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Abstract 
Research about fertility has focused in the main on studying separately the influences of 
communication networks and social capital on reproductive behavior, but it has rarely tried to 
integrate both network properties theoretically or analytically. We therefore discuss a general 
model of purposeful behavior that perceives individuals’ subjective perceptions of the utilities 
of different courses of action to be affected by structures of interpersonal influence. Resources 
needed to realize desired goals are furthermore shaped by exchange relationships that build 
social capital. These considerations are empirically applied to explanations of the intentions of 
758 Polish men and women ever to have a first, second, or third child. Personal networks are 
especially relevant for the considerations to have a first or a second child. The intentions of 
childless respondents are positively influenced by network partners that are in a similar stage 
of their reproductive biographies or that have already taken the step of having a first child. 
However, respondents with one child intend to have a second child with a higher probability 
the more they have access to fertility-related social capital.  
 
Keywords: interpersonal influence, social capital, fertility, rational choice, behavioral inten-
tions, Poland 
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1. Introduction 

During the last two decades, social networks became a central aspect for understanding 

reproductive behavior and changing levels of fertility. Diffusions of new values and contra-

ceptive methods were a driving force of the first demographic transition in Europe and they 

fuel contemporary declining trends of reproduction in developing countries (Bongaarts and 

Watkins 1996). These diffusion processes rest on personal communication networks provid-

ing the channels through which people learn about new social evaluations of fertility and 

become influenced to adopt new contraceptives (see, for example, Kohler 2001, Valente et al. 

1997, Entwisle et al. 1996, Rosero-Bixby and Casterline 1994). Supportive networks and 

social capital matter for reproductive decision-making in Central and Eastern Europe. They 

provide monetary and non-monetary resources that help households to stabilize their eco-

nomic and social situations, and this increases the willingness of the household members to 

have children (Bühler and Philipov forthcoming, Philipov et al. 2004, Philipov and Shkol-

nikov 2001). 

Both fields of research emphasize communication and transfers, two central contents 

of personal networks (Mitchell 1973). However, each of them stress on one content exclu-

sively. The restriction to one content is meaningful within the particular social, economic, and 

historical contexts, these fields of research deal with. However, a generalized view of the 

significance of social networks for reproductive behavior is still missing. People are simulta-

neously embedded in relationships and personal networks of multiple contents. Moreover, 

individual decision-making neither exclusively rests on subjective evaluations nor is it 

entirely an expression of the resources actors can utilize to reach their desired goals. There-

fore, theoretical considerations and empirical analyses are needed that integrate network 

influences on reproductive behavior due to communication and transfers.  

 The subsequent explanations intend to make some steps in this direction. Based on a 

general model of rational choice, the theoretical section (Section 2) discusses the significance 

of communication and transfers for individual decision-making. It is argued that communica-

tion networks affect individual preferences and that exchange relationships create social 

capital, which shapes the pool of resources actors can utilize. These arguments are transferred 

to the context of fertility and are empirically applied to the fertility intentions of Polish men 

and women. Fertility intentions are analyzed because they represent the stage at which 

individuals decide about their reproductive goals as well as about the instrumental activities 

they want to use to achieve it. Section 3 describes briefly the data, followed by a discussion of 

the variables used in the analyses. Section 4 presents basic descriptive statistics and results 

from logit regressions on the respondents’  intentions to ever have a first, second, or third 

child. Section 5 gives a summary and concluding discussion. 
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2. Social networks and considerations of having children 

The subsequent arguments rest on a model of purposeful decision making which perceives 

individual behavior as an outcome of personal preferences, available resources, and rules by 

which actors finally decide to engage in particular activities (Diekmann and Voss 2004). 

Personal preferences are an expression of the benefits that different courses of action promise 

to provide, i.e. of the expected direct or indirect improvements of actors’  general utilities, 

such as wealth, well-being, or social approval (Hechter and Kanazawa 1997, Friedman et al. 

1994). However, the performances of desired activities are restricted by the resources actors 

can utilize. These resources rest on their physical and mental strengths, their degrees of 

human capital and wealth, but they are also provided by their environment (Diekmann and 

Voss 2004). 

Individuals’  personal preferences and the resources that are available for them de-

pend, among other things, on their personal relationships and social networks. Interpersonal 

interaction is in general characterized by communication and exchange as well as by the 

transmission of norms as a byproduct of the first two relational contents (Mitchell 1973). 

Consequently, social networks matter for purposeful decision-making because of two reasons 

(Schweizer 1996: chapter 4, Burt 1982). Communication influences individuals’  perceptions 

of the expected utilities of different courses of action. Exchange relationships shape the pool 

of resources individuals can use to carry out desired activities. 

 

2.1 Social networks and perceptions of utility 

Communication networks form subjectively perceived utilities for different activities by 

exposing individuals to information and structures of interpersonal influence. Knowledge 

about expected costs and benefits of particular behaviors are a basic requirement for purpose-

ful decision-making. However, individuals are bounded rational actors and therefore access to 

information by interpersonal communication or mass media is crucial (Montgomery and 

Casterline 1996, Rogers 1995). Individuals can passively receive information or they can 

actively seek for it. In both situations, their positions in communication networks determine 

their exposures to information of different content and quality (Freeman 1979, Granovetter 

1973). 

However, actors do not decide exclusively on information. They also want to become 

convinced that particular behaviors will lead to positive outcomes (Rogers 1995). Personal 

evaluations, experiences, and opinions serve this purpose if they are communicated by 

network partners that are socially close to the deciding individuals, i.e. if they belong to their 

peer groups or occupy similar network positions, and if they mention the topics, the individu-

als have to decide on (Friedkin 1993, Marsden and Friedkin 1993, Burt 1987). Peer groups are 

influential as they build a substantive part of individuals’  daily life. They also tend to build 

cohesive networks of high density that distribute information quickly, but that also produce 
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homogeneous evaluations and normative pressures fueled by repeated interactions and mutual 

dependencies (Coleman 1990: chapter 11, Friedkin 1982). Individuals in structural similar 

positions exert influence because they are in similar and therefore comparable social situa-

tions and stages of their life cycles. Due to this comparability, actors evaluate the utilities of 

different courses of action by virtually performing these activities through their counterparts 

(Burt 1982). They learn directly from them if their similar network partners already perform 

activities that they are considering (Marsden 1998; Friedkin 1993). 

Social networks become an important factor in explaining processes of declining fer-

tility. The onset and pace of the first demographic transition in Europe and the contemporary 

decrease of fertility in developing countries rest, among other things, on the diffusion of new 

evaluations of fertility, children, family size, or gender roles as well as on the dispersion of 

information, experiences, and opinions about the use of modern contraceptives (Bongaarts 

and Watkins 1996). Communications about these topics expose individuals to information and 

structures of interpersonal influence that finally alter their subjective perceptions of high 

levels of fertility and of the means to control reproduction (see, for example, Bühler and 

Kohler 2004, Kohler 2001, Kohler et al. 2001, Montgomery and Casterline 1993, 1996). 

There is, however, not much insight about the relevance of communication networks 

for fertility decisions outside the specific context of the diffusion of innovative reproductive 

behaviors. From a theoretical point of view, it is argued that social networks are one cause of 

lowest-low fertility in Europe, as they distribute role models of childlessness or small families 

(Kohler et al. 2002). Qualitative studies from Italy and Germany show that structures of 

interpersonal communication are of general significance for reproductive behavior (Bernardi 

et al. 2005, Bernardi 2003). They, for example, provide individuals with fertility-related 

information, reinforce their childbearing desires, or encourage them in pursuing their repro-

ductive plans, but they may also set serious normative pressures to fulfill commonly shared 

ideas of fertility.   

 

2.2 Personal relationships and social capital 

Actors decide for a particular activity, if they know or assume with a high probability to have 

access to the resources they need for its performance. Social networks that build social capital 

are one source of these resources (Flap 2002, Lin 2001, Astone et al. 1999, Coleman 1990, 

Bourdieu 1985). These networks build social capital because they give access to means that 

are directly enjoyed by individuals’  primary network partners or that are acquired indirectly 

through their network partners’  relationships.1 However, the usefulness of resources depends 

on the individuals’  objectives. Only relationships that support them in pursuing their goals 

                                                   
1 As our argumentation about the influence of social networks on individual decision-making is micro-
oriented, we subsequently do not consider definitions of social capital on the societal level in the 
tradition of Putnam (1993). 
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create social capital (Emerson 1976). Consequently, the amount and value of social capital 

varies with the goals individuals track. Moreover, social capital has a goal-specific compo-

nent, which gives access to resources needed for particular objectives, and an all-purpose 

element, which provides resources such as money, time, influence, or trust that can be utilized 

for various aims (Flap 2004). 

Individuals need to have access to resourceful network partners, but these network 

partners also need to be motivated to give their resources (Portes 1998). Both conditions can 

be met by establishing exchange relationships of direct or indirect reciprocity (Astone et al. 

1999, Coleman 1990, Bourdieu 1985). The mechanism of reciprocity ensures that individuals 

that give goods, services, or symbolic gifts to their network partners will receive resources 

from the same partners or other network members immediately or in a later period.2 If recip-

rocity does not have to be established immediately, individuals can receive resources in 

advance and they can influence the period of repayment. Social capital, therefore, emerges as 

an unintended byproduct from group memberships and former activities (Putnam 1993, 

Coleman 1988) as well as from purposeful investments in personal relationships (Hofferth et 

al. 1999). 

Due to the great variety of resources people can utilize to reach particular goals, re-

search identifies a wide range of relational characteristics and network properties that gener-

ate social capital (Lin 1999, Coleman 1990, Granovetter 1973). One structural property is 

network size. Large networks provide more resources than small ones simply because of the 

larger number of exchange processes that take place and that give access to a larger number of 

resourceful network partners (Degenne et al. 2004, Flap 2002, House and Kahn 1985). 

Furthermore, larger networks indicate a well functioning social environment (Wellman 1992). 

Theoretical considerations emphasize the significance of social capital for fertility de-

cisions. Resources acquired by personal relationships could be fertility specific, such as the 

availability of informal child-care. However, all-purpose resources, such as money, time, 

support, or the capacity to work, are of special importance. Access to these resources has an 

indirect impact on fertility as it helps to improve or to stabilize the economic and social 

situations of households, which again promotes the fulfillment of the reproductive goals of the 

household members (Philipov and Shkolnikov 2001). Empirical research on Russia, Bulgaria, 

and Hungary supports this argument by documenting positive associations between individu-

als’  social capital, measured by exchange relationships that transfer all-purpose resources, and 

fertility intentions (Bühler and Philipov forthcoming, Philipov et al. 2004, Philipov and 

Shkolnikov 2001). 

Supportive relationships are of high significance in the daily life of Polish people be-

fore and after the breakdown of socialism. Rooted in family safety nets from pre-socialist 

                                                   
2 See Astone et al. (1999) for a more detailed discussion of exchange relationships as the foundation of 
social capital.  
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peasant societies and fueled by the socialist shortage economies, supportive relationships 

between households and individuals remained an important coping strategy in Poland as well 

as in other Central and Eastern European countries during the transition period (Sik 1995, 

Worach-Kardas 1983). Data from the beginning of the early 1990s confirm this argument. In 

1993, around one forth of the Polish households received informal support, primarily in form 

of non-monetary resources, followed by cash transfers and active help (Polish Central Statisti-

cal Office, April 1993, cited in Cox et al. (1997)). These transfers build to some extent a 

private safety net as they were given to tone down the consequences of lost earnings or to 

support potentially economic vulnerable groups such as the young, the elderly, or female-

headed households (Cox et al. 1997: 192). Parents are the primary source of support. As they 

intend to improve the living situations of their children in general, they also support their 

adult children. Moreover, their willingness to give resources increases if grandchildren are 

born (Giza-Poleszczuk 2000). 

 

2.3 Fertility intentions 

One particular characteristic of reproductive behavior is the large temporal distance between the 

moment of the decision to have a child and the moment at which the behavior becomes success-

ful, i.e. a child is born. Due to this temporal gap, fertility decisions are sensible to unexpectedly 

intervening circumstances that may cause alterations of proceptive or contraceptive behaviors or 

reconsiderations of the decisions. These circumstances could be, for example, an undesired 

gender composition of children already born, the death of a child, infecundity, partnership 

problems, or events in other living spheres that alter the expected costs and benefits of the 

intended child (Morgan 2003, Bongaarts 2001, 1990). Consequently, observed levels of fertility 

are not a random quantity. They are an expression of reproductive intentions and of events that 

hinder, slow down, or promote their implementation (Quesnel-Vallée and Morgan 2003, Schoen 

et al. 1999). From an analytical point of view, it is therefore sensible to take separate looks at the 

determinants of intentions and of fertility outcomes.  

A psychological model of fertility-related behavior (Miller 1994) gives a theoretical 

foundation for this separation. This model perceives observed fertility as the result of a process of 

decision-making and behavior. It starts with fertility-related motivations that shape particular 

desires, which are again translated into reproductive intentions. Intentions mark the stage at 

which individuals decide about a reproductive goal and about the means to reach it. These 

decisions are transferred to proceptive or contraceptive activities that finally lead in dependence 

from situational forces and unexpected or only partly considerable events to desired or undesired 

reproductive outcomes (Miller 1986, Miller and Pasta 1993, 1996). Because motivations and 

desires influence fertility-related activities only indirectly via intentions, the process can analyti-

cally be summarized in two parts: an intentional one that covers the developments of the internal 
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states of motivations, desires, and intentions and a behavioral one that draws attention to the 

instrumental activities to realize an intended reproductive goal.  

Motivations, desires, and intentions depend, besides biological and cultural dispositions 

as well as individual traits, on subjective evaluations of children. Motivations are an expression 

of general dispositions towards children, which lead to general subjective perceptions of the costs 

and benefits of having children (Miller 1995, Miller and Pasta 1993). Desires rest, among other 

things, on personal values, internalized norms, and current evaluations of children. As intentions 

finally adjust desires to reality, they have to consider desires and attitudes of significant others as 

well as situational constrains (Miller 1994). The latter addresses very much individuals’  personal 

situations and material conditions.3  

Subjective evaluations and available resources are therefore important factors in the 

process that leads to fertility-related intentions. Consequently, we hypothesize that these inten-

tions are significantly determined by network structures of interpersonal influence and social 

capital. We hypothesize that individuals intend to have a first or another child with a higher 

probability if they are embedded in structures of interpersonal influence that promote fertility. 

We also hypothesize that individuals intend to have a first or another child with a higher prob-

ability the more they have access to fertility related social capital, i.e. the more they are embed-

ded in exchange relationships of supportive resources. The subsequent empirical analyses will 

examine these hypotheses. 

 

3.  Data and variables 

3.1 The Polish Retrospective Survey and its subpopulation used in the analyses 

The empirical analyses rest on data from the survey “The evaluation of changes in attitudes 

and reproductive behaviors of young and middle generations of female and male Poles and 

their influence on the process of family, union, household formation, and dissolution”  (Polish 

Retrospective Survey 2001), which was carried out in 2001 under the responsibility of the 

Institute of Statistics and Demography and the Polish Central Statistical Office.4 The purpose 

of the survey is to receive a better understanding of the causes of the significant changes in 

                                                   
3 Our argumentation does not consider the ‘Theory of Planned Behavior’  (Ajzen 1991). This is because 
of two reasons. First, there are not many applications of this theory to fertility (see Schoen et al. (1999) 
and Billari and Philipov (2005) for empirical approaches). Second, one outstanding characteristic of 
this theory is its theoretical tightness. Therefore, an integration of network effects on intentions cannot 
be done without preparatory theoretical considerations how personal relationships matter for attitudes, 
subjective norms, and perceived and actual behavioral control. This would go beyond the scope of this 
paper. 
4 The survey was supported by The State Committee for Scientific Research (KBN), Grant No. 1 H02F 
00419, the Narodowy Bank Polski, Credit Bank.SA w Warszawie, Bank – PKO BP. SA, ING Nationa-
le Nederlanden Polska, and Powszechny Fundusz Emerytalny. The grant by the State Committee for 
Scientific Research is realized by a research team including Professor Janina Jozwiak (Warsaw School 
of Economics) as the project manager, Professor Janusz Balicki (Cardinal S.Wyszynski University in 
Warsaw) and Professor Ewa Fratczak (Warsaw School of Economics) as the project leaders, and two 
other team members: Aneta Ptak-Chmielewska, M.Sc. (Warsaw School Economics) and Kazimierz 
Latuch, M.Sc. (Central Statistical Office).  
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demographic behavior in Poland after the end of socialism. Thus, it concentrates on the 

retrospective reconstruction of histories of education, employment, migration, partnership, 

and reproduction as well as on the investigation of norms, values, social networks, and 

attitudes for current and future processes of partnership formation and fertility. 

The sample consists of 3,348 male and female respondents.5 As households were the 

target units of the sampling procedure, each household member aged 18 to 54 was inter-

viewed.6 To explore subsequently the network-based determinants of intended fertility-related 

behavior, this population is reduced by two criteria. First, there is a very low probability for 

men and women aged older than 44 to get a child (Stanczak 2002). Therefore, all respondents 

above this age are excluded (1,475 remaining cases). Second, because personal networks 

build the central explanatory variables, the analyses consider only married respondents. 

Demographic events such as marriage, the birth of a child, or divorce significantly alter the 

size and composition of personal networks. Therefore, it is not appropriate to take unmarried 

respondents into account, as their personal networks will change once a union with a partner 

is formed and considerations to have a child have been made. Hence, the analyses start with a 

population of 1,353 individuals. 

 

3.2 Fertility intentions as the dependent variable 

The questionnaire addressed a respondent’s intention ever to have a first or another child with 

the question whether he or she ‘plans to have a first or another child’ . Answers were recorded 

on an ordinal scale by the categories ‘absolutely not’ , ‘no’ , ‘yes’ , and ‘definitely yes’ . Unde-

cided respondents were covered by the answer ‘difficult to say’ . The respondents that replied 

with ‘yes’  or ‘definitely yes’  were additionally asked when they plan to have this child. 

However, due to small numbers of cases, parity specific analyses of tempo-related intentions 

are not possible and therefore the subsequent investigations concentrate on the respondents’  

general intentions. 

 

3.3 Network characteristics 

Information on the respondents’ personal networks was collected through name-generating 

and name-interpreting questions (van der Poel 1993, Burt 1984, Fischer 1982). To cover 

network influences on demographic behavior, the name-generating questions addressed both 

communications about different demographic topics (partnership, having children, contracep-

tive use) and transfers of supportive resources (talk about personal problems, monetary or 

non-monetary support, help in finding a dwelling). Name-interpreting questions were asked 

                                                   
5 Full information about the survey, the sampling scheme, data quality, and the questionnaire can be 
found in Fratczak and Peczkowski (2002). 
6 As the subsequent multivariate analyses aim to explain fertility intentions of individual respondents, 
the coefficients’  standard errors rest on robust Huber-White estimators, which consider the fact that 
respondents are clustered in households. 
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for all network partners named. They cover basic characteristics such as gender, age, marital 

status, or the number of children the network partners’ have and give information about the 

attributes of a respondent’s relationships to his or her network partners, such as the frequency 

of contact, the closeness, and the duration. 

 With information from these questions, variables that cover structures of interper-

sonal influence and fertility-related social capital are constructed. Following the theoretical 

considerations above, fertility-related interpersonal influence rests on communications about 

fertility with socially close network partners who transfer information, experiences, and 

opinions that matter for an individual’s reproductive decision. Fertility-related communica-

tions are covered in the data by the number of network partners with whom the respondents 

talked about the “advantages and disadvantages of having children”  during the past year.7 

Socially close network partners are represented by peers and network partners that are similar 

to the respondent. The number of network partners that meet a respondent at least once a 

month, that are part of his or her communication network about children, and that have at 

least one child represents the presence of influential peers. The data do not allow for a direct 

measurement of structurally similar network partners, because this requires detailed informa-

tion about the personal networks of the network partners. As structural similarity identifies 

network partners in similar situations, a compromise is to define similar people by their 

characteristics. Therefore, the group of similar network partners consists of individuals who 

have the same number of children as the respondent (including childlessness) and who belong 

to his or her age cohort, i.e. who are up to three years younger or older than he or she is. 

These criteria roughly define network partners and respondents that are in similar stages of 

their reproductive biographies. Thus, the number of network partners that apply to these 

criteria and that are part of a respondent’s communication network about children represents 

the presence of influential similar network partners. 

Both operationalizations of interpersonal influence rest on the assumption that so-

cially close network partners who have children or who are in a stage of probably receiving a 

first child exert a positive influence on the respondents to intend the birth of a first or another 

child. Of course, this assumption cannot be taken for granted. Network partners with children 

may also negatively evaluate their fertility-related experiences or they may serve as undesir-

able role models. This kind of operationalization stays in the tradition of research about the 

diffusion of new reproductive behaviors as a process of contagion in which individuals that 

adopted a new behavior influence their social environment to take over this innovation as 

well. It is an additional purpose of the empirical analyses to examine whether this kind of 

operationalization is meaningful outside the context of innovative reproductive behaviors.     

                                                   
7 In order to avoid that the variables about interpersonal influence and social capital report primarily 
about communications and transfers between couples, marriage partners that were named as network 
members are not considered.  
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Individual social capital rests on exchange relationships of direct and indirect reciprocity. To 

cover the characteristics of exchange, the respondents’  social capital is included in the 

analyses by the number of network partners that provide them with monetary and non-

monetary supportive resources during the last year as well as by the number of network 

partners that received these kinds of resources from them. Fertility-related social capital is 

therefore represented by transfers of all-purpose resources that help to stabilize the respon-

dents’  personal and economic situations. The number of network partners that received 

support from the respondents is considered because it may indicate investments in social 

relationships that ensure or increase the respondents’  social capital. It may also determine 

long-term exchange relationships of postponed reciprocity. Due to the cross-sectional design 

of the survey, the reciprocal character of these relationships cannot be covered directly. 

 Our representation of the respondents’  fertility-related social capital has one short-

coming: it does not consider network partners that are potential providers or receivers of 

supportive resources. Social capital rests on expected access to resources, which depends on 

past experiences and knowledge about potential providers. The variables used in the analyses 

consider only the aspect of experienced transfers. Due to that, they reflect very much the 

situations of the respondents and their network partners during the last year. Therefore, if 

respondents did not report about experienced transfers one cannot conclude that they lack 

social capital according to monetary and non-monetary support. It may simply mean that there 

was no need for these transfers. To control for this situation, two additional dummy variables 

are created. They give information that a respondent did not receive support or that he or she 

did not give support during the last year. 

 

3.4 Control variables 

The control variables cover basic socio-economic characteristics of the couple. These are 

wife’s age, the economic situation of the household, the degree of a respondent’s religious 

commitment, and the place of residence. Wife’s age is covered by three dummy variables that 

represent the age groups 18 to 24, 25 to 29, and 30 to 34. The 35 to 44 age group builds the 

reference category. The data do not offer objective information on the economic situation of 

the couple and the household. Therefore, two groups of variables are used as indicators. First, 

husband’s and wife’s educational degree, measured by the number of years spent in the 

educational system, indicates the level of expected income over the life course. Wife’s 

educational degree gives additionally information on the extent of lost income if she is not 

able to work in order to care for a child. Second, the employment situation of the couple at the 

time of the interview is covered by a dummy-coded variable that reports whether both part-

ners are engaged in any kind of working activity as employees, employers, or self-employed 

persons. A question about the importance of religion in the respondent’s life measures his or 
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her degree of religious commitment. In Poland, religiousness is closely associated with the 

Catholic faith and the Catholic Church which significantly influences people’s idea of mar-

riage and having children.8 Finally, a dummy variable represents the respondent’s place of 

residence. It gives information whether he or she lives in a village or in a small town with less 

than 20,000 inhabitants. This variable should control for a possible systematic variation in 

fertility intentions between cities and the countryside. 

 

4. Empirical Results 

4.1 Fertility intentions 

Similar to other Central- and Eastern European countries, Poland has faced a significant 

decline of fertility since the breakdown of socialism.9 During 1989 and 2003 the Total 

Fertility Rate (TFR) dropped from 2.08 to 1.24 (Eurostat 2005). This development is the 

result of people in Poland starting both to postpone births and to stop childbearing earlier, i.e. 

to have a smaller number of children. According to Total Fertility Rates that are adjusted for 

the postponement of births (Bongaarts and Feeny 1998), the decline of fertility in Poland for 

the second half of the 1990s is caused by falling rates of births of a second or a third child 

(Fratczak 2004). The rate for the first child remained constant and even increased at the 

beginning of the new century.         

 These parity-specific trends of fertility are reflected by the respondents’  fertility 

intentions (see Table 1). There is only a small willingness among the interviewed men and 

women with two or three children to have a third or a fourth child. Childless respondents, 

however, show strong positive intentions, as 72.9% of them intend to have at least one child. 

Nevertheless, 20.7% do not intend to have a first child, which is an unexpected high number. 

Due to the rapidly changing age of entry into parenthood – the average age at first birth of 

Polish women increased from 23.3 in 1989 to 25.0 in 2001 (Eurostat 2005) – several respon-

dents may have answered this question with regard to the intended timing of birth, i.e. that 

they do not want to have a first child soon. The intentions to have a second child show a 

heterogeneous distribution. 36.4% of the respondents with one child intend to have a second 

one, but 39.8% intend to stop fertility. Moreover, around one fourth is undecided.  

 

TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 

 

The results in Table 1 lead to further restrictions of the population considered in the analyses 

and to a simplification of the dependent variable. Respondents with three or more children are 

excluded, as their distributions of fertility intentions are too skewed. The skewed distributions 

                                                   
8 According to the Public Opinion Poll (CBOS) of 2001, 96.0% of Polish citizens claim to be believers, 
of which 96.4% belong to the Catholic Church. 
9 See Philipov and Dobritz (2003) for an overview of the trends in family formation and fertility in 
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of the fertility intentions of respondents with no children or with two children cause a simpli-

fication of the dependent variable to a dummy variable that reports whether a respondent 

intents to have a first or another child (‘yes’  or ‘definitely yes’ ) or not (‘no’  or ‘absolutely 

not’ ). To receive a meaningful reference category for this variable, all respondents that replied 

‘difficult to say’  are excluded.10 Therefore, 758 respondents enter the subsequent multivariate 

analyses. 

 

4.2 Network influence on fertility-related decisions 

The multivariate analyses aim to investigate whether and how much personal networks matter 

for individuals’ parity-specific fertility intentions due to structures of interpersonal influence 

and/or fertility-related social capital. Two models are estimated separately for the subgroups 

of network partners that are childless, that have one child, or that have two children (see Table 

2 for descriptive statistics of the variables used in the analyses and Table 3 for the regression 

results). The models differ by the representation of fertility-related communication networks: 

Model 1 estimates the effect of the sizes of these communication networks and Model 2 

reports the results for interpersonal influence due to peers and similar network partners. In the 

second model, the variables about the number of peers and similar network partners can take a 

value of zero either because no particularly influential network partner is present in the 

communication network or because the respondent did not talk about children during the last 

year. To control for the latter situation, the models for respondents with one child or with two 

children consider a dummy variable that gives information whether the respondent did not 

report about a fertility-related communication network. As only three childless respondents 

did not talk about children, the use of this control variable is not possible for this subgroup 

and therefore these three cases are excluded from the analyses. All two models also consider 

the respondents’ fertility-related social capital and the characteristics of the couple. We first 

discuss the effects of couple’s characteristics in Model 1 and turn to the network-related 

results afterwards. 

 

TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE 

 

The characteristics of the couples studied show various parity-specific outcomes. The signifi-

cant effects of a wife’s age document preferred age ranges of childbearing. To have a first or a 

                                                                                                                                                  

Central and Eastern Europe. 
10 In principle, the group of the undecided could be considered if the analyses use ordinal or multino-
mial logit regressions. However, according to Morgan (1981) this group consists of individuals who are 
uncertain about their future fertility. Dependent on the socially defined minimal and maximal numbers 
of children as well as on the stages of their own life cycles, these actors may or may not have a first or 
another child in future. Therefore, this group cannot be used in an ordinal logit as an intermediate 
category between respondents that intend or do not intend to have a child and its interpretation in a 
multinomial logit would be ambiguous. 
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second child is preferred if the female respondent or his wife is in her twenties or at the 

beginning of her thirties. Respondents with two children intend to have a third child with a 

higher probability if they or their wives are aged around thirty. These strong and positive age 

effects also indicate that couples with a wife older than 34 will probably intend to remain 

childless or to stop childbearing. The respondents’  religiousness is a highly significant 

determinant that increases their intentions to have a second child. The wife’s and husband’s 

level of human capital matters only for husbands of childless couples by significantly increas-

ing the respondents’  probabilities of intending to have a first child. As husbands are mostly 

the principal breadwinners of the family in Poland, they profit from expected higher incomes 

by higher educational degrees, which improve the long-term material security of their fami-

lies. Surprisingly, this argument is only relevant at the beginning of the reproductive period. 

The variable that indicates wife’s and husband’s employment situation, i.e. whether they both 

work, show a significantly positive effect according to the intention to have a second child. 

Having an occupation and active participation in the labor market is an important factor 

effecting economic stability and limiting uncertainty, which is especially evident for consid-

erations to have a second child. 

  

TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE 

 

According to the results in Model 1, the number of network partners with whom the respon-

dents talked about the advantages and disadvantages of having children does not show any 

influence on their intentions to have a first, second, or third child. However, this situation 

changes if the presence of influential network partners is considered. On the one hand, an 

increasing number of peers with at least one child exert negative influences on the fertility 

intentions in all three subgroups. Moreover, these effects are significantly negative for the 

intentions of childless respondents’ and of respondents with two children. On the other hand, 

an increasing number of similar partners in the communication networks about children 

support the intentions of childless respondents to have a first child. However, this group of 

network partners has no influence on respondents’ considerations to have a second or a third 

child.  

The presence of fertility-related social capital shows parity-specific results as well. 

Couples’  intentions to have a second child depend very much on their economic situations. 

Therefore, their intentions are significantly influenced by their fertility-related social capital. 

The respondents are more intent on having a second child the more they received monetary or 

non-monetary support from their network partners during the last year and/or the more they 

provided their network partners with this kind of support. The latter result holds up the 

relevance of long-term exchange relationships and investments in personal relationships for 

future provisions with supportive resources. However, it can also represent a hidden effect of 
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income or wealth, as individuals need to have resources of particular amounts and qualities to 

be able to provide them to their network partners. As the data do not contain information 

about the respondents’  economic situations, this alternative explanation cannot be examined. 

 

The negative influences of the number of peers with at least one child on respondents’  

fertility-related intentions are an unexpected result that needs to be explained. An obvious 

question is whether these negative effects are an expression of the presence of peers or of the 

number of children these network partners have. Therefore, the variable about the number of 

peers with at least one child in Model 2 is replaced by three variables that give information 

about the number of peers with one child, with two children, or with three or more children. 

As the results in Table 4 show, childless respondents are exposed to quite opposing influ-

ences. Their intentions to have a first child benefit significantly from an increasing number of 

peers with one child, but they are significantly negative influenced by an increasing number 

of peers with large families, i.e. with three or more children. Surprisingly, the negative effect 

rests primarily on respondents that come themselves from large families, as parents build a 

significant part of the communication partners for this group of respondents. This association 

could primarily reflect respondents’  own negative experiences of having a large number of 

siblings, but it could also rest on their parent’s negative evaluations of their high fertility.  

  

TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE 

 

The significant negative effect of the number of peers with at least one child on respondents’  

intentions to have third child tends to rest, although in a non-significant way, on the number 

of peers with one child or with two children in the communication networks. As these peers 

have no experience with three children and as they perhaps prefer smaller families in general, 

they cannot support other people in intending a third child.   

Additional analyses (not reported here in detail) finally show that the intentions of 

childless respondents also significantly benefit from communication partners that belong to 

the respondent’s age cohort but that have already one child. Childless respondents are there-

fore especially sensitive to influential network partners and their family sizes. Their intentions 

to have a first child are positively influenced by communication partners that are in a similar 

stage of their reproductive biographies or that already have taken the step of having a first 

child. However, if the respondents come from a large family and if they talk with their parents 

about the costs and benefits of having children, their intention to have a first child declines. 
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5. Summary and conclusions 

The purpose of the paper was to explore the significance of personal networks for individual 

fertility-related decision-making. As the theoretical basis for this exploration, we used a 

general model of rational choice that perceives purposeful behavior as an outcome of subjec-

tive perceptions of the utilities of different courses of action and the availability of resources 

needed to perform desired activities. These perceptions and resources are not entirely a 

characteristic of individual actors. They are also an outcome of the personal relationships and 

social networks these actors are embedded in. Subjective perceptions of utilities rest on 

information, opinions, and experiences, which are transferred by communication networks 

and by structures of interpersonal influence. The pool of resources an actor can utilize is 

significantly shaped by the wealth, influence, knowledge, or willingness to help of his or her 

network partners. By establishing and maintaining reciprocal exchange relationships, an 

individual gets access to these resources and accumulates personal social capital. 

 We applied this general model of network influences on purposeful behavior to 

fertility intentions of Polish men and women. Estimates from logit regressions show that 

personal networks matter for individuals’ subjective perceptions of fertility as well as for the 

resources they need to realize their reproductive planning. However, these influences are 

highly parity specific. Fertility-related social capital, i.e. the embeddedness in exchange 

relationships of multi-purpose resources of monetary or non-monetary support, significantly 

encourages individuals’ intentions to have a second child. This insight is consistent with 

results from similar studies about Russia, Hungary, and Bulgaria (Bühler and Philipov 

forthcoming, Philipov et al. 2004, Philipov and Shkolnikov 2001). The consideration to have 

a second child depends very much on the economic situation of a household and therefore 

resources provided by personal relationships matter especially in this context.  

Subjective perceptions of fertility are not simply effected by communications about 

children. They rely significantly on the presence of influential network partners in these 

communication networks. According to the intentions to have a first child, members of peer 

groups as well as similar network partners are influential. However, this influence rests very 

much on the reproductive history of these network members, i.e. whether they are able to 

communicate experiences, information, or evaluations that are helpful to take the step of 

having a first child or that work as positive role models. Consequently, respondents’ intentions 

to have a first child benefit from an increasing number of peers with one child in their com-

munication networks about children. However, they suffer from an increasing number of 

peers from large families with three or more children, although this effect partly reflects the 

respondents’ evaluations of their own families of origin. Furthermore, communication part-

ners that belong to the respondents’ age cohort and that are childless or that have already one 

child are positive role models that support the intentions of having a first child.  
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These results also show that the modeling of interpersonal influence in form of a con-

tagion process is also meaningful outside diffusion processes of innovative reproductive 

behaviors. Individuals are positively influenced by communication partners that have already 

taken the step they are considering. However, communication partners can also exert negative 

influence, if their reproductive situation is too distant from the individual’s situation, i.e. if 

they have much more or less children as he or she.     

 Our considerations do not take norms into account, the third general relational content 

in social networks. Expected rewards or punishments in the case of fulfilling or breaking 

norms may have important impacts on the subjectively perceived costs and benefits of 

different courses of action. Moreover, norms of reciprocity and fairness may shape exchange 

relationships in a significant way. Therefore, an explicit consideration of norms would help to 

identify how much individuals formulate their reproductive intentions based on information, 

experiences, and available resources or on normative expectations. However, norms rest on 

the execution of positive or negative sanctions and the enforcement of sanctions needs dense 

or cohesive network structures, as these facilitate social control and common decisions about 

rewards or punishments. This addresses a different network structure as the property of 

network size we used in our analyses. Future studies should integrate network structures that 

support norms with structures of interpersonal influence and social capital. 

Although, we interpret the effects of the respondents’ personal networks on their fer-

tility intentions in a causal way, this causality cannot be taken for granted. Individuals may 

also select communication partners or intensify exchange relationships according to the 

intentions they already have formed. This causal inaccuracy addresses in general the need for 

longitudinal data that report the temporal order between network properties and subsequent 

fertility-related intentions and behaviors. Moreover, it addresses the need for information 

about the meanings of communications about children and of fertility-related resources for the 

individuals. Knowledge about meanings would help to identify how much particular relation-

ships are used to confirm or to encourage intentions that are already formulated or how much 

they really support individuals to take the decision to have a first or another child. 
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Table 1 
Respondent’s intentions to have a child by the number of children belonging  

to the respondent (natural, adopted, or fostered) 
 
Number of children 

Intention to have a child 0 1 2 3 4 or more 
All 

respondents 

Definitely yes 20.7 4.2 1.4 0.4 -- 3.2 

Yes 52.2 32.4 6.5 1.8 -- 14.6 

No 19.6 27.8 49.5 50.0 45.7 41.8 

Definitely not 1.1 12.0 28.0 40.4 48.0 26.4 

Hard to say 6.5 23.6 14.7 7.5 6.3 14.1 

Total 100.1 100.0 100.1 100.1 100.0 100.1 

N 92 309 511 228 127 1,267a 
a 86 respondents did not answer the question about their intentions to have a first or another child. 
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Table 2 
Variables used in the multivariate analyses  

(means and standard deviations) 
 

Number of children Variable Description 
 0   1   2 

Dependent variable 
Fertility intention 

 
Intention to ever have a first or another child (1 = 
‘yes’  or ‘definitely yes’ , 0 = ‘no’  or ‘definitely not’ ) 

 
0.76 

(0.432) 

 
0.49 
(0.501) 

 
0.09 
(0.289) 

 
Characteristics of communication networks: 

   

Communication about 
children 

Number of network partners with whom the respon-
dent talked about children during the last year 

2.23 
(2.063) 

2.25 
(1.850) 

2.26 
(1.782) 

No communication about 
children 

The respondent did not talk about children during 
the last year (1=yes, 0=no) 

-- 0.09 
(0.282) 

0.10 
(0.296) 

Peers with at least one  
child 

Number of people in the respondent’s communica-
tion network about children that meet him or her at 
least once a month and that have at least one child 

1.04 
(1.436) 

1.30 
(1.362) 

1.41 
(1.464) 

Peers with one child Number of people in the respondent’s communica-
tion network about children that meet him or her at 
least once a month and that have one child 

0.31 
(0.744) 

0.49 
(0.786) 

0.28 
(0.608) 

Peers with two children Number of people in the respondent’s communica-
tion network about children that meet him or her at 
least once a month and that have two children 

0.44 
(0.815) 

0.49 
(0.874) 

0.68 
(1.000) 

Peers with three or more 
children 

Number of people in the respondent’s communica-
tion network about children that meet him or her at 
least once a month and that have three or more 
children 

0.29 
(0.839) 

0.33 
(0.708) 

0.45 
(0.861) 

Similar network partners Number of people in the respondent’s communica-
tion network about children who have the same 
number of children as the respondent and who are 
up to three years younger or older like he or she 

0.23 
(0.508) 

0.26 
(0.622) 

0.29 
(0.568) 

Similar network partners 
with one child more 

Number of people in the respondent’s communica-
tion network about children who have one child 
more as the respondent and who are up to three 
years younger or older like he or she 

0.05 
(0.222) 

0.09 
(0.413) 

0.10 
(0.317) 

 
Social capital: 

    

No network partner gave 
support 

No network partner gave support to the respondent 
during the last year (1=yes, 0=no) 

0.33 
(0.474) 

0.36 
(0.481) 

0.40 
(0.490) 

Number of nwps that gave 
support 

Number of network partners that gave support to the 
respondent during the last year (empty networks 
included) 

.50 
1.552) 

.54 
1.638) 

.26 
1.421) 

No network partner received
support 

No network partner received support from the 
respondent during the last year (1=yes, 0=no) 

.58 
0.497) 

.71 
0.454) 

.62 
0.486) 

Number of nwps that 
received support 

Number of network partners that received support 
from the respondent during the last year (empty 
networks included) 

.87 
1.333) 

.63 
1.279) 

.75 
1.229) 

 
Couple’s characteristics: 

    

Wife’ s age: 
 18 – 24 

 
Female respondent or the wife of a male respondent 
is 18 to 24 years old (1=yes, 0=no) 

 
.33 
0.474) 

 
.17 
0.379) 

 
.03 
0.160) 

 25 – 29  Female respondent or the wife of a male respondent 
is 25 to 29 years old (1=yes, 0=no) 

.38 
0.490) 

.31 
0.465) 

.14 
0.343) 

 30 – 34 Female respondent or the wife of a male respondent 
is 30 to 34 years old (1=yes, 0=no) 

.08 
0.268) 

.24 
0.425) 

.25 
0.431) 

 35 – 44 Female respondent or the wife of a male respondent 
is 35 to 44 years old (reference category) 

.21 
0.406) 

.28 
0.450) 

.59 
0.492) 

 
Continued on the next page 
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Table 2 (continued) 
Female respondent Respondent is female .46 

0.502) 
.60 
0.492) 

.60 
0.491) 

Religious person Religion is ‘very important’  or ‘ rather important’  in 
respondent’ s life (1=yes, 0=no) 

.73 
0.446) 

.83 
0.375) 

.88 
0.329) 

Wife’ s education Years wife spent in the educational system 3.32 
2.446) 

2.75 
2.566) 

2.33 
2.486) 

Husband’s education Years husband spent in the educational system 2.92 
2.796) 

2.43 
2.539) 

1.96 
2.422) 

Husband and wife are 
working 

Husband and wife are employed or self-employed 
(1=yes, 0=no) 

.76 
0.432) 

.60 
0.491) 

.61 
0.488) 

Rural area or small city Respondent lives in a village or in a small town 
with less than 20,000 inhabitants 

.50 
0.503) 

.47 
0.500) 

.59 
0.493) 

N  78 208 382 
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Table 3 
Determinants of fertility intentions: couples’  characteristics, structures of interpersonal influence  

and access to fertility-related social capital (logit regressions) 
 

Number of children 

0 1 2 

 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 

Couple’s characteristics      

Wife’ s age: 
 18 – 24 
 

 
2.766*** 
(0.723) 

 
2.608*** 
(0.694) 

 
1.583 
(1.305) 

 
1.511 
(1.372) 

 25 – 29 
  

3.648*** 
(0.709) 

3.507*** 
(0.665) 

1.257* 
(0.744) 

1.270* 
(0.746) 

 30 – 34 
 

 
 
 

.027*** 
(1.020) 

 
 
 

.945*** 
2.447) 

2.199*** 
(0.735) 

2.140*** 
(0.711) 

1.434** 
(0.569) 

1.545*** 
(0.576) 

Female respondent 0.579 
(0.484) 

0.110 
(0.921) 

–0.337 
(0.306) 

–0.269 
(0.306) 

–0.350 
(0.257) 

–0.182 
(0.272) 

Religious person 1.083 
(1.017) 

0.649 
(1.091) 

1.517*** 
(0.548) 

1.399** 
(0.564) 

--a --a 

Wife’ s education –0.211 
(0.231) 

–0.440 
(0.454) 

–0.068 
(0.092) 

–0.074 
(0.090) 

–0.175 
(0.147) 

–0.155 
(0.152) 

Husband’s education 0.600** 
(0.236) 

1.397** 
(0.554) 

0.200 
(0.155) 

0.192 
(0.158) 

–0.003 
(0.142) 

0.010 
(0.142) 

Husband and wife are 
working 

–1.222 
(1.419) 

--a 0.740* 
(0.419) 

0.748* 
(0.417) 

0.716 
(0.551) 

0.773 
(0.551) 

Rural area or small city –0.061 
(0.907) 

–1.976 
(1.777) 

0.731* 
(0.418) 

0.692* 
(0.414) 

0.048 
(0.602) 

0.034 
(0.592) 

Characteristics of communication networks:     

Communication about 
children 

–0.046 
(0.266) 

-- 0.034 
(0.121) 

-- –0.051 
(0.124) 

-- 

No communication 
about children 

-- -- -- –0.733 
(0.820) 

-- –1.330 
(1.093) 

Peers with at least one 
child 

-- –1.905*** 
(0.521) 

-- –0.121 
(0.166) 

-- –0.236* 
(0.138) 

Similar network 
partners 

-- 4.537** 
(1.852) 

-- –0.066 
(0.354) 

-- –0.209 
(0.397) 

Social capital:       

No network partner  
gave support 

0.498 
(1.258) 

–0.430 
(1.949) 

0.609 
(0.620) 

0.713 
(0.641) 

–1.219* 
(0.706) 

–0.979 
(0.708) 

Number of nwps that 
gave support 

0.238 
(0.308) 

0.384 
(0.653) 

0.324* 
(0.195) 

0.409* 
(0.227) 

0.044 
(0.176) 

0.126 
(0.170) 

No network partner 
received support 

--b --b 0.986 
(0.797) 

0.998 
(0.784) 

0.321 
(0.765) 

0.267 
(0.770) 

Number of nwps that 
received support 

0.208 
(0.499) 

–1.020 
(0.665) 

0.688* 
(0.356) 

0.670** 
(0.335) 

0.358 
(0.256) 

0.329 
(0.246) 

Constant –6.339 
(4.392) 

–10.440** 
(4.584) 

–7.592*** 
(1.944) 

–7.473*** 
(2.035) 

–1.451 
(1.650) 

–1.797 
(1.564) 

L –23.028 –11.043 –97.001 –96.425 –95.103 –93.272 

χ2 (df) 38.03 (12) 99.39 (11) 45.54 (14) 47.76 (16) 30.81 (13) 45.08 (15) 

 78 75 208 382 
a excluded due to perfect prediction 
b excluded due to collinearity 
Levels of significance: * ≤ 0.1; ** ≤ 0.05; *** ≤ 0.01. 
Unstandardized coefficients and robust standard errors in parentheses. 
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Table 4 
Determinants of fertility intentions: Effects of the number of peers in respondents’  communication networks 

about children that have one child, two, or three or more children (logit regressions) 
 

 0 1 2 

Characteristics of communica-
tion networks: 

   

eers with one child 6.602** 
(2.605) 

0.001 
(0.366) 

–0.385 
(0.285) 

eers with two children 0.543 
(0.800) 

–0.169 
(0.216) 

–0.255 
(0.161) 

eers with three or more children –7.481*** 
(1.006) 

–0.131 
(0.340) 

–0.058 
(0.451) 

 75 208 382 

Levels of significance: * ≤ 0.1; ** ≤ 0.05; *** ≤ 0.01. 
Unstandardized coefficients and robust standard errors in parentheses. 
Note:  The models presented in this table consider the same set of co-

variates that characterize the couple and the number of similar 
network partners as in table 3. However, to facilitate the pres-
entation of the results, only the effects of the number of peers 
with one, two, and three or more children are reported.  

 


