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Couples’ childbearing behaviour in Italy: 
which of the partners is leading it? 
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Abstract 

Using data on 2356 Italian couples from the longitudinal survey on Family and 
Social Subjects conducted between 2003 and 2007, we examine the relationship 
between child-timing intentions and subsequent reproductive outcomes. Our 
hypothesis is that in Italy the lack of agreement between partners has an inhibiting 
effect on couple’s pregnancy-seeking behaviour because inertia and social norms 
favour the partner who does not want to have a(nother) child. We find that this 
holds true only for couples who have already two or more children whereas at 
lower parities conflicting intentions result in either a middle fertility outcome or 
childbearing levels similar to those observed for couples who agree on having a 
child. Women have a greater influence on childbearing decisions than men. The 
explicit consideration of a partner’s disagreement increases the predictive 
accuracy of fertility intentions. Our findings strongly support the adoption of a 
couple-oriented approach in fertility research. 

 
 

1  Introduction 

In his critical comments on the National American Fertility survey, Ryder (1973) 
emphasised the importance of considering the role of men in the analysis of 
fertility. Indeed the predominant approach even today assumes that women are 
inherently important for understanding reproductive behaviour, but they are not 
making their fertility choices unilaterally as childbearing decisions involve both 
men and women.  

The contribution of men to the reproductive decision-making process has been 
under-investigated so far. One major difficulty in couple research lies in the need 
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to have high-quality data that collect information on both partners, possibly in 
repeated waves, allowing scholars to ascertain the differences between the 
partners’ reproductive goals and disentangle the contribution of each partner to 
the final childbearing outcome. 

If this is true for every country, the lack of adequate data affects even more 
those European countries where longitudinal household surveys were only seldom 
conducted in the last decades. Beyond the seminal article by Thomson and Hoem 
(1998) on Swedish couples’ fertility there are not many papers addressing the 
issue of childbearing intentions and behaviour in Europe truly at a couple’s level.  

We aim to fill in this gap by examining fertility preferences and subsequent 
reproductive outcomes in a genuine couple’s study. We use a longitudinal survey 
conducted by the Italian National Institute of Statistics between 2003 and 2007 to 
address the following research questions: What birth risks do couples in 
disagreement have? Which partner has the stronger influence on childbearing in 
case of conflicting intentions? Does the predictive accuracy of pregnancy 
intention improve if the partner’s intentions are taken into account?  

Our case study is Italy, a country characterised by a considerably high 
discrepancy between desired and actual fertility (Testa 2006), a predominance of 
traditional gender roles and a lack of work/family reconciliation policies 
(Saraceno 1994; Pinnelli 1995; Del Boca et al. 2004).  

Our findings suggest that partners who were in disagreement about having a 
child show birth risks in between those of partners who both wanted a child and 
those of partners who both did not. Moreover, in case of a conflict the subsequent 
outcome tends to reflect more closely the woman’s response than that of the man. 
Eventually, couples’ fertility intentions predict the subsequent reproductive 
behaviour more accurately than individual intentions but women’s responses are 
more reliable than men’s responses if a choice between the two comes into play. 

The rest of the article is organised as follows: first, we review the existing 
literature on couple’s fertility intentions and behaviour, next, we present data and 
methodology and then we describe the main statistical findings. In the final 
section we discuss alternative interpretations of the results as well as possible 
caveats inherent to the analysis. 

 
 

2  What criteria underlie the resolution of partners’ 
disagreement?  

Childbearing implies a joint couple decision but partners often have different 
fertility intentions at least at the beginning of their relationship. In case of 
disagreement they will try to reach a compromise by adjusting their initial 
childbearing plans. Since intentions may always change over time as moving 
targets (Lee 1980), such agreement will never be definitive till the end of the 
reproductive career. Our crucial question is what happens when the partners’ 
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preferences differ. In this section we review the existing relevant literature on the 
impact of partners’ disparate intentions on the couple’s subsequent reproductive 
behaviour. For the sake of simplicity we report in Table 1 the various principles 
which rule the resolution of a couple’s disagreement as well as the effects on the 
childbearing outcomes. 

Miller and Pasta (1996) introduced an important distinction between a 
so-called “absolute-difference effect”, which mostly causes a delaying in 
childbearing independently on which spouse wants what, and a so-called “signed-
difference effect”, which depends on the decision rule at work within the couple, 
i.e. whether the woman or the man predominates.  

The absolute-difference effect causes a delay in the birth of a child because of 
inertia (Davidson and Beach 1981). This mechanism favours the maintenance of 
the status quo that in low-fertility countries is likely to be the use of contraception 
between births. In such a context childbirth implies a couple’s joint decision to 
stop contraception with the aim to seek pregnancy, hence, a preliminary explicit 
consensus of each of the partners. Several studies (Morgan 1985; Thomson et al. 
1990; Thomson 1997; Thomson and Hoem 1998) have demonstrated that partners 
who disagree about childbearing plans have children at a later age than couples in 
which both partners share the intention to have a child. In some cases, a double-
veto model affects the resolution of a conflict: partners who have opposing plans 
experience a likelihood of childbearing only slightly higher than couples where 
both agree not to have a child (Miller and Pasta 1996; Thomson and Hoem 1998). 

In the same vein, Voas (2003) emphasised that in the event of disparate 
intentions the varying degree of male and female influence over the subsequent 
fertility outcome depends on the prevalent social norms favouring one 
reproductive choice or the other, irrespective of which of the partners wants to 
have a child. He argued that in the low-fertility societies individuals attach greater 
importance to individual autonomy than to childbearing and therefore social 
forces tend to support someone who wishes to avoid having a child, and generally 
the partner’s consent is expected before any attempt at conception.  

The signed-difference effect impacts on the reproductive behaviour depending 
on which partner wants what (Miller and Pasta 1996). It is then extremely 
important to know the criteria underlying the resolution of couple disagreement in 
specific situations in which either she or he plans a child. A review of the existing 
literature highlighted three relevant aspects: the type of decision each partner 
wants to make, the level of gender equity, both at the individual and societal level, 
and the prevalent decision rule used by the partners to resolve conflicts. 

Type of decision. Women prevail in positive fertility decisions and men 
predominate in negative childbearing plans. Townes et al. (1980), for example, 
argued that the wives’ opinions are more important than the husbands’ in 
determining whether couples will seek pregnancy, if wives are in favour of a 
pregnancy. Similarly, Beckman (1983) pointed out that in case of disagreement 
men predominate if the decision at stake is not to have a child while women 
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prevail if the decision is to have a child. However, in a study on a sample of well-
educated couples, Beckman (1984) found that in couples with discordant opinions 
wives are less likely to desire another child in the short run than husbands. Fried 
et al. (1980) and Beckman (1984) argued that wives may have a stronger 
influence than husbands over fertility decisions because contraceptive use and 
fertility are areas in which women have legitimate power in the marriage. In the 
same line, Rindfuss et al. (1988) showed that men’s intentions are more easily 
adjustable to the preferences of their partner than women’s intentions.  
 
Table 1: 
Synthesis of the elements relevant for the resolution of a couple’s conflict 

Models Description Effects on fertility 
Absolute-difference 
model 

Partners have discrepant 
fertility intentions 

Conflict effect. Delay of 
birth, if contraception is the 
standard regime  

Signed-difference model One partner has weaker or 
stronger fertility intentions 
than the other  

Influence effect. Likelihood 
of a birth depends on which 
of the partners has weaker or 
stronger desires and the 
decision rule at stake within 
the couple 

Double-veto model Partners have discrepant 
fertility intentions 

A birth is unlikely, as in 
couples who agree not to 
have a child  

DECISION RULES   
Power  Partner with more access to 

economic resources (usually 
the man) tends to prevail 

A birth occurs if the partner 
with more access to 
economic resources  wants 
to have a(nother) child 

Sphere of interest  Partner in whose sphere of 
interest childbearing lies 
(usually the woman) tends 
to prevail 

A birth occurs if the partner 
in whose sphere of interest 
childbearing lies wants to 
have a(nother) child 

Social drift  None of the partners has a 
clear interest in changing 
the status quo 

A birth is postponed 

Golden mean  Both partners have equal 
power in the negotiations 

The occurrence of a birth 
will depend on the final 
outcome of the couple’s 
interaction 

 
 

Gender equity. Men and women have equal influence over the subsequent 
childbearing outcome and neither the male or the female intention predominates 
(Miller and Pasta 1995), irrespective of whether the relationship is based on 
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traditional or more equal gender roles (Thomson 1997; Thomson and Hoem 
1998). However, in very traditional contexts in which women are still the main 
and perhaps the sole responsible of childrearing one might expect that men have 
less influence than women in the implementation of their fertility intentions 
especially if they live in a traditional union where the female partner does not 
work (Fried and Udry 1979; Coombs and Chang 1981). More generally, in 
contexts characterised by low gender equality men who equally share with their 
partner their household and family tasks may have a stronger fertility decision-
making power than men who live in more traditional couples. 

Decision rule. If the two partners differ in their child-number or child-timing 
intentions they try to reach a decision which could be mid-way between the 
preferences of either of the two (Thomson 1997; Thomson and Hoem 1998; 
Thomson et al. 1990; Jansen and Liefbroer 2006). The corresponding decision 
rule is called the golden-mean rule: partners view each other’s intentions as 
equally important and since they have equal power in negotiation they will try to 
strike an acceptable compromise which then equally reflects their initial desires. 
Jansen and Liefbroer (2006) found that this is the most frequent heuristics 
approach used by couples in the Netherlands. They also discussed other possible 
decision rules which could be adopted by couples with disparate attitudes towards 
childbearing. The first one is the power rule according to which the partner who 
has the better access to socio-economic resources will prevail. As long as men 
have higher occupational and income levels than women they will predominate in 
the couple’s negotiation process. The male prevalence is also envisaged under the 
‘patriarchal’ rule. A second heuristic is the sphere-of-interest rule, according to 
which the partner in whose sphere of interest a decision is located will have 
greater influence over subsequent behaviour. As long as childbearing tends to lie 
in the female sphere of interest women will be more influential in the couple’s 
fertility decision-making. A third heuristic is the social-drift rule, according to 
which the maintenance of the status quo will prevail by favouring the partner who 
does not want to have children if contraception between births is routine. Neal 
and Groat (1980) demonstrated that women who perceive their broader 
environment as being unpredictable develop a life style characterised by social 
drift and they respond to events like pregnancy as they happen rather than 
deliberately causing them to happen through an effort of their own. Jansen and 
Liefbroer (2006) argued that in the Netherlands such a rule controls couples’ 
reproductive choices if neither of the partners has a clear intent to impose her/his 
own point of view to the other. 

In Italy, the literature on the negotiation process of fertility choices within 
couples is scarce. Recent analysis on the determinants of couple disagreement 
about childbearing intentions suggests that women in more egalitarian 
relationships, i.e. those who cohabit and those who work on the labour market, are 
more likely to express their disagreement if their partner wants a first or a second 
child (Rosina and Testa 2009; Cavalli 2010).   
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3  Research hypotheses 

Italy is characterised by low financial support to families with children (as several 
reports by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development have 
repeatedly highlighted) and a lack of adequate policy measures that facilitate the 
conciliation of work and family life (such as parental leave, child care provision 
and the access to part-time employment). In such a context childbearing is seen as 
a potential threat for the achieved standard of living (economics, leisure, etc.) and 
the lack of agreement between partners may favour the one who does not want to 
have a child, given that delaying fertility is a normatively acceptable life course 
strategy, while having a baby has immediate and permanent implications for 
individuals (Rindfuss et al. 1988). Low societal support for childbearing increases 
the costs of having an unplanned child and favours partners who plan not to have 
a child. This evidence led us to formulate a first working hypothesis as follows: 

 

Partners with discordant childbearing plans are closer to partners agreeing 
on not having a child than to partners agreeing on having a child 
(Hypothesis 1).  
 

In the traditional Italian society with low gender equity at the individual and 
societal level, women carry the main responsibility of child care and childrearing 
activities and therefore couples and the whole society may view decisions on 
childbearing as fair if the woman’s view predominates. We therefore advanced a 
second working hypothesis as follows: 

 

Fertility decisions lie prevalently in the woman’s sphere of interest 
(Hypothesis 2).  
 

In the theoretical framework proposed by Miller and Pasta (1995) one of the 
major factors explaining the inconsistency between intended and actual 
reproductive behaviour is the partner’s discrepant intention. A large amount of 
empirical findings showed that partners’ conflicting preferences offer a valid 
explanation to the divergence between stated plans and subsequent outcomes, 
which does not imply that people are mistaken about what they want or are 
unsuccessful in achieving it. Hence, we elaborated a third research hypothesis as 
follows: 

 

The predictive accuracy of child-timing intentions considerably increases if 
both partners’ views are considered in the measure (Hypothesis 3a).  
 

Moreover, since women are likely to dominate the couple’s negotiation 
process, women responses reflect the couple’s subsequent behaviour more 
closely than men responses (Hypothesis 3b).  
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4  Data and methodology 

4.1  Data 

We used data from the Multipurpose Household Survey on “Family and Social 
Subjects”, carried out by the Italian National Statistical Office (Istat) between 
2003 and 2007. The survey unit here is the household, so that information on the 
both members of the couple is available. The follow-up wave includes 10,000 
individuals who were randomly drawn from the initial sample of 50,000 
respondents interviewed at the initial wave. A comparative analysis between all 
the couples interviewed in 2003 and those followed up in 2007 did not evidence 
any significant difference in the distribution of some demographic variables such 
as: female partner’s age, couple’s parity, marital status, education and 
employment status of the man and the woman, and the couple disagreement. The 
share of couple disagreement is the same in the 2003 sample and the 2007 follow-
up. 

The survey was addressed to people aged 18-64 years but questions on 
fertility intentions were asked only to respondents 18-49 years old. Within this 
age group, we selected only men and women living in a union at the time of the 
initial wave, independently on whether they were married or cohabiting. We 
further restricted the analytic sample to couples in which both partners provided 
answers to the fertility intentions questions at the initial survey (we registered 4% 
of non responses) and at least one of the two provided information about births, 
adoptions and marital disruption that occurred between the two waves (2003-
2007). If only one of the partners was followed up (this circumstance affected 
60% of the couples interviewed in 2003), we checked for the possibility that 
she/he experienced a partnership disruption in the inter-survey period. This was 
the case for 1% of the respondents re-interviewed in 2007 without their partner. 
These cases are taken out from the analysis because if a birth occurred in the 
inter-survey period we could not figure out whether this happened in the 
framework of the old or a new relationship. Eventually, our analytic sample 
includes 2356 couples for whom we examined the relationship between the initial 
intentions and the subsequent reproductive behaviour. 

 
4.2  Measures 

People re-interviewed in 2007 were asked whether they had a child in the inter-
survey period, either their own biological children, affiliated and/or adopted ones. 
The survey questions were: “From November 2003 up to now have you had any 
child?” and “From November 2003 up to now have you adopted a child or have 
you had an affiliated child?” Information on the number of children had and the 
precise date of each birth as well as on the sex of each newborn were also asked 
in the questionnaire. 
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People interviewed in 2003 had been required to indicate their short-term 
fertility intentions by answering to the following item: Do you intend to have a 
child in the next three years? The response options were: definitely not, probably 
not, probably yes, definitely yes. The circumstance that respondents were re-
interviewed after three years makes such measures particularly suitable for the 
analysis of the predictive accuracy of child-timing intentions. 

Exactly the same questions were addressed to both partners, allowing a fully 
comparative analysis between them. Moreover, all the fertility intentions items 
were included into the self-administered questionnaires. This circumstance 
ensures a high degree of independence between the answers of the partners in 
comparison to other surveys in which both partners may be present at the 
interview (as for instance in the case of the British Household Panel Survey, see 
Berrington 2004). We did not find any systematic difference in the responses 
given by the male and female partners, both men and women used the given 
response options in the same way to express the strength of their childbearing 
plans.  

Additional questions on fertility intentions were contemplated in the 
questionnaire, such as, “In the future do you intend to have any child?” and 
“How many children would you like to have over your life course?”  

We focused on partners’ responses which go in opposite directions, i.e. to 
have a child versus not to have a child, independently on whether definitely or 
probably. However, we did some sensitivity analysis on couples in which partners 
reported different levels of certainty about having or not having a child, i.e. 
definitely yes versus probably yes; probably not versus definitely not. The results 
of this exploratory analysis are only very briefly reported in our article (Section 
5.1), more details may be provided by the authors upon request. 

 
4.3  Methods 

We ran logistic regression models. The response variable has been set equal to 1 
if couples had a child in the inter-survey period and 0 otherwise. 

The covariates list includes the couple disagreement, as defined by partners’ 
intentions going in opposite directions, as well as several background variables: 
age, marital status, education, employment status, frequency of attending religious 
services, women’s satisfaction with the gender division of household tasks, 
geographical area. All the covariates refer to the time of the first interview. The 
only continuous variable is age which has been centred on the rounded mean 
values, 38 and 41 years for female and male respondents, respectively. All the 
other variables are categorical and they have been transformed into suitable 
dummy variables.  

The marital status includes two different categories: married and cohabiting. 
The latter category refers not only to partners never married but also to couples in 
which one or both partners was/were already married.  
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Education encompasses three main categories: low, medium and high. Low 
education is related to respondents who had no education or a primary or a lower 
secondary school certificate. Medium education includes those people with a 
vocational secondary school diploma or an upper secondary school diploma. The 
high education group refers to individuals with a university degree (either 3 or 5 
years) or postgraduate qualification. 

Employment status takes the following categories: employed, unemployed, 
not active. The unemployed category includes those seeking a job, either their 
first job or a new one. The inactive category encompasses housewives, students 
and other non-employed people (conscript, volunteer, disabled). These two 
categories have been merged into one for the male respondents because of too few 
cases of non-employed men in the survey data. 

The variable referring to the attendance of religious service is not restricted to 
any specific religion or denomination. The survey question was addressed as 
follows: How often do you go to the church or to another place of religious 
worship? 

Women’s satisfaction with the gender division of household and family duties 
has been computed by using the female responses to the following item: How 
much are you satisfied with the gender division of household and family duties 
between you and your partner? Response options were: very, quite, little, not at 
all. We assumed women to be unsatisfied if they indicated an answer other than 
very. A different codification by grouping very and quite in one category and little 
and not at all in another category did not significantly discriminate the women 
with respect to their degree of satisfaction with their partner’s collaboration in 
domestic tasks. We describe in Table 2 all the variables used in the multivariate 
analysis. 

We separately examined childless couples and couples who had at least one 
common child at the time of the first survey, trying to run a more refined stratified 
analysis whenever possible. We chose a parity-specific approach because the 
influence of wives and husbands in reproductive decision-making process is 
strongly affected by the number of previously born children (Beckman et al. 
1983), and because dissimilar intentions of the partners may have a different 
impact on couples at different parities (Miller and Pasta 1995). Moreover, we 
believe that parity-specific intentions represent more concrete childbearing 
choices (Bulatao 1981; Morgan 1985) according to the view of a fertility-
sequential decision-making process (Namboodiri 1972).  
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Table 2: 
Distribution of variables used in the multivariate analysis. Values in per cent 

 Both 
intend 

Only she 
intends 

Only he 
intends 

Neither 
intends 

No. of  
 cases 

Married 20 3 4 73 2261  
Cohabiting 48 4 6 41 93  
Woman with low education 15 3 3 80 874  
Woman with medium education  24 3 4 70 1170  
Woman with high education 31 4 6 59 310  
Man with low education  19 2 4 75 1012  
Man with medium education  22 3 4 71 1049  
Man with high education  28 3 4 65 293  
Woman employed  23 3 5 69 1186  
Woman not employed 22 3 5 70 252  
Woman enrolled in education  19 3 2 76 916  
Man employed 21 3 3 73 1583  
Man not employed or inactive  23 3 5 69 771  
Woman’s attendance of a religious service   
Less than once a month  19 3 3 74 862  
At least once a month  23 2 4 71 1492  
Man’s attendance of a religious service   
Less than once a month  20 3 4 73 602  
At least once a month  22 3 4 72 1752  
Woman’s satisfaction with gender division of family duties  
Not satisfied  20 3 4 74 1867  
Satisfied  28 3 3 66 487  
Woman’s age: up to 38  34 4 6 56 1277  
Woman’s age: above 38 6 1 1 92 1077  
Man’s age: up to 41 35 4 5 55 1262  
Man’s age: above 41  5 1 2 91 1092  
Northern and central Italy 22 3 4 71 1139  
Southern Italy 20 2 4 73 1215  
No. of cases    504      65      90  1695   2354  

 
 
5  Results 

5.1  Descriptive analysis 

We found that the majority of childless partners agreed to have a child at the time 
of the first wave (67%) while only 25% of them agreed on not having any baby in 
the short-term period. Moreover, the amount of disagreement between partners 
about child-timing intentions was quite low (8%) and equally divided between the 
cases in which only she intended to have a child (4%) and only he intended to 
have one (4%) (Table 3). We got a similar picture when examining only partners 
who had at least one common child at the beginning of the longitudinal study. The 
main difference to their childless counterparts was that the majority agreed on not 
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planning an additional child (79%) while only 14% reported a concordant 
intention to have a child in the next three years (Table 3).  

Slightly more than 50% of the couples who agreed on having a child in the 
short-term period also had one in the inter-survey period, 53% and 52% among 
childless couples and parents, respectively. The same percentages were very low 
and equal to 4% and 3% in the case of couples where neither of the partners 
intended to have a child in the first place, suggesting that the level of unintended 
pregnancies was quite low in the period between the surveys.  

The reproductive behaviour of couples in disagreement at the time of the first 
wave depended on whether only she or only he wanted a child and varied with the 
actual couple’s parity. Couples in which only women wanted a child more often 
actually had one than couples in which only he reported an intention to have a 
child (50% versus 33% among childless couples, and 25% versus 19% among 
couples with children) (Table 3).  

 
Table 3: 
Intentions to have a child in the next three years and subsequent outcomes 

Couples’ intention to 
have a child in the next 
three years 

Percentage  
(2003) 

Percentage had a child in the 
inter-survey period  

(2003-2007) 
 Childless Parents All Childless Parents All 
Both partners intend       67    14 21       53    52 53 
She intends, he does not        4      3 3       50    25 29 
He intends, she does not    4      4 4       33    19 21 
Neither partner intends     25    79 72        4      3 3 
Total   100  100 100       40    11 15 

 

As shown in Figure 1, the level of couples’ fertility declined with the age of 
the female partner, irrespective of whether there was initial agreement about 
reproductive intentions between partners or not. In case of a conflict women had a 
stronger influence in the reconciliation of the opposing preferences. If only the 
woman wanted a child couples experienced childbearing outcomes in between 
that of couples agreeing on having a child and that of couples agreeing on not 
having one. By contrast, couples in which only the man wanted a child had the 
same fertility level as couples in which neither partner planned a birth if the 
woman was 35 years old or older (Figure 1). 

As outlined in Figure 2, the couple fertility rates did not vary with the actual 
couple’s parity if both partners had expressed the same child-timing intentions at 
the time of the first survey. However, the reproductive outcomes steeply 
decreased by parity if the partners had not initially reported consistent plans: if 
they were childless, they had a birth almost as often as partners who both wanted 
a child, if they shared already one child, they had outcomes in between those of 
couples agreeing on having or not having a child, and if they had two or more 
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children they showed a similar behaviour as couples in which both partners did 
not want a child (Figure 2).  

By examining couple disagreement as defined by the differences in the level 
of certainty between the partners’ responses we came up with the same findings 
as outlined above, except that women’s predominance was no longer remarkable 
(results are available on request).  

As shown in Figures 3 and 4, we found that the predictive accuracy of fertility 
intentions strongly improved once we disentangled the women’s and men’s 
childbearing intentions into those accompanied by a partner’s agreement and 
those combined with a partner’s disagreement. The childbearing rates of women 
who had reported the intention to have a child in the short run at the time of the 
initial survey tended to increase if they met their partner’s agreement and to 
decrease if they did not meet it (Figure 3). These trends developed at a pace 
gradually increasing by parity. At parity zero and one, the childbearing outcomes 
of all women and those of women with and without partner’s agreement were 
very close to each other, but at parity two and above the childbearing rates were 
12 percentage points higher if the man agreed on having a child and 23 
percentage points lower if he had a different view (Figure 3). By examining the 
male childbearing rates, we got similar findings. The only substantial difference 
concerns the lower first-birth risks of men with a partner disagreeing on having a 
child: these men had childbearing risks 19 percentage points lower than those of 
all the men (Figure 4).  
 
Figure 1: 
Share of couples having a child in 2003-2007 by woman’s age 

 
  

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

<30 31-34 35-39 40+

Sh
ar

e o
f c

ou
ple

s (
pe

r c
en

t)

Woman's age

Both partners intend She intends, he does not

He intends, she does not Neither partner intends 



Maria Rita Testa, Laura Cavalli and Alessandro Rosina                                                 169 
 
Figure 2: 
Share of couples having a child in 2003-2007 by couple’s parity 

 
 
 
Figure 3: 
Share of women having a child in 2003-2007 by couple’s parity. All women who 
intend to have a child and only those with or without their partner’s agreement 
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Figure 4: 
Share of men having a child in 2003-2007 by couple’s parity. All men who intend to 
have a child and only those with or without their partner’s agreement 

 

 
5.2  Multivariate analysis 

By running a series of logistic regression models predicting the likelihood of a 
birth we proved that intentions are powerful predictors. Net of other covariates, if 
both partners agreed to have a child they were, at parities zero, one and two or 
above respectively, 16.7, 6.7 and 25 times (in terms of odds ratios) more likely to 
have a child than couples where both agreed not to have a child. If one partner 
intended to have a child but the other did not, then the likelihood of a birth was 
substantially reduced. At all three parities, the woman’s intent had a larger effect 
than the man’s, and this difference was greatest at parity zero and weakest at 
parity one. The lack of agreement between partners was a significant deterrent of 
a couple’s subsequent childbearing outcome. Indeed, conflicting partners faced 
lower risks of having a child than partners who initially were in agreement about 
their childbearing plans. The negative effect of partners’ diverging views on 
subsequent births increased with their parity (Table 4). 

Moreover, in the event of a conflict, the women’s childbearing plans exerted a 
greater impact on subsequent outcomes than the men’s intentions, once other 
variables were controlled for. The inhibiting effect of disagreement on 
childbearing was stronger for partnerships in which the woman did not want to 
have a child while the man wanted one (odds ratios on having a child are equal to 
6, 3 and 2 for parity zero, one, and two or above, respectively) than for the unions 
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in which the man did not want a child but the woman did (odds ratios on having a 
child are equal to 15, 3 and 5 for parity zero, one, and two or above, respectively) 
(Table 4). 

Among other relevant predictors of childbearing we found that a cohabiting 
status of the partners decreased the chance to have a first child while the woman’s 
dissatisfaction with the gender division of household tasks reduced the likelihood 
to have a third or a higher birth order child. The estimates of the models 
confirmed the negative effect of woman’s age on couple reproduction that was 
already accounted for in the descriptive analysis.  

We estimated all possible interactions between the partner’s conflicting 
intentions and the full set of covariates considered in the model. None of the 
interactions were statistically significant which is why none were retained in the 
models. We could be tempted to conclude that the effect of a couple’s conflicting 
preferences on childbearing behaviour does not vary by the socio-demographic 
variables included in the models but we should be cautious in making such an 
assumption because the limited sample size reduces the possibility of identifying 
any statistically significant interaction effects. 

Examining the predictive power of fertility intentions by taking either the 
woman’s (Table 5a) or the man’s perspective (Table 5b) and comparing models 
with and without partner’s agreement (Models II and I, respectively), we found 
that the inclusion of the partner’s agreement significantly improved the model fit; 
the only exception was childless women. For men the improvement in fit was 
greater with the women’s intentions taken into account than the improvement in 
fit for women taking into accounts the men’s intentions.  

The odds ratios of both partners agreeing on having a child were always 
higher than the odds rations of either only the woman or only the man wanting a 
child (Model II in Table 5a and 5b).  

As we expected, the event of a conflict between partners at the time of the 
first survey takes an important role in explaining the inconsistencies between 
stated fertility plans and subsequent outcomes. However, differences by parity 
and type of inconsistency (whether intentions over- or underestimate the 
subsequent reproduction outcome) are remarkable.  

The share of respondents whose intentions overestimated their subsequent 
childbearing outcome decreased by parity: the percentages were 33% and 34% of 
childless, 20 and 21% of those with one child and 4% and 5% of those with two 
or more children, for women and men, respectively. By contrast, consistency 
between intentions and outcomes increased by parity: it was 64% and 62% at 
parity zero, 77% and 75% at parity one and 93% and 92% at parity two or above, 
again for women and men, respectively. The share of respondents whose 
intentions underestimated their subsequent childbearing was low, ranging 
between 2 and 5% (first panel of Table 6).  
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Table 4: 
Odds ratios on having a child in the inter-survey period (2003-2007) 

 Parity 0 Parity 1 Parity 2+ 

 Odds ratios SE 
Odds 
ratios SE Odds ratios SE 

Couple intentions      
     Neither partner intends 1.00  1.00  1.00   
     Both partners intend  16.17  11.41 6.60  2.00 26.34  10.41 
     She intends, he does not 15.02  14.99 3.23  1.69 4.62 * 2.92 
     He intends, she does not 6.34  6.18 2.90 * 1.30 2.04 ** 1.68 
Marital status      
     Married 1.00  1.00  1.00   
     Cohabiting 0.33 * 0.16 0.97  0.47 4.61  4.53 
Woman’s education     
     Low  0.63  0.26 0.73  0.21 1.81  0.73 
     Medium 1.00  1.00  1.00   
     High  2.56 * 1.09 0.86  0.31 1.57  0.83 
Man’s education     
     Low  1.15  0.41 0.76  0.20 0.52 + 0.20 
     Medium 1.00  1.00  1.00   
     High 1.58  0.79 1.49  0.54 1.61  0.84 
Woman’s employment status     
     Employed 1.00  1.00  1.00   
     Unemployed 2.44 + 1.25 0.51  0.23 1.97  1.05 
     Not active 1.33  0.51 1.20  0.32 1.40  0.56 
Man’s employment status     
     Employed 1.00  1.00  1.00   
     Unemployed or not active 1.13  0.37 1.14  0.29 1.05  0.35 
Woman’s attendance of religious service    
     Less than once a month 1.00  1.00  1.00   
     At least once a month 1.78  0.79 1.09  0.37 0.93  0.43 
Man’s attendance of religious service   
     Less than once a month 1.00  1.00  1.00   
     At least once a month 0.43  0.92 0.92  0.34 0.86  0.42 
Gender division of family tasks     
     Woman is satisfied 1.00  1.00  1.00   
     Woman is not satisfied 0.51 + 0.18 1.18  0.32 0.42 ** 0.14 
Regional area in Italy     
     North and Centre 1.00  1.00  1.00   
     South 1.03  0.35 0.97  0.23 0.86  0.30 
Woman’s age     
      (Age-38) 0.83 ** 0.06 0.71 *** 0.05 0.86 + 0.07 
      (Age-38)^2 0.99  0.01 0.98 ** 0.006 0.97 ** 0.01 
Man’s age     
      (Age-41) 0.97  0.04 0.94 + 0.03 0.88 * 0.05 
Intercept 0.78   0.36 * 1.39   

Note: + p<0.1;* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 
 
  



Maria Rita Testa, Laura Cavalli and Alessandro Rosina                                                 173 
 
Table 5a: 
Odds ratios for having a child in the inter-survey period from the woman’s 
perspective 

                Parity 0          Parity 1            Parity 2+ 
Model I       
She does not intend (ref) 1.0  1.0  1.0  
She intends 7.5 *** 4.5 *** 15.8 *** 
Intercept 0.1 ** 0.1 *** 0.0 *** 
Log-likelihood -134.0  -243.9  156.3  
Model II    
She does not intend (ref) 1.00  1.00  1.00  
Only she intends 6.8 * 2.3  4.5 * 
Both partners intend 7.5 *** 4.8 *** 25.5 *** 
Intercept 0.1 *** 0.1 *** 0.1 *** 
Log-likelihood -134.0  -242.7  152.5  
No. of cases 291  677  1130  
Note: * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 
Estimates net of all the variables considered in Table 3 
 

The partner’s disagreement was relevant in explaining the underestimation of 
fertility at parity zero or one: 57% and 67% of childless women and men and 50 
and 33% of women and men respectively with one child who had a child in the 
inter-survey period without an explicit intent to do so met a partner’s discrepant 
opinion (second panel of Table 6). The partner’s disagreement was important in 
explaining the overestimation of fertility at parities two and above: 46% and 54% 
of women and men, respectively, with two or more children who planned, but did 
not manage to actually have, an additional one faced their partner’s disagreement 
(second panel of Table 6).  
 
 
Table 5b: 
Odds ratios for having a child in the inter-survey period from the man’s perspective 

                Parity 0          Parity 1            Parity 2+ 
Model I       
He does not intend (ref) 1.0  1.0  1.0  
He intends 5.4 *** 4.5 *** 13.1 *** 
Intercept 0.1 ** 0.1 *** 0.1 *** 
Log-likelihood -137.2  -244.7  -160.6  
Model II    
He does not intend (ref) 1.0  1.0  1.0  
Only he intends 2.1  2.2  1.9  
Both partners intend 5.7 *** 5.1 *** 23.6 *** 
Intercept 0.1 ** 0.1 *** 0.1 *** 
Log-likelihood -136.2  -242.4  -154.6  
No. of cases 291  677  1130  

Note: * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 
Estimates net of all the variables considered in Table 4 
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A partner’s diverging view was very seldom observed if the intentions stated 
in 2003 consistently reflected the births observed in 2007. The percentage values 
varied by parity and respondent’s sex, but they were always below 10% (second 
panel of Table 6). 
 
Table 6: 
Correspondence between fertility intentions and subsequent outcomes by gender and 
parity 

 Percentage distribution Percentage facing a partner’s 
disagreement 

 Parity 0 Parity 1 Parity 2+ Parity 0 Parity 1    Parity 2+ 
Women 
Over-estimation  

 
  33 

 
  20 

 
    4 

 
    6 

 
  13 

 
  46 

Consistency   64   77   93     6     8     3 
Under-estimation     2     5     3   57   50     7 
Total 100 100 100     8   10     5 
Men       
Over-estimation    34   21     5     8   21   54 
Consistency   62   75   92     5     6     2 
Under-estimation     3     4     2   67   33   13 
Total 100 100 100     8   10     5 

Note: Intentions can over-estimate, consistently estimate or under-estimate subsequent fertility. Over-estimation 
refers to the cases in which respondents intended to have a child but did not have one in the subsequent period. 
Consistency refers to the cases in which respondents either did not intend to have a child and indeed did not have 
one or intended to have a child and indeed had one in the subsequent period. Under-estimation refers to the cases 
in which respondents did not intend to have a child but had one in the subsequent period. 

 
 

6  Summary and discussion  

In this analysis we examined short-term childbearing intentions and subsequent 
reproductive behaviour of Italian couples. We aimed at getting insights on the role 
of couple interactions in reproductive decision-making. This concern is 
generating a growing amount of interest in academic research. However, it is still 
under-investigated because it requires high-quality data which are not easy to 
collect. Our study design was particularly suitable for its aim because it reflected 
a genuine couple approach in a longitudinal perspective. 

By focusing our attention on disagreeing couples, we advanced the hypothesis 
that the normative context and the contraceptive regime prevalent in Italy favour, 
in the case of a conflict, the partner who does not want to have a(nother) child. 
We also supposed that in the Italian traditional gender setting fertility decisions 
are predominantly located in the woman’s domain. Moreover, we expected a great 
improvement in the predictive accuracy of fertility intentions when the views of 
both partners are considered.  

Our initial hypotheses could be only partially confirmed. First, we noted that a 
divergence between the partners’ intentions does not necessarily hinder a 
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subsequent birth. Childless couples who did not initially agree on their 
childbearing plans experienced a birth almost as often as couples who previously 
agreed on having a child. Only if partners were already parents did a lack of 
agreement actually inhibit a subsequent birth: couples who already had one child 
showed a middle fertility outcome while partners with two or more children faced 
a double-veto model, i.e. they had similar birth risks as couples who agreed not to 
have a child. The existence of a double-veto model is supported only at high 
parities. The couples included in our sample (married or in a stable cohabitation 
since at least three years) may be particularly exposed to a certain pressure to 
become a parent, given that Italy is still a country where childlessness is not very 
widespread at a normative level (Testa 2006). 

Second, we found evidence that women have a stronger influence on 
childbearing decisions than men. However, this sphere-of-influence rule tends to 
be abandoned in favour of a golden-mean rule by couples who already had two 
children. Since the birth of a child is an event with more consequences for women 
than for men, men might think that it is only fair to leave the final choice on the 
timing of childbearing to their partner, a finding underlined also by a recent 
qualitative analysis conducted in Austria (Rille-Pfeiffer 2009). 

Third, we pointed out that the predictive accuracy of intentions is notably 
higher once we disentangle the individuals’ fertility plans into those births 
planned by both and by only one of the partners.  

We could support the assumption that models based on both partners’ fertility 
intentions are superior to those based on only one partner’s intentions (Fried and 
Udry 1979; Fried et al. 1980; Morgan 1985) and that models including only the 
women’s intentions are likely to be mis-specified (Corijn et al. 1996). Since 
women tend to prevail in the couple negotiation process, we share the view that 
models based on female child-timing intentions should be preferred over models 
based on male child-timing intentions - if the choice between one of the two 
partners has to be made (Fried et al. 1980; Morgan 1985). 

On the whole, we observed a relatively low level of disagreement between 
partners irrespective of whether at the time of the first survey they had been 
childless or already parents.  

We interpreted this evidence as a sign that couples come to some 
understanding about procreation (Fisher 2000). We could also think about an 
assortative mating process which pushes people to get together with partners who 
share the same fertility preferences. An interesting research question which lies 
beyond the scope of our article could concern the degree of homogeneity between 
partners’ fertility preferences produced by the assortative mating. 

We should also mention that we have no information on couples’ proceptive 
or contraceptive measures and our assessment of the consistency level between 
intentions and behaviour is exclusively based on the final outcome of that 
behaviour, i.e. the birth. Knowing more on the use of contraception would also 
tell us whether women have a predominant role in this sphere. 
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The limited degree of disagreement detected in our study might also be related 
to another important caveat of our data which has to do with measurement issues. 
Reported child-timing intentions might reflect the resolution of a negotiation 
process between partners, as the theory on fertility decision-making (Ajzen 1991; 
Miller 1994) and some empirical findings (Barret and Wellings 2002) would 
suggest. If this is true, partners’ concordant responses do not exclude the presence 
of disagreement, or alternatively, partners’ discrepant reports might happen by 
chance (because only one of the two respondents incorporated the partner’s view 
in their answer). Although this is a general challenge in the analysis of couple 
data (Becker 1996), we suggest that intentions may not be the most suitable 
element in the dynamic of couple interaction and perhaps we should look at the 
earlier stages of the fertility decision-making sequence, i.e. desires and 
motivations, to follow the partners’ negotiation process more deeply. 

 
 

7  Conclusion 

The analysis of the Italian couple data reveals that men are important actors in 
fertility decision-making, especially after the birth of a first child. Hence, policy-
makers willing to develop efficient child-friendly policies should target any 
interventions not only at women but also at men. 

The empirical findings strongly support the importance of gathering data on 
childbearing intentions from both partners and also suggest to consider additional 
items in the survey design which would enable the scholars to disentangle 
whether the stated individual reports reflect a joint decision (and the extent to 
which they do so), or only the respondent’s personal point of view. This approach 
has been adopted in a survey conducted in the USA in the 1970s (Morgan 1985). 

A genuine couple approach increases the correspondence between intended 
and actual childbearing behaviour and improves our understanding of 
reproductive decision-making but it does not allow us to consider fertility 
intention a suitable measure for forecasting fertility. According to our results, 
only slightly more than 50% of the couples agreeing on having a child within the 
next three years have actually had one in the 4-year follow-up period.  
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