is minimal, with nearly all respondents 

who desire to have a(nother) child also intending to have one. Starting from the 25-29 age group, the gap 

between desires and intentions increases almost linearly, reaching 40.78% among men in the 45-49 age 

group and 55.68% among women in the same age group. These estimates support Hypothesis I, according 
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Figure 2 Weighted age-specific estimates of fertility intentions among respondents who want 
a(nother) child (N = 23,769). 

Figure 3 Weighted parity-specific estimates of fertility intentions among respondents who want 
a(nother) child (N = 23,769). 
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to which the gap between fertility desires and intentions increases across age groups. Importantly, there are 

marked gendered dynamic: men are significantly more likely than women to intend to have a(nother) child 

across all the age groups. The absolute difference between men and women is 8.86 in the 30-34 age group, 

8.47 in the 35-39 age group, 13.44 in the 40-44 age group, and 14.90 in the 45-49 age group. These estimates 

also support Hypothesis III, according to which the gap between fertility desires and intentions is higher 

among women than among men.  

A marginal proportion of respondents who desire to have a(nother) child report not knowing whether they 

intend to have one. Although the proportion of “don’t know” answers is low, and standard errors are 

consequently relatively large, there is a pattern. For both men and women, less than 1% of respondents in 

the youngest age groups are unsure about their fertility desires. The proportion of “don’t know” answers 

gradually increases to a maximum of 2.62% for men in the 40-44 age group and 3.91% for women in the 

35-39 age group, and again gradually declines in the following age groups. Reported uncertainty is thus 

maximal in the age groups approaching perceived social age deadlines and higher for women. This is 

consistent with Morgan (1981), which underlines that “don’t know” answers to fertility intentions are 

meaningful.  

Figure 3 reports the parity-specific estimates. There is a significant difference between childless individuals 

and parents. Almost all childless individuals who want a(nother) child also intend to have one, 96.15% 

among men and 95.12% among women. At parity 1, the gap between fertility desires and intentions 

increases to 10.82% for men and 11.42% for women. At higher parity levels, the gap is higher but stable, 

around 22% and 23% for both men and women. These estimates support both Hypothesis IIa, according to 

which the gap between fertility desires and intentions is smaller among childless individuals,  

and Hypothesis IIb, according to which the gap between fertility desires and intentions is smaller for 

individuals with one child than individuals with two or more children. The percentage of respondents who 

report a “don’t know” answer gradually increases across parity levels, reaching a maximum of 4.59% for 

men at parity 3 and 3.45% for women at parity 3. 
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Regression estimates: understanding the fertility desires-intentions gap at the individual level  

I continue by computing a series of logistic regression models to understand the determinants of the gap 

between desires and intentions at the individual level and test the main hypotheses. Table 3 reports the 

estimated odds ratios and standard errors.  

The first model is a baseline regression that includes age, parity, gender, and the control variables. This 

specification complements the age- and parity-specific estimates of the gap between fertility desires and 

intentions, and confirms the previous results. The likelihood of intending a(nother) child given positive 

fertility desires decreases significantly with age. Older respondents are significantly less likely to intend to 

have a(nother) child than younger respondents, confirming hypothesis I. Parity is also a relevant predictor. 

Compared to childless respondents, individuals with one child are 42.9% less likely to report positive 

fertility intentions, those with two children 67.7% less likely, those with three children 67.6% less likely,  

and those with four or more children 60.4% less likely. These estimates confirm Hypothesis IIa and 

hypothesis IIb. Finally, men are 90.8% more likely to intend to have a(nother) child, confirming Hypothesis 

III, according to which the gap between fertility desires and intentions is higher among women than among 

men. 

The second model adds respondents’ sexual orientation and family-related factors. First, I hypothesized 

that the gap between fertility desires and intentions is higher among sexual minority populations 

(Hypothesis IV). I estimate that bisexual and gay and lesbian respondents are, respectively, 42.2% and 

70.8% less likely to report positive fertility intentions than heterosexual respondents, a significant 

difference. Hypothesis IV is thus confirmed. Second, I hypothesized that the gap between fertility desires 

and intentions is higher among individuals without a partner and, compared to married couples, among 

cohabiting couples, and that it increases with the partner’s age and the age of the last child (Hypothesis V). 

Partnered respondents are significantly more likely to report positive fertility intention and that married 

couples are relatively more likely to intend a(nother) child than cohabiting couples. Conversely, separated 

or widowed respondents are 7.15% less likely than unpartnered respondents, but the difference is not 
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statistically significant. The likelihood of positive fertility intentions decreases with the partner’s age, with 

an odds ratio  
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Table 3 Weighted logistic regression estimates predicting fertility intentions (conditioned on positive fertility desires). Odds Ratios 
and Standard Errors in odds scale. 

 Model 1: 
Baseline 

Model 2: 
Including sexual 
orientation and family 
domain 

Model 3: 
Including 
socioeconomic domain 

Model 4: 
Including interactions 
between socioeconomic 
domain and gender 

 OR SE OR SE OR SE OR SE 

Age group (ref. = 25-29)         
    30-34 0.54*** 0.06 0.63*** 0.07 0.62*** 0.07 0.62*** 0.07 
    35-39 0.34*** 0.04 0.48*** 0.07 0.47*** 0.07 0.48*** 0.07 
    40-44 0.10*** 0.01 0.18*** 0.03 0.17*** 0.03 0.18*** 0.03 
    45-49 0.05*** 0.01 0.10*** 0.02 0.10*** 0.02 0.10*** 0.02 
Parity (ref. = 0 children)         
    1 0.57*** 0.07 0.48*** 0.07 0.48*** 0.07 0.48*** 0.07 
    2 0.32*** 0.04 0.25*** 0.04 0.26*** 0.03 0.26*** 0.04 
    3 0.32*** 0.06 0.25*** 0.05 0.25*** 0.06 0.26*** 0.05 
    4 or more 0.40*** 0.11 0.31*** 0.09 0.32*** 0.09 0.31*** 0.09 
Gender (ref. = Women)         
    Men 1.91*** 0.19 1.50*** 0.16 1.45** 0.17 1.05 0.29 
Sexual orientation (ref. = Heterosexual) 
    Bisexual   0.58* 0.13 0.59* 0.13 0.60* 0.13 
    Gay and lesbian   0.29*** 0.08 0.29*** 0.07 0.29*** 0.07 
    Other/Not ascertained   1.21 0.48 1.25 0.51 1.25 0.55 
Marital status (ref. = Never married) 
    Cohabiting   5.19*** 1.82 4.92*** 1.86 4.98*** 1.91 
    Married   6.88*** 2.47 6.49*** 2.52 6.50*** 2.57 
    Separated or widowed   0.93 0.15 0.92 0.14 0.92 0.14 
Partner’s age   0.94*** 0.01 0.94*** 0.01 0.94*** 0.01 
Age of last child (ref. = 0-3)         
    4 or more   0.67** 0.08 0.67*** 0.08 0.68** 0.08 
Employment status (ref. Not employed) 
    Full-time     1.29 0.19 0.99 0.16 
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    Part-time     1.19 0.22 0.95 0.20 
    Some of each     1.03 0.20 0.93 0.24 
Partner’s employment status (ref. Not employed) 
    Employed     1.03 0.16 0.80 0.14 
Household income (ref. $0-49,999) 
    $50,000-99,999     0.95 0.12 0.93 0.12 
    $100,000 or more     1.02 0.16 1.01 0.16 
Employment status last 12 months # Gender 
    Full-time # Men       2.28** 0.69 
    Part-time # Men       2.12 0.82 
    Some of each # Men       1.62 0.70 
Partner’s employment status # Gender 
    Employed # Women       1.92*** 0.37 
NSFG wave (Ref. 2011-2013) 
    2013 - 2015 1.32* 0.17 1.36* 0.18 1.34* 0.18 1.37* 0.18 
    2015 - 2017 1.43* 0.21 1.45* 0.22 1.42* 0.21 1.47* 0.22 
    2017 - 2019 1.37* 0.20 1.41* 0.20 1.39* 0.20 1.41* 0.20 
Race and ethnicity (Ref. Non-Hispanic white) 
    Hispanic 1.63*** 0.21 1.73*** 0.22 1.71*** 0.22 1.70*** 0.22 
    Non-Hispanic Black 1.74*** 0.21 1.83*** 0.24 1.82*** 0.24 1.89*** 0.25 
    Other 1.84*** 0.31 2.01*** 0.36 2.03*** 0.36 1.99*** 0.36 
Years of education 1.02 0.02 1.00 0.02 0.99 0.02 1.00 0.02 
Importance of religion 1.14* 0.07 1.12 0.06 1.12 0.06 1.11 0.06 
Intercept 7.02*** 2.18 15.15*** 5.16 14.29*** 5.16 13.40*** 4.86 
N 11,592 11,592 11,592 11,592 

Notes: *p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
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of 0.941. Finally, respondents whose last child is four years old or older are 32.7% less likely to 

indent a(nother) child than parents with a younger child. Hypothesis V is also confirmed.  

The third model adds socioeconomic factors, including employment status, the partner’s 

employment status, and household income. Compared to not employed respondents, those with 

full-time employment are 28.8% more likely to intend a(nother) child, and those with part-time 

employment 19.1%. These estimates suggest that the gap between fertility desires and intentions is 

higher for not employed individuals, but the difference is not statistically significant. Respondents 

whose partner is employed are marginally more likely to report positive intentions, but the 

difference is not statistically significant. Finally, although household income is not significantly 

associated with fertility intentions, there is a u-shaped relation: respondents with household income 

less than $50,000 and higher than $100,000 are marginally more likely to intend a(nother) child 

compared to those with household income between $50,000 and $99,999.  

The fourth model adds an interaction between socioeconomic factors and gender. Consistent with 

gendered expectations and traditional family norms, I notice that employment status, particularly 

full-time employment, is significantly more relevant for men. Similarly, the partner’s employment 

status is significantly more relevant for women. These estimates suggest that couples in which men 

are employed are more likely to report positive fertility intentions. The third and fourth models 

partially support Hypothesis VI, according to which the gap between fertility desires and intentions 

is moderated by measures of socioeconomic status, and the effect of employment status differ 

between men and women.  

To conclude, I comment on the control variables. The regression estimates show that 

respondents in the 2011-2013 NSFG are more likely to report positive fertility intentions 

than those in the subsequent waves. Importantly, the gap between fertility desires and 

intentions did not increase across the NSFG rounds. White respondents are less likely to 
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intend to have a(nother) child than black and Hispanic respondents. Education is not 

significantly related to the gap between desires and intentions. Finally, there is marginal 

evidence that religiosity is positively associated with fertility intentions, but the 

relationship becomes not statistically significant when including family domain factors and 

sexual orientation.  

To summarize, I report in Table 4 the list with the hypothesis elaborated in the conceptual 

framework and the empirical results.  

Table 4 A summary of hypotheses and empirical results. 

 Hypothesis Results 

H.I The gap between fertility desires and intentions increases across 
age groups in the later reproductive years. Confirmed 

H.IIa The gap between fertility desires and intentions is smaller among 
childless individuals. Confirmed 

H.IIb 
Among parents, the gap between fertility desires and intentions is 
smaller for individuals with one child than individuals with two or 
more children. 

Confirmed 

H.III The gap between fertility desires and intentions is higher among 
women than among men. Confirmed 

H.IV The gap between fertility desires and intentions is higher among 
sexual minority populations. Confirmed 

H.V 

The gap between fertility desires and intentions is higher among 
individuals without a partner and, compared to married couples, 
among cohabiting couples. Furthermore, partner’s age and the age 
of the last child are negatively associated with fertility intentions. 

Confirmed 

H.VI 
The gap between fertility desires and intentions is moderated by 
measures of socioeconomic status, and the effect of employment 
status differ between men and women.  

Partially 
confirmed 
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Discussion and Conclusion 

In this paper, I built from the theory of planned behavior and the traits-desires-intentions-behaviors 

framework to analyze the gap between positive fertility desires and intentions (Ajzen and Klobas 

2013; Miller 2011). Fertility desires and intentions are standard tools in demographic analysis and 

have become central measures for analyzing and predicting fertility trends and classifying recent 

births into a wanted and an unwanted component (Casterline and El-Zeini 2007; Guzzo and 

Hayford 2023; Hartnett and Gemmill 2020). Since the emergence of below-replacement levels 

across high-income societies, demographers have emphasized the gap between positive fertility 

preferences and fertility realizations at both the population and individual levels (Morgan and 

Rackin 2010; Régnier-Loilier et al. 2011; Spéder and Kapitány 2009). The gap between fertility 

desires and intentions is critical to understand why some individuals do not strive for their 

childbearing desires (Miller 2011) and a relevant indicator that can be used to measure the fertility 

gap at the individual level (Guzzo and Hayford 2023). I computed age- and parity-specific estimates 

and analyzed the determinants of the gap between fertility desires and intentions, testing a series of 

hypotheses developed in the conceptual and analytical framework (see Figure 1).  

These results show that the gap between fertility desires and intentions depends upon age, parity, 

gender, sexual orientation, and factors related to the family and socioeconomic domain. The gap 

between fertility desires and intentions follows a clear age pattern: it is minimal among individuals 

in the youngest age groups and increases almost linearly from the 25-29 age group. In particular, 

40.78% of men and 55.68% of women in the 45-49 age group who desire a(nother) child do not 

intend to have one. Concerning parity, I found that the gap between fertility desires and intentions 

is minimal among childless individuals, it increases by 42.9% among individuals with one child, 

and by another 24.8% among those with two children. The gap between fertility desires and 

intentions is significantly higher among women and sexual minorities, particularly gay and lesbian 
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respondents. Factors related to the family domain are also relevant, and I found that the gap is 

higher among individuals without a partner and increases significantly with the partner’s age and 

the age of the last child. Finally, socioeconomic factors are not systematically associated with 

fertility desires and intentions but differ between men and women. Respondent’s employment 

status is significantly more relevant for men, while partner’s employment status for women. In 

Table 4, I reported a detailed summary of my hypotheses and empirical results. 

This study is based on the National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG), a nationally representative 

repeated cross-sectional survey in the U.S. The NSFG data have the unique advantages of following 

a specific questionnaire design that reflects Miller’s trait-desires-intentions-behaviors framework 

and allowing age- and parity-specific computation of the correspondence between fertility desires 

and intentions in the U.S. Longitudinal surveys, such as the GGS and the National Longitudinal 

Survey of Youth (NLSY), have been extensively used to analyze fertility preferences, but they 

usually do not allow for age- and parity-specific estimations and asks different questions for desires 

and intentions (e.g., lifetime desires but short-term intentions). Nevertheless, the conceptual 

framework and findings suggest that the gap between fertility desires and intentions is 

developmental and unfolds throughout the life course. The gap between desires and intentions is 

almost null among young respondents and gradually increases across age groups. It would be 

relevant to complement these analysis with longitudinal data to understand the mechanisms 

underlining this process. When and why do individuals revise their fertility intentions but not their 

fertility desires? 

I decided to focus these analyses on the U.S., motivated by a significant decline in the total fertility 

rate from 2.12 in 2007 to 1.64 in 2020 (World Bank 2023) and a robust literature on the 

correspondence between fertility preferences and behaviors and changing fertility preferences in 

this context (Guzzo and Hayford 2023; Hayford 2009; Morgan and Rackin 2010). Recent evidence 

suggests that the negative fertility trend is not driven by declining intended total family size but 
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likely by increasing unrealized fertility (Guzzo and Hayford 2023; Hartnett and Gemmill 2020). 

These analyses show a significant but stable gap between fertility desires and intentions. Whether 

and how much the gap between fertility desires and intentions differ across contexts is an open 

research question. Many European countries report lowest-low total fertility rates, and the gap 

between fertility preferences and realizations at the macro level is higher than in the U.S., which 

could reflect a higher gap between fertility desires and intentions. Across European countries, 

undesired and unintended is also lower compared to the U.S. Furthermore, the social, economic, 

and institutional context varies significantly across European countries (Kohler et al. 2002; Sobotka 

and Beaujouan 2014) and comparative analyses might illuminate how the socioeconomic structure 

influences the correspondence between desires and intentions.  

Recent studies show significant levels of unrealized fertility and changing fertility preferences also 

across low-income countries (Casterline and Han 2017; Cleland, Machiyama, and Casterline 2020; 

Yeatman, Sennott, and Culpepper 2013). These studies confirm the validity of fertility preferences 

measures in high fertility contexts, showing a clear link between fertility desires and outcomes, 

especially as overall contraceptive use increases (Cleland et al. 2020; Yeatman et al. 2013). 

Longitudinal surveys show a relevant proportion, on average around 20%, of women changing their 

fertility desires downwardly or upwardly between survey waves, in part as a response of child 

mortality and union formation or dissolution (Cleland et al. 2020; Yeatman et al. 2013). A 

significant proportion of women at the end of their reproductive careers report wanting another 

child, suggesting relatively high levels of unrealized fertility (Casterline and Han 2017). In these 

contexts, fertility preferences measures are mainly based on fertility desires, and analyses of the 

correspondence between desires and intentions would be important to interpret demographic 

estimates and analyze fertility trends.  

These findings have relevant implications for (i) the theoretical understanding of the childbearing 

decision process, (ii) demographic estimations based on fertility desires and intentions, and (iii) 
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fertility trends and social policies. These findings can be interpreted from different theoretical 

perspectives. On the one hand, the determinants of the gap between fertility desires and intentions 

at the individual levels align with hypotheses and reflect individual and societal constraints, 

supporting the idea that desires and intentions are meaningful constructs. On the other hand, a gap 

between desires and intentions reflects per se a sort of ambiguity and uncertainty, as individuals’ 

desires and intentions are not aligned. It would be relevant to investigate and design in-depth 

interviews to understand better how individuals think about their fertility desires and intentions as 

separate constructs and which are the psycho-social consequences of a gap between the two 

measures. 

One of the current challenges for demographers is to estimate unrealized fertility. Population 

scientists have proposed different approaches, including comparing overall fertility preferences and 

period total fertility rates (Bongaarts 2001), using longitudinal data to compare fertility preferences 

measured at one point in time and subsequent realizations (Harknett and Hartnett 2014; Morgan 

and Rackin 2010; Régnier-Loilier et al. 2011; Spéder and Kapitány 2009), and examining the 

fertility preferences of individuals at the end of their reproductive careers (Casterline and Han 

2017). Depending on data availability, these indicators can be computed using fertility desires and 

intentions. The results show a relevant gap between fertility desires and intentions, which 

consequently affects these estimates. For example, if we estimate unrealized fertility by measuring 

fertility preferences at the end of the reproductive career among individuals between 40 and 44, 

estimates based on fertility desires and intentions would differ substantially, up to a 50% difference 

for women. Similarly, if we use longitudinal data to estimate unrealized fertility by comparing 

fertility intentions and subsequent realizations, the resulting estimates would be downwardly 

biased. For instance, individuals who intend to have a(nother) child are a subset of those who desire 

a(nother) child, representing only a portion of the overall fertility gap. As suggested by Miller 

(2011), it could be relevant to consider two gaps, the gap between fertility desires and intentions 
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and the gap between fertility intentions and behaviors, which sum to an overall fertility gap. In 

addition, although not the focus of my study, these analyses suggest a careful distinction between 

unwanted and unintended fertility, and wanted and intended fertility, when classifying recent births.  

Following Miller (2011), the results underline an “unmet demand for fertility intentions,” as some 

individuals desire but do not intend to have another child. From a human rights perspective, it is 

arguable that policymakers should foster a social environment where individuals can achieve their 

desires. The gap between fertility desires and intentions is higher among individuals close to the 

end of their reproductive careers, sexual minorities, and women As underlined by Lazzari et al. 

(2023), large-scale availability of assisted reproductive technologies is an important factor in 

helping individuals achieve their fertility preferences and, in turn, crucial for determining 

completed fertility. The results show a significantly higher gap among sexual minorities, which 

reflects structural factors, legal constraints, and a social environment that lead some sexual minority 

individuals to forgo their fertility desires (Carpenter et al. 2020). Finally, consistent with the 

gendered expectations and division of labor within the family, employment status is significantly 

more relevant for men, while the partner’s employment status for women. As the gender revolution 

unfolds, family demographers have shown increased fertility levels among gender-egalitarian 

couples and countries with higher gender equity (Esping-Andersen and Billari 2015; Goldscheider, 

Bernhardt, and Lappegård 2015). In the United States, as in many European countries, there is a 

sizeable motherhood wage penalty and fatherhood wage premium (Glauber 2018). These 

inequalities and expectations influence men’s and women’s decisions to pursue fertility desires 

and, consequently, future fertility trends. The gap between fertility desires and intentions can 

therefore illuminate structural inequalities and guide social policies. 
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