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Fertility preferences:
what measuring second choices teaches us

Saskia Hin, Anne Gauthier, Joshua Goldstein and Christoph Biihler"

Abstract

This article aims to strengthen the research methodology for studies of fertility
preferences. Knowledge of personal fertility ideals is important both for
demographers and policy makers, but the measurement techniques currently
employed are not very refined. We suggest that the information provided by
asking people about their personal ideal number of offspring can be improved in
quality when asking them to also consider alternative preferences. The results of a
survey conducted in the Netherlands demonstrate how measuring second (and, if
desired, further) choices improves our ability to differentiate between different
population subgroups. Moreover, it brings to light individuals’ openness to their
‘second best ideals’. Including questions on alternative ideals in surveys thus
enhances the qualitative potential of studies on fertility ideals and adds a new
dimension to research on the how and why of fertility gaps between desired and
achieved fertility.

1 Introduction: why fertility ideals again?

For decades, questions on fertility ideals have been routinely included in scientific
surveys in many countries (for an early overview, see Stoezel 1954, Table 1). The
study of reproductive ideals started in the late 1930s. It was based on the idea that
people’s preferences have a predictive value and might tell us how many children
they would eventually have (Philipov and Bernardi, forthcoming). However, as
fertility ideals seemed to be unable to predict trends in fertility behaviour
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(including the end of the post-war baby boom), demographers lost interest in them
(Trent 1980).

In recent years, we have witnessed a ‘comeback’ of fertility ideals, both in the
public domain and in demographic research. One reason for this development
might be the fact that contemporary Europe is faced with ‘ageing societies’,
which are characterised by low fertility behaviour while at the same time
displaying persistent ‘high’ fertility ideals (i.e. above replacement level) (see e.g.
Dey and Wasoff 2010). In particular policy makers who worry about declining
fertility see the persistence of high ideals as a window of opportunity and
justification for attempts to close the gap between fertility ideals and fertility
behaviour. The focus on such gaps as a motivation for policy is well illustrated in
the European Commission’s Green Paper (2005): “Surveys have revealed the gap
which exists between the number of children Europeans would like (2.3) and the
number that they actually have (1.5). (...) if appropriate mechanisms existed to
allow couples to have the number of children they want, the fertility rate could
rise overall (...).”

Whether or not there is a fertility gap and whether or not the existence of
fertility gaps is a legitimate justification for pro-natalist policies is beyond the
scope of this paper. The adequate measurement of fertility ideals may, however,
contribute to such discussions by providing insight into the strength of people’s
personal fertility ideals and their openness to ‘alternatives’.

The concept of fertility ideals has also re-emerged in the academic literature.
Recent studies (e.g. Goldstein et al. 2003, p. 480) suggest that ideal and actual
fertility have both decreased and display similar trends despite the fact that they
are not at even levels. This is a good reason for studying ideals. Even if they
might not adequately predict actual fertility levels, they may tell us something
about directional trends.

The relationship between ideals and actual fertility (Bongaarts 2001) turns the
measurement of ideals into a valuable instrument for demographers who want to
compare fertility patterns across countries. Fertility ideals have the potential to
explain differences in childbearing in and beyond Europe. Insight into fertility
ideals furthers our understanding of the specificities of reproductive cultures in
industrial societies, where the widespread availability of reliable means of birth
control coincides with a wide range of fertility outcomes. In addition, the study of
fertility ideals sheds light on variations in the ideal number of children between
different subgroups within our societies. If different types of people are more
likely to prefer different numbers of offspring, knowledge of the profile and
prevalence of these types within societies may prove to be a powerful tool for
predicting the response rates to specific pro-natalist policies (see Hakim 2011).

Studies on fertility ideals, however, face a major empirical problem. Although
actual fertility has dropped well below replacement level in many countries,
stated ideal fertility continues to focus on two children. In surveys, many
respondents say they prefer to have two children: This category frequently
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encompasses between 40 and 60 per cent of all respondents (Van de Kaa 2001, p.
318). This pattern might be due to an actual mismatch of ideal and actual fertility,
in which the ideal number of offspring is well above that of the actual one.
However, high fertility ideals could also be an artefact of imprecise measurement,
in which ‘two’ is simply an expression of indecision or ‘I don’t know’. The social
undesirability of answers that substantially deviate from the social norm (i.e.
families with two children) may also lead people to say they would prefer to have
two children. Because studies on fertility ideals ask people to state only one single
ideal family size, so far it is impossible to determine which of the two outlined
causes underlies the patterns observed in empirical studies. In order to analyse
how attached people are to their stated ideal, we need to know their alternative
preferences. Gathering this information can help us determine which alternative
numbers of offspring they might also perceive as desirable.

Our article presents the findings of an empirical study carried out in the
Netherlands that included people’s second to fourth fertility preference in addition
to their ideal number of children. By presenting the results of a more sophisticated
method for measuring the ideal number of offspring we aim to invigorate research
on fertility ideals and to improve its methodological strength. We find that using a
measurement method which includes people’s second and up to fourth
preferences for offspring numbers refines our understanding of broader social
norms and personal beliefs about fertility as well as their variance between
groups.

2 Background framework

2.1 Concept

Our article uses ‘fertility ideals’ and ‘fertility preferences’ interchangeably as both
concepts intend to capture individuals’ personal perceptions on ideal family size.
In order to measure these concepts empirically, question wordings specify that
respondents should state their personal preferred number of children. Defined as
such, ‘fertility ideals’ primarily reflect individual motivations, attitudes and
beliefs. They express personal evaluations of formulated objectives (Miller 1994;
Biihler 2010). Fertility ideals (or preferences or desires) are part of the
reproductive decision-making process. They “represent what someone wishes for
or wants” (Miller 1994, p. 228) and provide the motivational basis for behavioural
intentions by defining preferred objectives (Perugini and Bagozzi 2001).
Sometimes, personal ideals are targeted by questions using ‘desire’ rather than
‘ideal’ in their phrasing. These two terms are frequently used interchangeably,
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although it has been suggested that a distinction can be drawn between them
(Knodel and Prachuabmoh 1973)."

‘Fertility ideals’ can refer to personal desires as well as to reproductive goals
perceived as being socially desirable. It thus has two distinctive meanings and
invokes ambiguity when it is not specified. Depending on the exact phrasing of
questions, respondents of fertility surveys can interpret them as referring to their
own fertility preferences - or instead as capturing their perception of society’s
ideals, i.e. reproductive goals that are positively valued by society. In the latter
case, questions may use wordings such as “Generally speaking, what do you think
is the ideal number of children for a family?” (Eurobarometer 2006, question 2,
see Testa 2006, p. 151) or “In your opinion, how many children should a married
couple have?” (Lightbourne and MacDonald 1982, p. 13). Our survey, however,
explicitly focuses on respondents’ personal preferences for their own family.

Moreover, the concepts ‘fertility ideals’ and ‘fertility preferences’ are distinct
from that of ‘fertility intentions’, which refers to the actual intention or decision
to have a child (or an additional child) and the activities planned to reach this
goal. In more general terms, individual intentions express “[...] how much an
effort (someone) is planning to exert in order to perform the behavior” (Ajzen
1991, p. 181). In other words, a fertility intention is the outcome of a decision-
making process, a goal-related plan for action rather than an ideal. Intentions are
affected by underlying ideals but are more concrete than the ideals themselves
and constrained by reality (Miller 1994; Biihler 2010).

Due to the divergent nature of intentions and preferences, they are empirically
addressed in different ways. When respondents are asked about their fertility
intentions, questions usually refer to an explicit short-term time framework, for
example: “How many children do you intend to have in the next three years?”
Respondents are guided towards considering and providing information about
concrete planned behaviour. ‘Fertility ideals’ rather refer to ideal numbers of
offspring individuals would ultimately like to have at an unspecified point in their
lifespan or to the number those who already completed childbearing would have
liked to have. Thus, questions on fertility ideals usually address the desired
number of children over the entire reproductive life.

It is uncommon for fertility surveys to include questions on the strength of
people’s preference for their stated ideal. In our survey, we survey the strength of
preference for each stated first, second and third fertility ideal to gain insight into
the degree to which people are attached to these ideals and to establish whether
there is a hierarchy of reproductive goals. Our concept of ‘strength of fertility

Knodel and Prachuabmoh (1973: 620-621) argue that the term ‘desire’ naturally leads people to
consider their personal preferences which take into account their personal situation, since this
concept does not prompt them to consider a hypothetical ‘ideal conditions’ situation. Using
‘ideal’ in questionnaires would encourage people to consider what their preferences would be
under optimal conditions. The authors also argue that, unlike the ‘desire’ concept, the ‘ideal’
concept can also be used for studying preferences at the level of societies.
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preference’ slightly differs from the concept of ‘preference magnitude’ used by
Terhune and Kaufman (1973) as part of an indicator measuring the utility
associated with each family size. We use ‘strength of fertility preference’ simply
to measure the preference distance between two reproductive goals. This measure
tells us by how much respondents prefer their first ideal over their second ideal,
etc.

2.2 Previous surveys

The Gallup polls in the United States started to include questions on preferred
family size as early as 1936 by asking people: “What is the ideal size of family?
Husband, wife and children” (Gallup and Robinson 1938, p. 394).

Various countries quickly followed (Stoezel 1954) and ideals have been part
of research on fertility ever since. Surveys typically tend to force respondents to
state one single number of children for their ideal family size. This method has
been criticised for several reasons. One of the strongest objections is the fact that
it suggests that respondents have definite and unambiguous preferences while, in
reality, many of them may not have such a clear ideal (Coombs 1974; Lee 1980;
Biihler 2010). Thus, there is an ongoing demand for developing methods
permitting researchers to measure fertility ideals with higher precision and
sensitivity to variation (Testa and Grilli 2006).

David Goldberg and Clyde Coombs developed an improved methodology to
measure ideal family sizes (Goldberg and Coombs 1963), which was also used by
Lolagene Coombs in 1974. With the help of the instrument they developed they
asked fertile women in Detroit about their alternative fertility preferences in
addition to their first preference, thus measuring a hierarchy of preferences
between zero and six children. The method was positively referred to in several
US studies and adopted by researchers working on developing countries (see e.g.
Axinn et al. 1994 on the US; Ahmed 1981 on rural Bangladesh). To the best of
our knowledge, however, it seems to have been largely ignored in Europe, with
the exception of one reference in a 1981 study on Northern Ireland. It suggested
that Coombs’ instrument might overcome some of the disadvantages connected
with single-point estimates but underlined the experimental stage of the method
(Coward 1981, p. 452-453).

Knowledge on the hierarchy of desired family sizes promises to improve the
understanding of reproductive ideals and reproductive outcomes in both low and
high fertility settings. Alternatively preferred family sizes depict people’s general
tendencies to have either larger or smaller families. This provides a more realistic
picture of desired reproductive goals that vary throughout the life course and with
changing living conditions (Lee 1980). It also significantly improves the ability of
reproductive desires to predict reproductive outcomes (Coombs 1979; Westoff
1981).
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The strength of respondents’ fertility preferences was also included in
previous surveys. Notably, Terhune and Kaufman (1973) did pairwise
comparisons to construct the relative distance between preferences for specific
numbers of children. However, they used these data to construct utility functions
of offspring numbers. Their paper primarily influenced theoretically oriented
research and micro-economic models of demand for children but was not taken
into account by designers of surveys on fertility ideals. Though Pullum (1983)
hypothesised that people might also be open to alternative fertility ideals, the
question of how large the distances between a respondent’s subsequent fertility
ideals are remains to be answered. Moreover, scholars specialising on fertility
ideals have not yet adequately clarified how many preferences should ideally be
collected in surveys.

2.2 Determinants of fertility ideals

Fertility ideals vary across individuals and groups. Demographic research has
made great efforts in trying to clarify the criteria which may explain these
differences. Personality traits, personal values and lifestyle preferences have been
shown to explain part of the differences (Miller 1994; Hakim 2003, p. 364 and
Hakim 2004). Some personal values and lifestyle preferences tend to be more
compatible with childbearing than others. Notably, individuals with traditional
views on male and female roles generally have higher fertility ideals, whereas
those striving for individualism and symmetrical roles of both sexes tend to have
lower fertility ideals. While recent studies (e.g. those by Hakim) have started to
use lifestyle indicators to capture differences, fertility studies (e.g. Coward 1981)
traditionally use religion for this purpose.

Other studies emphasise the role of education in creating divergent fertility
ideals. For the Netherlands, differences along these lines were identified by
Liefbroer (2008) who showed that, at age 25, both men and women with lower
education prefer to have fewer children than men and women with higher
education. This relationship remains constant for men, but turns for women at age
30: At that point in time, the ideal number of children desired by lowly educated
women surpasses that of highly educated women.

Findings on the effect of income on reproductive preferences are less clear,
presumably because this variable also captures the effects of other determinants
such as education, age and lifestyle preferences. Quality-quantity trade-offs may
also play a role in blurring the pattern: Whereas higher incomes as such tend to
raise offspring preferences, a higher valuation of the quality of offspring among
high income earners may decrease their fertility ideals (Miller 1994).

A further cluster of determinants are life-cycle factors or ‘demographics’:
marital status, marriage duration, the number of living children and the current
age of individuals all shape fertility ideals (e.g. Pullum 1983). Marital status
seems to play a role in particular if marriage is the normative context for
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childbearing or is perceived as a distinctive indicator for the stability of a
relationship. In the case of the Netherlands, where other types of unions are not
necessarily considered less stable than marriage (Van de Kaa 2001, p. 302), the
impact of marital status on fertility ideals may be more limited than in other post-
transitional societies. The number of children already present in a household is
also positively associated with fertility ideals (Engelhardt 2004; Heiland et al.
2008). This largely reflects the outcome of selection effects, i.e. those who
already have children are more likely to value children. The age of individuals, by
contrast, is negatively associated with the ideal number of children: The higher a
respondent’s age, the more likely he or she is to have a lower ideal number of
children (see Liefbroer 2009). Finally, gender matters: Men in the Netherlands
tend to want smaller families than women do (Eurobarometer 2006, see Testa
2006, p. 30). It should, however, be pointed out that a recent study yielded mixed
results for this issue (Liefbroer 2009) and that a stronger preference for children
by females 1is not observed across all European countries (Testa 2006, esp.
Figure 5).

2.3 Our contribution

For this study, we used an adapted version of Coombs-style questions in an online
survey carried out in the Netherlands. To the best of our knowledge, this is the
first time these questions were used in a European low fertility setting. As the
instrument by Coombs provides information about the ideal number of children
and alternative family sizes, we will concentrate on three research questions:

1) Do respondents’ subsequently stated ideals yield information on their latent

fertility preferences?

2) What are the determinants of ideal and alternative family sizes?

3) Can we gain insight into how many of the subsequent questions on fertility

ideals should be included in fertility surveys to get optimal results?
As mentioned earlier, there tends to be a strong clustering on a preference for two
children. In assessing the potential merits of including multiple ideals in fertility
surveys, we primarily discuss this preference. In particular, we investigate
whether including subsequent fertility preferences facilitates a better grasp of all
people who report two as their ideal number of offspring. Do they have similar
ideas when they are asked about alternative family size preferences or can we
distinguish two subgroups among them, namely (i) a ‘low two’ of people who
would prefer one child as the best alternative ideal to two and (ii) a ‘high two’
who see three children as their second best choice?
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3 Data and methods

The data used in this article come from an internet panel survey carried out within
the framework of LISS (Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sciences) set
up by CentERdata, a research institute at Tilburg University. The panel consists
of 8,000 individuals living in 5,000 households. It is based on a true probability
sample of households drawn from the population register of Statistics Netherlands
(CBS). Households that would have been unable to participate were given a
computer and an internet connection. For these reasons, the survey arguably
constitutes a representative sample of the Dutch population. Panel members are
invited to participate in a 20-30 minute survey on a specific topic every month
and are paid for its completion. Our fertility survey was carried out in August
2010 (first wave) and repeated in September 2010 (second wave). In this article,
we only analyse results from the first wave.

In the first wave, 4,018 household members in the LISS panel were asked to
participate in the survey. Of these, 2,591 accepted (overall response rate: 64.5 per
cent) and filled in the questionnaire. Two-thirds of them (N=1,577) were asked to
answer questions based on Coombs’ design; 96 per cent agreed to do so
(N=1,518; plus 59 refusals equals 1,577). Our final sample comprised 1,501
people.’ For each of our analyses, we used the maximum sample size that allowed
us to include all variables considered in the specific analysis. As a result, sample
sizes are not exactly the same between all of the tables and figures presented in
our results section.

The questionnaire filled in by these respondents focused exclusively on the
number of offspring they personally would like to have. To measure their
preferences, we used Coombs’ instrument but restricted it to the first to fourth
preferences. Responses to questions on preferred family size are particularly
sensitive to the ‘wording” and/or ‘formulation’ of the question (Rasul 1993, p. 3).
To ensure that respondents focused on ideals and not on intentions, our first
question was formulated as follows: “We now turn to the topic of family and
having children. We want to learn more about your preferences for different
numbers of children. Can you tell us how many children you would ideally
desire? If you already have children, we would still like to know how many
children you would ideally like to have. The children can be born to you or
adopted. What is your ideal number of children?”” Respondents could select one of
five possible answers: no children, one child, two children, three children and four
or more children. In the follow-up question, they then had to choose between a

The other third (N=1,014) was asked to answer questions on fertility ideals based on the
Terhune and Kaufman method (Terhune and Kaufman 1973). Of these, 976 accepted and 38
refused. This sample is now analysed in a separate study by Christoph Biihler.

Of the 1,518 respondents, we excluded 17 individuals who were not heads of household,

spouses or partners of the head of household or a residing child of the head of household
because of missing data.
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lower and a higher alternative to their first preference. This was done by
addressing a hypothetical situation: “Imagine that, for whatever reason, you are
not able to have x children.* In that case, would you rather want x-/ or x+1
children?” This pattern was repeated in similar follow-up questions asking
respondents to choose between a higher and a lower alternative until they reached
the lowest (0) or the highest end of the scale (4 or more). These follow-up
questions are almost identical with those used by Goldberg and Coombs (1963)
and Coombs (1974). We should, however, note that Goldberg’s and the Coombs’
survey methodology differed from ours. They did extensive home interviews with
fertile women only and started by asking them to imagine a situation where they
could start their lives anew. Our first question, by contrast, did not invoke such a
‘starting all over again’ scenario.

The phrasing of the follow-up questions invited the respondents to consider an
alternative to the personal ideal family size they had just indicated. However, as
the survey we conducted was not an in-depth study we did not ask respondents for
their reasons leading to these answers. As a result, we do not know to which
extent respondents thought that all questions referred to the same concept of their
personal fertility ideal. To some degree, the mental process of imagining an
alternative ideal may have led respondents to incorporate more realism and their
own circumstances in the answers given to the follow-up questions. This effect
might have been amplified by the lack of explicit reference to the word ‘ideal’ in
all but the first question. Hence the first answers might reflect more of an abstract
ideal than the alternative choices do.

In addition to our series of questions on fertility ideals, we also asked
respondents to indicate the strength of their preference for their first, second and
third alternatives. In the case of the first preference, we asked: “To what extent do
you prefer having children (first preference as indicated by respondent)
over having children (second preference as indicated by respondent)?”.
Respondents could choose between barely, a little, fairly much, very much and
extremely much. The question was then repeated for second vs. third preference.
In confronting respondents with this question, we followed Terhune and Kaufman
(1973) who aimed at measuring relative strengths of preferences for ideal
numbers of children by including a similar question in their survey.’

‘x” is defined by the previous answer given by the respondent.

They asked: “Suppose you couldn’t have that number, but had to choose between and
. Which would you choose?” (Goldberg and Coombs 1963: 124).

The actual phrasing of their question was: “Now tell me how much you prefer ( ) over ( ) by
choosing your answer from the card. If it doesn’t make much difference to you, you should say
a or b. If it does make a difference to you, you should choose either ¢, d or e.” The answers
offered to respondents were exactly the same as ours: (a) barely, (b) a little, (¢) fairly much, (d)
very much and (e) extremely much. See Terhune and Kaufman 1973: 608.

6
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The results obtained in our survey served as a basis for studying and
discussing the methodological advantages of using a preference scale and
measuring preference strength.

4 Results

4.1 General results

Table 1 summarises the distribution of primary fertility ideals among the male
and female respondents in our survey. These figures are compared with those
obtained in the 2006 Eurobarometer survey for the Netherlands, in which similar
questions on fertility ideals were asked.’

The broad pattern across the two surveys is roughly the same. Respondents’
personal fertility ideals are lower than those which, in their view, prevail in
society at large. The comparison of the answer ‘zero’ clearly shows that
childlessness is more often a personal ideal than a perceived societal one.

Table 1:
Distribution of fertility ideals (in per cent) in the LISS survey and Eurobarometer
survey, Netherlands

LISS '? Eurobarometer Eurobarometer
Personal ideal ** General ideal >*

Fertility ideals Men Women Men Women Men Women
Zero 10.9 7.6 8 6 1 1
One 6.2 6.0 8 5 3 2
Two 59.7 55.8 47 47 53 45
Three 19.4 22.5 23 20 21 22
Four or more 3.8 8.0 7 17 5 6
No ideal n/a n/a 3 5 13 22
Don't know n/a n/a 4 2 4 2
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100

(n=716) (n=785) (=511)  (n=551) (n=511)  (n=511)

Notes: (1) In LISS, the question asked was: “Can you tell us how many children you would ideally desire? (...).
What is your ideal number of children?” (2) Age 15 to 54. (3) In the Eurobarometer survey, the question was:
“And for you personally, what would be the ideal number of children you would like to have or would have liked
to have had?” This question was asked after the one on general fertility ideals. The answers were collected in
2006. (4) Age 15 and above. (5) “Generally speaking, what do you think is the ideal number of children for a
family?”

Source: Testa 2006.

The main difference between our survey and the Eurobarometer is the
percentage of people stating that their ideal number of children is two, which is

7 Note: In the Eurobarometer Survey, only the first ideal was asked for.
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somewhat higher in our survey. This might be due to the fact that our survey did
not allow ‘don’t know’ and ‘no ideal’ as answers. People with no defined ideals
may simply have answered ‘two children’ in our survey, although we cannot
verify this. With respect to preferences for four or more children we also observe
a marked difference between the LISS and the Eurobarometer surveys. It is
unclear how this should be accounted for. However, for the purposes of our
article, it suffices to know that the results are roughly the same.

Figure 1 provides insights into the pathway of people’s choices from their first
to their last preference. Note that those whose first ideal was either ‘zero’ or ‘four
or more’ children were not asked for further preferences and hence there is no
information on the second and further choices of these groups. The results shed
light on the popularity of each alternative option. Respondents had five options
for their first choice (first column). In all other cases, they had only two options to
choose between, i.e. one higher and one lower alternative to their previous
preference.

The results presented in Figure 1 are of interest in several respects. First, the
patterns displayed show that respondents are almost equally distributed across the
low and high alternatives in several branches of the decision tree. There is no
systematic pattern of an overwhelmingly dominant preference towards the lower
or higher alternative, which could have pointed to a misunderstanding of our
question. Respondents do not conceive of their first stated ideal as an upper limit
on the number of children they might possible want to have. In some categories,
more than half of the respondents opted for a second choice that exceeds the ideal
number of children they stated in their first choice. It was also clear to
respondents that they were asked about ideal, not actual fertility: Even among
people with children, more than half of those whose first ideal was one child
opted for having no children (rather than for having two) as a second choice.
Respondents who had started off with lower ideals opted for the lowest
alternatives more frequently than people with higher fertility ideals. This can be
seen, for example, when comparing the third choices of people who answered that
they want to have 2-3 children and those who answered they want 3-2.
Respondents who stated three as their first ideal, opted for four children in 46 per
cent of all cases when given a choice between four and one. By contrast, only 31
per cent of all those who ideally would like to have two children opted for four
children. This corroborates hypotheses that preferences are internally consistent.

Our questions also provide insights into the acceptability of childlessness by
making the order of preferences explicit. Around 9 per cent of all respondents in
our survey answered that having no children was their personal ideal. Still, this
figure may well be an underestimate of the actual ‘no children’ ideals as the
respondents’ answers may be skewed by the idea that answering ‘zero’ might be
undesirable from a social viewpoint.®

8 Acceptability of childlessness is relatively high in the Netherlands. Sobotka and Testa 2008
found that respondents in the Netherlands had the most positive attitude towards childlessness
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A more expansive definition of support for childlessness may be gained by
including those who stated that ‘one child’ was their primary and ‘zero’ their
alternative fertility ideal. This hypothesis is supported by the relatively high
percentage of people in this group (40 per cent) who indicated that one child was
hardly preferably over zero children (see Table 3 below).

Figure 1:
Distribution of respondents according to their first choice and distribution of
preferences among respondents’ second, third and fourth alternative choices

1st Preference 2nd preference 3rd Preference 4th Preference

0 children: 9%

(N=141) 0 children: 44% -
(N=40) 0 children: 71%
-(N=36.) : - OCh"(dA;Sg):GO%
1 child: 6% —— 2 children: 56% ———, 3 children:29% —
(N=91) (N=51) (=i 4+children: 40%
(N=6)
0 children: 37% .
1 child: 46% — (N=151) g 0 children: 69%
(N=402) - ol (N=172)
2 children: 58% —— T, 3children: 63% —
= N=251, 4+ children: 31%
(N=675) — e
3children: 54% ___—»  1child: 69% /0 children: 41%
(N=473) (N=327) \ (N=133)
T EIICIE 80 4+ children: 59%
(N=146) (N=194)

\_-

4+ children: 6%
(N=94)

Note: The wording ‘first, second, third and fourth preferences’ is used here to distinguish the different follow-up
questions. It was not used in the survey questions. Note that the interpretation of results for group of respondents
indicating ‘one’ as first preference requires prudence: their number is small (N=91), which creates reliability
problems when it is subdivided further.

Third, and corroborating findings from other surveys, we found a strong
concentration around the ‘two-child norm’ with 58 per cent of all respondents

among 13 European countries. Dutch (and Flemish) people are particularly noteworthy
regarding their views on the statement that “it is a duty towards society to have children”: only
4.8 per cent of all Dutch women and 7.2 per cent of all Dutch men agreed or strongly agreed
with the idea that childbearing is a social duty. This compares to 46 per cent of all women and
48 per cent of all men in neighbouring Germany (Table 9.1, p. 187). A paper on 25 European
countries (Merz and Liefbroer 2010, Table 1) presented at the European Population Conference
in 2010 found similar patterns with regard to the acceptance of childlessness. We may therefore
assume that, in the case of the Netherlands, social undesirability would only mildly bias the
percentage of zero fertility ideals.
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indicating this as their primary ideal. However, the follow-up questions reveal a
clear split between the ‘high two’ (2-3) and the ‘low two’ (2-1) in this group. The
results for those stating ‘three’ as their first choice are similar. The roughly even
sizes of the groups of ‘ascenders’ and ‘descenders’ suggest that there is a
continuum of ideals in populations rather than a pronounced segmentation of
groups with clearly distinct ideals.

4.2 The value of alternative preferences: amplifying
differences

We argue that information on alternative preferences adds depth to our
understanding of different fertility ideals. Importantly, second and further choices
seem to amplify differences between groups. This can be illustrated by comparing
the results of measuring one single preference with those including first and
second preferences. Our examples relate to gender and education differences,
respectively. Because the number of cases became too small for fourth
preferences, we excluded them in the subsequent discussion which focuses on
respondents’ first to third preferences.

Figure 2 shows the information delivered by first preferences only and the
knowledge provided by including second preference information. As we can see
in Figure 2a, women’s fertility preferences tend to be higher than those of men.
However, gender differences become much more pronounced when we also take
into account males’ and females’ second choices (Figure 2b). Men answering
‘two children’ as their ideal tend to opt for ‘or one’ as their second choice much
more frequently than women, who are more inclined to say ‘or three’. Those
stating ‘one child’ as their first choice follow a consistent pattern: women in this
group are more likely to choose ‘or two children’ and men more likely to choose
‘or zero children’ as their second preference. Including second preferences thus
amplifies existing differences in fertility preferences. It shows the extent of
bargaining that might take place in households in which the ideals between men
and women seem to be identical at first sight. Moreover, this method illustrates
that the discrepancy between ideal and achieved fertility apparently is larger for
women, but smaller for men, than single ideals suggest. The stronger convergence
between men and women regarding their first stated ideals may be due to the fact
that respondents tend to take into account their partners’ desires. This would lead
men to raise their ideals and women to lower them. We find, in other words, that
adding second preferences considerably enriches information on people’s
preferences.

With regard to education, the inclusion of second preferences illustrates that a
similar pattern of stronger differences underlies first preferences (Figure 3).
Fertility preference studies in which respondents only had to state one single ideal
already found a difference between people with different educational
backgrounds: Individuals with higher education tend to have higher fertility ideals
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(Liefbroer 2008; Heiland et al. 2008). Second choices make the divergence along
educational lines even clearer: Respondents with higher education who chose
‘two children’ in the first instance were much more likely to consider three
children as an ideal than respondents with a lower educational background. If we
assume that respondents think of second preferences as ‘what if” scenarios, the
split according to education levels might hint at the role of financial affordability
and the pressures of combining work and child care as factors affecting fertility
ideals. Again, adding a second preference amplifies the differences observed.

Figure 2:
Integrating second preferences by sex: amplification of differences
a) First preferences
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Note: There are no second preferences available for those answering either zero or four as their first choice. In
part b) of the Figure, we divided the percentage of people preferring zero or four children over two bars in order
to make the area of the 0 and 4 responses comparable to the area of the other ‘divided’ responses. To obtain the
comparable percentages with the upper panels, the heights of the 0 and 4+ categories need to be doubled: i.e. the
total percentage of people preferring no children as a first choice is 3.8% x 2= 7.6 per cent. The numbers on the
x-axis refer to the first and second preferences.

Interestingly, our results on the association between education and fertility
contrast with earlier findings. These suggested that fertility differentials by
education were narrowing in the Netherlands (Van de Kaa 2001, p. 319). To the
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extent that fertility ideals are linked with fertility outcomes, our results suggest
that these converging trends have come to a halt. It is also possible, however, that
first choices simply underestimate the differences between groups. Second
preferences furthermore show that first preferences should not be understood as
minimum desires for offspring. For example, among the people with less than
university education whose ideal was ‘one child’ in the first instance, only about
half opted for ‘two children’ as an alternative. The other half of them lowered
their ideal and preferred no children as a second ideal.

Figure 3:
First only vs. first and second preferences by education
a) First preferences
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Note: see note in Figure 2.

Encouraged by these results, we also investigated third preferences.
Regarding sex, we found that men were again more inclined to choose the lower
alternatives than women when asked about their third preference. Third
preferences thus confirmed the differential patterns between men and women as
revealed by second preferences. The only notable exception to this trend occurred
within the group whose first and second choices were 1-2 children. The women in
this group were more likely than men to favour having no offspring at all when
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faced with a subsequent choice between zero and three. Men more often opted for
the higher alternative. However, this result may well be spurious since the group
only comprised 51 individuals and the further subdivisions into three vs. no
children and males vs. females lowered the numbers even further.

Including the third preference according to level of education presented a
more complicated picture. Figure 4 shows the effect of including the third
preference by education. In this case, the trend observed for second preferences is
not continued into third preferences: whereas the highly educated tended to opt
for higher alternatives when offered a second choice, in their third choices they
instead tend to opt for the lower alternatives more often than respondents with
low education. Their less educated peers also showed a preference towards opting
for the lowest alternative, but the effect among respondents with university
education was more pronounced. This is particularly obvious when comparing the
subsequent choices of lower and higher educated groups who had opted for ‘2-3
children’ as first and second choices. Interestingly, preference patterns between
respondents with non-university and university education are thus reversed
between the second and third preferences. We suggest that this reversal might be
rooted in the higher opportunity costs of having a large number of children for
people with high education. Since our survey did not include any questions
revealing respondents’ motivations for choosing between alternatives, however,
other possible explanations remain.

Figure 4:
Integrating third preferences by education: reversing differential trends; normalised
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Our current exploration of third preferences suggests that they can in some
cases reveal even more complex dynamics underlying fertility preferences -
dynamics that might be worth investigating further. The example of sex
differences, however, clearly shows that such is not necessarily the case: here, we
found that the relative net gain of including third preferences was smaller than
that of including second preferences. Third preferences added less to prior
knowledge than second preferences did.

4.3 Strength of fertility preferences

After the respondents had answered all follow-up questions in our survey, we
asked them to state the degree of their preference for their first vs. their second
preference and for their second vs. their third preference. The results suggest that
people are quite open to their ‘second choices’ and not overly attached to the ideal
number of children they stated as their first choice (see Table 2). A surprisingly
high percentage of all respondents said that they hardly had any preference for
their first over their second choice. Overall, only around one fifth of all
respondents indicated that they felt strongly or very strongly about their first
choice. These results may reflect a genuine absence of clear preferences.
However, the interchangeability of first and second preferences may also be due
to the fact that respondents are well aware that their fertility ideals and the
chances to realise them depend on circumstances (Schaeffer and Thomson 1992).
Some of the qualitative comments on the survey confirm this impression, as
respondents emphasised their difficulty to decide on a number and pointed to the
friction between ideals and their realisation.’

Feelings about having children and the ideal number of offspring are also
affected by the partner’s desires. A high willingness to exchange the second for
the first preference may reflect a situation in which joint preferences of partners
differ from their individual preferences (Voas 2003, p. 638-639 on the effect of
partner desires on stated fertility desires). In low fertility settings, ideal fertility
tends to be downgraded to fit the lowest offspring desires in the partnership. In
psychology, regret regulation theory predicts that people may delay a decision or
aim to increase the reversibility of a decision in order to avoid or mitigate
anticipated regret in contexts in which uncertainty affects the outcomes of choices
(Zeelenberg and Pieters 2007, p. 11-13). While this theory focuses primarily on
consumptive decisions rather than on ideals, the openness towards alternative
numbers of offspring that respondents display fits well into this theoretical
framework. Not focusing too strongly on one single number of children as an

Respondents at different stages in their life course pointed out this problem: those with children
emphasized the difficulty of stating ideals retrospectively when they already knew what their
current situation was like, whereas respondents without children stated that they found the
questionnaire very clear, but the suggestion that one could simply choose one’s personal ideal
number of children seemed not very realistic to them.
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ideal is a form of choice postponement, which can avoid or weaken negative
emotions when things turn out differently.

When interpreting the distributions in Table 2, a general point to consider is
that answers may be affected by the fact that the questions on the strength of
respondents’ fertility preferences were asked at the end of the survey when they
had already answered up to three follow-up questions. Undefined answers may
therefore reflect a certain fatigue with answering questions, although we find no
indications for this in the respondents’ qualitative comments on the survey design.

Table 2:
Distribution of strength of preference: first vs. second and second vs. third
preference

Strength of preference 1* vs. 2" preference 2" vs. 3" preference
Hardly any 12.7% 11.7%

Small 30.5% 29.6%
Moderate 38.2% 35.4%

Large 15.1% 19.2%
Extremely large 3.5% 4.1%

Total 100.0% 100.0%
Mean®® 2.66 2.74*

N 1272 1136

N of missing values 229 365

Notes: (a): Mean value obtained by assigning the values 1 to 5 to the five different response categories. A higher
value indicates a stronger preference for the number of children stated first. We computed the mean as a
summary measure even though the original variable was ordinal and we cannot be certain that the distances
between adjacent categories are the same. (b): An asterisk indicates that the means are statistically different at
the .05 level. In this case, we used a one-sample t-test.

Table 3 compares the strength of preference for first, second and third
choices. It shows that there are no substantial differences between respondents
with higher or lower fertility ideals in their attachment to ideals. The only
exception were respondents who said they wanted 3-2 children; their preferences
were less marked. It is remarkable that the group most attached to its first ideal
are those who opted for ‘2-3 children’. Only 35 per cent of them said they had
hardly any or only a small preference for their first choice and they were
relatively definite in preferring two over three children. People whose ideal was
three children, by contrast, were fairly happy to accept two as an alternative: 65
per cent found that having two would hardly make a difference to them as
compared to having three. The computed mean values in Table 3 show an
interesting pattern, namely that respondents were consistently more open towards
accepting a ‘second choice’ that involved a lower ideal than willing to attach to an
ideal that was higher than their first choice.

How does the relatively small distance between respondents’ first and second
preference compare to their strength of preference for their second vs. third
preference? Are respondents equally open to substitute their second ideal by their
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third ideal? Table 3b shows that this is not the case. Respondents indicated a
stronger preference for their second choice. In other words, they were less willing
to settle for their third ideal. The higher value of the mean for the second choice
indicates that third preferences are not only less important because they are stated
third; they are also further away from the second preferences than the second
preferences are from the first.

Table 3:
Respondents’ strength of preference: first, second and third preference
3a) First versus second preference (in per cent)

Preference Strong (4) or

for the first Hardly any Moderate extremely

vs. the second (1) or small preference strong (5) Mean®™ N of
choice preference (2) (€)) preference Total b cases
120 40 38 23 101 2.63 40

122 43 29 27 99 2.80 51

221 42 38 20 100 2.69 396

223 35 43 21 99 2.81 469

322 62 30 9 99 2.30 221

324 46 37 17 100 2.57 95

3b) Second versus third preference (in per cent)

Preference Strong (4) or

for the first Hardly any Moderate extremely

vs. the second (1) or small preference strong (5) Mean® N of
choice preference (2) 3) preference Total b cases
1220 444 333 22.2 100 2.72 36
12->3 46.6 20.0 333 100 2.67 15
21>0 36.7 32.0 313 100 2.87 148
21>3 37.9 39.1 23.0 100 2.76 248
23> 1 54.0 38.0 8.0 100 2.45% 324
23 >4 33.8 28.3 38.0 100 2.96* 145
3221 23.6 37.8 38.7 100 3.18* 119
32>4 45.1 333 21.5 100 2.67* 102

Notes: (a) and (b): See Table 2. Note, however, that in this case we used a one-way comparison of means. We
used the post-hoc Games and Howell’s pairwise comparisons test, which can be applied when variances are
unequal. The results reported here thus pertain to the comparison within groups, i.e. within groups that share the
first preference(s). For example, we found that the mean preference for the category 32-1 is different from that of
category 32-4 at the 0.05 level.

Comparing the strength of preferences also provides insights into the relative
advantages and merits of including only second but not subsequent additional
preferences in surveys on fertility ideals. Whereas the Coombs advocated
including a high number of subsequent preferences, we feel that there is much to
be gained by adding only a second preference. Second preferences already
provide a lot of information that surveys asking for a single preference cannot
yield. At the same time, they require only a limited expansion of current survey
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designs and avoid the disadvantages associated with including third and
subsequent preferences. Moreover, working with up to four preferences may
become analytically complex and requires large sample sizes to ensure
sufficiently large cell numbers. In addition, the strength of preference
distributions shows that second preferences are more valuable than third
preferences. Although additional preferences might still improve datasets, we
think that including two preferences already offers high relative gains as
compared to including only one single point estimate.

5 Discussion

5.1 Advantages of questions on fertility ideals

Irrespective of whether preferences relate to children, cars, political parties or
consumer goods, they are usually not fixed and discrete but vary within certain
limits. By measuring a hierarchy of reproductive preferences rather than a single
point estimate, we are better able to capture the range of possibilities an
individual may choose from. This is a great strength of the method we used.
Moreover, the survey design enables researchers to measure sensitivity to
variation. Our respondents’ answers reveal that the psychological distance
between specified numbers of children is hardly the same for all individuals.
Whereas some respondents are extremely attached to their first preference, others
- many in fact - are fairly to very willing to switch to alternative preferences if
conditions change. This willingness to substitute one ideal by another under
different circumstances helps us understand why so many people seem to deviate
from their stated ideal in low fertility societies. It also questions the extent to
which respondents perceive such unmet fertility desires as real loss. This finding
is of interest to policy makers as it shows how flexible and adaptive Dutch
citizens are when it comes to fertility desires. In this regard, it should also be
underlined that Dutch respondents are consistently more open to an alternative
that entails lowering their ideal fertility than to one that would involve
reproducing beyond their first ideal number of offspring. Future studies may
reveal whether there are differences between countries in the extent to which
people are open to second choices, whether they prefer to go below or above their
ideals and how the latter relate to social systems and macro-level indicators such
as net incomes and population density. While questions on fertility desires cannot
substitute questions on fertility intentions, they could be included as an additional
explanatory variable when exploring the link between intentions and behaviour.
Measuring first and second choices with Coombs’ instrument also enhances
insight into the acceptability of childlessness among respondents. The prevalence
of social norms which deplore childlessness or having just one child may lead
respondents to avoid these answers and give a socially desirable answer instead,
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even if this is not their personal ideal. Particularly when pro-natalist norms are
strong (which is the case in many countries) personal preferences for
childlessness may arguably better be revealed by second choices than by first
choices. In our survey, we did not observe a strong tendency towards avoiding the
answers ‘zero’ or ‘one child’, but since the Netherlands is among the European
countries with the highest acceptability of childlessness (Merz and Liefbroer
2010), the relatively minor effects observed in the Netherlands are bound to be
unrepresentative.

In sum, from a qualitative perspective including alternative family sizes and
strength of preference in studies on fertility preferences offers several benefits.
Our findings also suggest that the relative gain of adding one single extra
preference, i.e. a second choice, is high. Whereas first and second choices were
relatively interchangeable, respondents reported a stronger motivation to avoid
their third choice. This result points to an additional strength of the method,
namely its smooth implementation and application. Questions on fertility ideals
are easy and cheap to administer; it is relatively simple to translate them into
other languages (also thanks to the fact that questions on fertility desires have
already been used in many countries) and respondents seem to experience no
major difficulties in answering them.

5.2 Limitations of questions on fertility ideals

The most evident limitation of Coombs’ question is that it forces people to state a
first preference and channels them into a tree-like decision-making process based
on their first reply (see Figure 1 above). The options respondents were offered
entirely depended on their previous answers, so that they were guided into a
pathway without an ‘erase and rewind’ option. The alternative method of pairwise
comparison by Terhune and Kaufman (1973) does not force people into stating
such a first preference. It guides respondents through all possible combinations of
family sizes within a predefined range, asking them to choose a number of
children for each case. However, in this case collecting all the information needed
for such a hierarchy of desired family sizes is more complex. Another
consequence of using a decision tree is that, in the current design, our Coombs’
question does not provide any additional information about people whose first
preference is either zero or four. We are therefore unable to tell how fixed their
preferences are and what alternatives they might consider. This is a serious
limitation.

Our questionnaire at the start explicitly referred to respondents’ personal
ideals and asked them to only report their personal preferences. However, when
respondents were subsequently asked to state ‘alternative ideals’, they might have
shifted from considering their own preferences regardless of their own
circumstances to considering their own preferences given their own
circumstances. Without in-depth interviews, we simply remain in the dark as to
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what constraints respondents had in mind when answering the questions (see
Rasul 1993, p. 3). Alternative ideals may therefore capture something slightly
different from the first ideal. On the bright side, if alternative ideals reflect a
higher degree of realism they may be better predictors of behaviour.

5.3 Next steps

We aim to pursue several of the findings obtained in this initial study in more
detail. At the substantive level, multivariate analysis of the co-variates of fertility
preferences will refine our understanding of the types of individuals connected to
different hierarchies of reproductive preferences. Understanding the motivations
for second preferences will enhance insights into the trade-off mechanisms
underlying fertility preferences: How and why do people get to be ‘descenders’ or
‘ascenders’ when it comes to decisions about alternative -childbearing
preferences?

At the methodological level, two issues merit further attention. First, it is
important to establish how our results compare with those provided by the
Terhune and Kaufman fertility survey method, which uses pairwise comparisons
of all combinations of family size between zero and four. Another issue is the
question of how much people’s ideals fluctuate within a short period of time. We
intend to investigate this issue by comparing the current first wave of results with
those of a second wave (collected one month later). Follow-up studies could also
provide deeper insight into the predictive validity of combined first and second
choices by showing in how many cases the actual number of offspring is below or
above the first two ideals. We expect that there will be few such cases and that
including first and second preference questions in surveys on fertility desire
substantially enhances predictability levels.

6 Conclusion

In studies on fertility ideals, the fact that survey methodology could be improved
is an often heard complaint. We therefore chose to do a survey of randomly
selected participants (N=1,501) in the Netherlands, which was implemented as
part of the LISS panel survey. We wanted to study the potential offered by
measuring alternative fertility preferences for improving the survey methodology
of demographers interested in fertility ideals. We found that asking respondents
about their alternative fertility preferences in addition to their first stated ideal
improves the quality and quantity of information gained in several respects.

Our survey confirms earlier hypotheses that “the researcher’s focus on a
single number as the ideal may (...) fail to reflect a weakness in that stated
preference” (Pullum 1983) because “alternatives, although less preferred, may
also be acceptable”. Our survey design revealed that, in fact, respondents are
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surprisingly flexible and display a high degree of openness towards alternative
ideals. This new finding has important implications both for demographic
researchers and policy makers. We therefore recommend that future survey
protocols adapt the standard design to collect information on alternative
preferences and on the strength of people’s ideals. While the Coombs were strong
proponents of including information on four to six preferences in fertility
preference analyses, we find that the relative gain of simply including the second
preference is already high. Third preferences seem less salient because they are
further away from the second preferences than the second are from the first. By
adding one single question on alternative ideals to the design and another one on
the strength of people’s preferences, fertility studies can obtain significant extra
value at little extra cost.

Including an alternative preference in survey designs also provides tools for
differentiating subpopulations with identical first ideals. This is particularly useful
for the large group of individuals who state two children as their ideal.
Information on the further preferences of this group identifies ‘low two’ and ‘high
two’ respondents, who are systematically distinguishable by characteristic
covariates. We illustrated this by focusing on gender and education differences,
which are amplified when second preferences are taken into account. Inclusion of
alternative preferences reveals profiles connected to specific fertility ideals more
clearly than isolated first preferences do. In other words, measuring reproductive
desires by using a hierarchical methodology documents latent desires for smaller
or larger families and thus is a more refined and adequate measure of fertility
preference than methods hitherto employed. The added value of subsequent
questions is particularly evident in the case of low fertility preferences that may
not match the ideals prevailing in the respective society. In such cases,
respondents may be tempted to inflate their ideal number when asked about their
first preference: Their ordering of subsequent choices and their strength of
preference for initial choices is revealing.

The results of our analysis show that preferences tend to be internally
consistent: Respondents do not randomly select different pathways but make
consistent choices. They understand that they are expected to consider both lower
and higher alternatives to their original ideal number of children: We observed no
bias towards lower alternatives that would raise doubts on the survey
methodology.

Future research shall reveal whether or not using preference orders improves
the power of reproductive preferences as predictors of reproductive outcomes.
According to the theory, this will be the case if second choice ideals include more
realistic notions. Alternative preferences may indicate the direction of change in
decision-making when respondents are faced with changed conditions that
prevent them from fulfilling their ideal choice. This hypothesis was empirically
tested by Coombs in a developed world setting in 1974. Her study linked scaled
fertility preferences to fertility outcomes. Fertility outcomes consistently diverged
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for women with the same ideal family size but different second and further
preferences: At all parities, women with higher alternative preferences had more
births than women with lower alternative preferences (Coombs 1974, p. 597f).
The net effect of higher vs. lower second and further preferences amounted to a
difference of about 0.5 children. This suggests that alternative preferences may
indeed be good indicators of the direction fertility behaviour may take when
trade-offs with other preferences need to be made. It urges further empirical
testing in a current low-fertility setting.
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