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DATA & TRENDS

Fluidity in fertility timing intentions among childless men
and women

Shalini Singh1,2

ABSTRACT This study examines how childless individuals revise their intended age at
first birth as they move through adulthood, providing a longitudinal view of how fertility
timing delays unfold over the reproductive years. Using 14 waves of German Family Panel
(PAIRFAM) data for the 1981–1983 and 1991–1993 birth cohorts, it tracks changes in
intended timing and lifetime fertility orientations across five-year age intervals and annual
partnership transitions. Results show that intentions to have a first child after age 35 are rare
in early adulthood, with late first birth expectations and disengagement from childbearing
emerging when earlier plans remain unfulfilled. A strong digit preference in the intended
age is observed, with men favouring round numbers, and women postponing more
gradually. Partnership status plays a decisive role, especially in later life, shaping whether
the intentions are maintained, adjusted, realised or discontinued. Overall, the study con-
firms the fluid and context-dependent nature of fertility timing intentions.

KEYWORDS Fluidity • Fertility timing intentions • Lifetime fertility orientations • Childless •
Postponement • Partnership transitions.

Introduction

In contemporary Europe, where fertility rates have fallen below replacement level, actual
births often fall short of intended numbers, giving rise to what is termed a “fertility gap”
(Beaujouan and Berghammer, 2019; Harknett and Hartnett, 2014; Testa, 2012). This gap is
partly attributed to the postponement effect, characterised by repeated delays in the timing
of the first birth (Beaujouan and Berghammer, 2019; Bratti and Tatsiramos, 2012). These
delays, combined with limited reproductive capacity at older ages, not only impact the
realisation of intended higher-order births, but also contribute to eventual childlessness
(Rybińska andMorgan, 2019). Against this backdrop, this study seeks to examine how such
delays unfold across the reproductive life course, and to identify the life stages at which
postponement or disengagement from childbearing becomes most prevalent.

Numerous studies have examined “fertility timing”, or the age at which individuals or
couples have children, highlighting a trend of increasing age at first birth (Bongaarts et al.,
2017; Frejka and Sardon, 2006; Sobotka and Beaujouan, 2018). However, only a few recent
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studies have explored “fertility timing intentions”, referring to the age at which people want
to have children (Slabá et al., 2024; Verweij et al., 2020). While these intentions offer valu-
able insight into how individuals anticipate and plan parenthood, there is little research on
how they evolve as people age or experience changes in their personal circumstances.

In a context of late and low fertility, understanding fertility timing intentions is crucial,
as age constitutes a non-negotiable biological constraint, which is further compounded by
social norms and life course uncertainties (Billari et al., 2011; Datta et al., 2023). Individuals
often anchor their childbearing plans in relation to their current age, envisioning parenthood
within what they perceive as a socially and biologically acceptable window. Yet this
window is highly sensitive to changing life circumstances, such as partnership instability,
career transitions or financial insecurity, which can alter both the perceived feasibility of
parenthood and the point in time at which it is seen as attainable (Martin, 2017; Mills et al.,
2011). The time frame in which fertility intentions are expressed is not only indicative of
the expected entry into parenthood, but also shapes subsequent reproductive choices,
behaviours and outcomes (Ní Bhrolcháin et al., 2010). Rather than focusing on specific
short-term horizons such as (not) wanting to have a child within the next few years, this
study examines the age at which individuals envisage having their first child, and how this
intended age changes or remains stable over time, together with their broader orientation
towards having or not having children.

Given the strong link between first birth timing and (non-)realisation of reproductive goals,
it is important to understand how childless individuals revise their intended age for parent-
hood as they move through life. While delayed parenthood and involuntary childlessness
are well documented (Lesthaeghe, 2010; Te Velde et al., 2012), less is known about the pace
and patterns of postponement and the pathways that lead some individuals to ultimately forgo
childbearing. Several questions remain: Do people continuously push their plans forward,
or do they show more complex patterns of adjustment? Does the rhythm of postponement
differ between men and women? Is stating: “I do not want a child” a final decision, or can
it also shift towards wanting one? While perpetual postponement suggests a one-directional
delay of parenthood, life’s ups and downs may also prompt individuals to revise their inten-
ded age downwards, creating oscillations between postponement and re-engagement with
parenthood. Tracing these shifts offers valuable insight into the fluidity of fertility timing
intentions – how they evolve, stabilise, realise or dissolve over the life course.

The effect of perceived control over when to have a child varies widely depending on
personal circumstances, and the degree of certainty of reproductive intentions often varies
based on factors like age and partnership status (Dommermuth et al., 2011; Ní Bhrolcháin
and Beaujouan, 2011). Age plays a crucial role in forming and realising childbearing plans
(Beaujouan et al., 2019; Kapitány and Spéder, 2012), as both biological limits and socially
accepted age norms influence the timing of parenthood, with these constraints being par-
ticularly pronounced among women (Billari et al., 2011; Dunson, 2002; Liefbroer et al.,
2014; Settersten Jr andHägestad, 1996). These gendered social expectations combined with
biological realities likely produce variation in how men and women set and revise their
intended first birth timing. Furthermore, the absence of a partner is frequently cited as a
key factor in uncertainty around fertility intentions (Berrington, 2004; Kuhnt et al., 2021;
Ní Bhrolcháin and Beaujouan, 2011) and can lead to delays or even result in childlessness
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(Schmidt et al., 2012; Sobotka and Testa, 2008). In the broader effort to identify the various
constraints that hinder individuals from realising their intended first birth timing, this study
takes an initial step by focusing on age and partnership transitions, given their central role in
shaping fertility intentions and their realisation, while acknowledging potential gender
differences.

Using longitudinal data from the German Panel Analysis of Intimate Relationships
and Family Dynamics (PAIRFAM) (Brüderl et al., 2023; Huinink et al., 2011), which is
a representative sample of the German population, this study explores the fluidity of
lifetime childbearing intentions and their timing among childless individuals. Specifically,
it descriptively examines how these intentions evolve as people age and change their
partnership status.

Theoretical background

In demographic research, fertility intentions are typically regarded as the closest reflection
of concrete plans and expectations about having children, positioned between broad ideals
and actual behaviour (Miller, 1994). Unlike fertility desires, which tend to be stable, inten-
tions are more responsive to current circumstances and entail a commitment to act (Miller,
2011). The Theory of Planned Behaviour highlights how perceived behavioural control and
situational context shape these intentions as rational, goal-directed decisions (Ajzen and
Klobas, 2013; Fishbein and Ajzen, 2011). However, scholars have challenged the notion
of fully rational decision-making by emphasising the role of uncertainty in the
formation and realisation of fertility intentions (Kuhnt et al., 2021; Ní Bhrolcháin and
Beaujouan, 2011). As individuals progress through adulthood, they adjust their plans in
response to shifting opportunities, risks and constraints (Liefbroer, 2009; Settersten Jr and
Mayer, 1997). Such adaptability reflects bounded rationality rather than inconsistency:
people aim to align their reproductive plans with evolving life conditions and perceived
windows of opportunity. The idea of intentions as “moving targets” (Lee, 1980; Morgan,
2001) captures this fluidity, consistent with opportunity- and constraint-based perspectives
(Friedman et al., 1994), which stress that personal or structural barriers directly condition
the feasibility and timing of childbearing.

More recently, the narrative framework has highlighted the role of imagined futures in
shaping fertility plans (Vignoli, Bazzani, et al., 2020; Vignoli, Guetto, et al., 2020). From
this viewpoint, uncertainty is not simply an obstacle, but a condition through which indi-
viduals reinterpret possibilities for family life. While structural and situational constraints
inevitably shape expectations, people also construct narratives about what could happen,
imagining parenthood pathways that extend beyond their current circumstances (Vignoli,
Guetto, et al., 2020). Fertility decisions are therefore influenced as much by anticipated
futures as by present opportunities and past experiences (Vignoli, Bazzani, et al., 2020).
Although growing uncertainty may discourage concrete planning, many people continue to
attach emotional value to the idea of having children, using imagined futures to keep the
prospect of parenthood open. This coexistence of uncertainty and aspiration makes the nav-
igation of fertility intentions highly dynamic and unpredictable.

Fluidity in fertility timing intentions among childless men and women 3

https://doi.org/10.1553/p-9jb3-a3h3



Building on these theoretical perspectives, this study places age-based fertility intentions
at the centre of reproductive planning. Age functions as both an organising principle of the
life course and an unavoidable constraint (Marini, 1984; Settersten Jr and Mayer, 1997).
Unlike other factors, it moves steadily forward, shaping how individuals assess the feasi-
bility of parenthood. Its constant progression contrasts with the fluidity of social, economic
and relational circumstances, making it a unique and powerful marker of how people recal-
ibrate their childbearing plans as conditions change. Although social norms about the
“right” age to have a child can evolve, biological limits remain far less flexible, giving age
a dual social and biological significance in fertility decision-making (Lazzari et al., 2025).
By tracing how the intended age at first birth changes or remains stable as individuals grow
older and move through different life stages, this study captures the dynamics of postpone-
ment and reconsideration, offering new insight into the temporal dimension of fertility
intentions.

Data and methods

Germany is a particularly well-suited setting for this study. As one of Europe’s “low and
late” fertility societies, it combines a high mean age at first birth with a relatively large pro-
portion of permanently childless individuals (Bujard, 2015; German Federal Statistical
Office, 2025; OECD, 2024). It thus exemplifies the tensions between modern life course
uncertainty and reproductive planning. Examining how individuals adjust their intended
timing of entry into parenthood in this context offers insight into whether late family for-
mation reflects deliberate delay, accumulated constraints or adaptive revisions of earlier
intentions. It also helps clarify the extent to which childlessness represents a longstanding
preference or results from transitions between wanting and not wanting to have a child
over time.

Launched in 2008, PAIRFAM conducted annual surveys across 14 waves. The study
began by recruiting individuals from three birth cohorts: 1971–1973, 1981–1983 and
1991–1993. To enhance representativeness, PAIRFAM introduced a refreshment sample
of approximately 5000 respondents in wave 11, which strengthened coverage in the
1981–1983 and 1991–1993 cohorts and added a younger cohort born in 2001–2003.

For this study, two cohorts, those born in 1991–1993 and 1981–1983, were selected to
ensure the inclusion of individuals across the full range of reproductive ages. At the first
survey in 2008, respondents in the younger cohort were in late adolescence (about 15–
17 years), and those in the older cohort were in their mid-twenties (about 25–27 years).
First-time respondents from the refreshment sample, introduced in wave 11, were aged
about 25–27 years (1991–1993 cohort) and about 35–37 years (1981–1983 cohort). This
design allowed us to observe the 1991–1993 cohort primarily during the early phase of
family formation (ages 15–29) and the 1981–1983 cohort during the later reproductive
years, when childbearing decisions typically intensify (ages 25–39). As these life stages
were captured in separate cohorts rather than the same individuals being followed into older
ages, differences at later ages may also reflect cohort-specific patterns along with life course
progression. The analytical sample was restricted to men and women who were childless at
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their first survey participation (baseline or refreshment) in order to better understand delays
in entry into parenthood as well as potential pathways towards eventual childlessness.
However, as the group of still-childless respondents becomes increasingly selective over
time, caution is needed when interpreting later age patterns. Furthermore, while the study
compares responses across different ages and cohorts, it cannot disentangle age effects
from period effects. This limitation is inherent to the observational design and should be
considered when interpreting cohort and age-specific findings.

All 14 waves of data were used. For individuals (or their partners) who became pregnant
or entered parenthood during the survey, that event marked the last included observation,
and any subsequent observations of these individuals in the survey were excluded from the
analysis. This resulted in 41,959 observations from 8380 individuals.

The main variable of interest was the “realistic intended age at first childbirth”. Childless
respondents were asked: “When you think realistically about having children, how old do
you think you will be when you have your first child?”Respondents could provide a specific
age, indicate they hadn’t thought about it or leave the question unanswered. The question
was not posed in 15.7% of cases: when respondents did not answer the question about
having children, expressed no desire to have children, said they had not thought about
having children, cited infertility (self or partner) or did not indicate their fertility status. Such
cases were excluded from the study sample, except when respondents explicitly stated that
they did not want children (6.7% of cases). These responses were retained to track transi-
tions between wanting and not wanting to have a child (i.e. lifetime fertility intentions).
Additionally, responses in which the timing question was left unanswered or an invalid
age was provided (i.e. below the respondent’s current age) were excluded, representing
approximately 1% of the sample (380 out of 38,188 observations). Following these exclu-
sions, the dataset included 37,808 observations from 8034 individuals who provided a spe-
cific intended age at childbearing, said they hadn’t thought about timing, expressed no
desire for children or were pregnant/had a child since the previous wave.

To conduct the longitudinal analysis, 2030 individuals with only one wave of participa-
tion were excluded, resulting in 35,778 observations from 6004 individuals.

In the first part of the analysis, shifts in the intended age at first birth were assessed at five-
year intervals. Using five-year age bands follows standard demographic convention and
helps summarise meaningful changes in timing intentions. Individuals who were childless
at the entry age and participated again five years later were tracked, providing a longitudinal
view of how their intentions evolved as they aged. Respondents could either remain child-
less or enter pregnancy/parenthood during the interval. Those who stayed childless
provided updated timing intentions, while those who became pregnant or had a child were
classified under “pregnancy/childbirth”. This approach ensured consistent samples across
ages. Sankey plots were used to display the number of individuals in each response category
at both ages of the five-year interval, together with their movements between categories.
This visualisation offers a descriptive overview of the pace and direction of changes in fer-
tility timing intentions, showing howmany individuals maintained, revised or discontinued
their plans, and how many transitioned into parenthood.

To examine the pace of postponement in greater detail, a separate analysis was conducted
among individuals who remained childless across each five-year interval. For each age pair,
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the most frequent response on intended age was identified separately for men and women to
highlight any existing gender differences in postponement patterns.

The second part examined changes in the intended age at first birth in relation to
partnership transitions. Respondents were classified as single if they had no partner, and
as partnered if they reported being in a relationship, regardless of their living arrangement
(living apart together (LAT), cohabiting or married). To accurately assess the effect of
partnership transitions, respondents with at least two observations in consecutive survey
waves were included, resulting in 32,910 observations from 5765 individuals.

Transitions were analysed within three age brackets for each cohort: 16–19, 20–24
and 25–29 years for the 1991–1993 cohort; and 26–29, 30–34 and 35–39 years for the
1981–1983 cohort.

Four partnership transition categories were considered: “single to partnered”, “partnered
to single”, “remained single” and “remained partnered”. Transitions in timing intentions
between waves were grouped into 11 categories:

1. –3 and less: intended age dropped by 3+ years.
2. –1 to –2: intended age dropped by 1–2 years.
3. Same age: no change in intended age.
4. +1 to +2: intended age rose by 1–2 years.
5. +3 and more: intended age rose by 3+ years.
6. Age → don’t want a child/uncertain: shifted from a specific age to uncertainty or no

desire for children.
7. Don’t want a child/uncertain→ age: shifted from uncertainty or no desire for children

to a specific age.
8. Consistently don’t want a child/uncertain: repeated uncertainty or no desire for

children.
9. Transition between don’t want a child and uncertain: switched between “don’t want

a child” and “haven’t thought about it”.
10. Age → pregnancy/childbirth: transition from stating an intended age to reporting

pregnancy/childbirth.
11. Don’t want a child/uncertain→ pregnancy/childbirth: transition from uncertainty/no

desire for children to pregnancy/childbirth.

Results

Changes in the realistic intended age at first birth: a five-year follow-up

This section explores changes in first birth intentions over a five-year period among
childless individuals (at entry point) from the 1991–1993 and 1981–1983 cohorts.
Individuals were tracked from a starting age to five years later, capturing whether they
remained childless, in which case their intended age at first birth was updated, or transitio-
ned to pregnancy/childbirth. Figures 1 and 2 illustrate these shifts for two age pairs in each
cohort, showing the number of individuals moving between intention categories over time.
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Extended versions displaying all five-year age intervals comprising 10 age pairs in each
birth cohort are provided in the Supplementary material (Figure S.1 and Figure S.2, avail-
able online at https://doi.org/10.1553/p-9jb3-a3h3).

Fertility plans in early adulthood were predominantly centred around the mid-to-late
twenties, with most respondents aged 18 initially expecting to become parents between ages
25 and 28 in the 1991–1993 cohort (Figure 1). At this stage, very few respondents envisaged
entering parenthood in their early thirties. Among those who remained childless five years
later, when they were still only 23 years old, intentions shifted upwards, most frequently to

Figure  Transitions in responses on the realistic intended age at first childbirth over five years among individuals
who were childless at the start of the interval, with flows shown for the age pairs 18→ 23 and 23→ 28 (1991–1993
birth cohort)

Interpretation note: In the age pair 23 and 28, a total of 703 childless individuals were followed from age 23 to
age 28. At age 23, 383 respondents (55%) stated that they intended to have their first child by age 28. Five years
later, however, only 152 individuals (22% of the original sample) reported a pregnancy or childbirth, indicating that
a substantial share did not realize their earlier timing intentions. Focusing on those who specifically selected age 28
at age 23 (159 individuals, 23%), only 26 (16%) had a pregnancy/childbirth by age 28, while 47 (30%) postponed
their intended age to 30, demonstrating both marked postponement and a clear digit preference.
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ages around 28, 29 or 30. This pattern was even more pronounced between the ages 23
and 28. It reveals that a process of adaptive postponement was already underway when the
respondents were in their twenties. The share reporting that they did not want to have
children remained low across all age pairs, indicating that delayed timing rather than
rejection of parenthood characterised this stage. It is most striking that intentions to have
a first child beyond age 35 were almost absent at both the entry and the follow-up ages,
suggesting that a late first birth was not anticipated in early adulthood (see Supplementary
Figure S.1 for extended age intervals).

Postponement patterns were even more pronounced at the later life stages captured in the
1981–1983 birth cohort (Figure 2). As individuals moved from their late twenties into their
thirties while remaining childless, their first birth intentions shifted further towards their late
thirties or even beyond. At the entry age of 28 (age pair 28–33), almost no respondents
anticipated entering parenthood in their late thirties, yet by age 33, a notable share had

Figure  Transitions in responses on the realistic intended age at first childbirth over five years among individuals
who were childless at the start of the interval, with flows shown for the age pairs 28→ 33 and 33→ 38 (1981–1983
birth cohort)
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revised their expectations upwards to that range. Similarly, at age 38 (age pair 33–38),
a growing proportion expected to have their first child at age 40 or older. These shifts indi-
cate that a late first birth was rarely planned early on but emerged gradually as individuals
approached the upper limits of reproductive ages. The share expressing no desire for chil-
dren also rose steadily, especially among those nearing age 40, suggesting a gradual dis-
engagement from childbearing plans. At the same time, transitions to pregnancy/childbirth
increased with age, indicating that despite delays, many respondents still pursued parent-
hood throughout their thirties (see Supplementary Figure S.2 for extended age intervals).

Among respondents who remained childless over the five-year interval, Figures 3 and 4
display the most common intended age at first birth at each time point, by gender, for the
1991–1993 and 1981–1983 birth cohorts, respectively. A clear digit preference is visible,
with respondents frequently choosing ages ending in zero, five or even numbers. In terms of
the pace of postponement, women tended to delay childbearing more gradually than men,
typically selecting target ages closer to their current age. At younger ages, as seen in the
younger cohort (Figure 3), women often selected ages like 28 rather than jumping directly
to age 30, whereas men displayed a stronger tendency towards mid- or round-number

Figure  Most common response on the realistic intended age at first childbirth (indicated by the cell’s colour)
among individuals who were childless at both the beginning and the end of the five-year interval, by gender for the
1991–1993 birth cohort

Interpretation note: In the five-year interval of age 24→ 29, among individuals who remained childless throughout,
the most common intended age to have a first child at the starting point (age 24) was 28 years for women (24.5%)
and 30 years for men (35.3%). Five years later, at age 29, themost common response among these samewomen had
shifted to 32 years (21.9%), while for men it had shifted to 35 years (16.8%). These shifts illustrate a clear pattern of
postponement, with men both initially reporting later intended childbearing ages and showing a greater upward
revision over time compared to women.
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preferences. At older ages, captured in the older cohort (Figure 4), women continued to
progress more incrementally, favouring intermediate ages such as 31 or 33, while men were
more likely make larger shifts –most notably towards age 35. This gender difference in the
pattern of postponement was evident across most of the five-year intervals. However, at late
reproductive ages, this pattern faded as an increasing share of bothmen andwomen reported
no intention to have children.

Partnership transitions and shifts in the intended age at first childbirth

Figures 5 and 6 illustrate changes in the respondents’ intended age at first childbirth
based on partnership transitions between consecutive survey waves for the 1991–1993
and 1981–1983 cohorts, respectively. Each bar represents the distribution of 11 categories
of change, distinguishing between upward or downward revisions, unchanged intentions
and movements between uncertainty, rejection and positive fertility plans.

Across both cohorts, however at different life stages, increases in the intended age at first
childbirth of 1–2 years, as well as larger increases (3+ years), were most prevalent among
individuals who moved from being partnered to being single, suggesting that partnership
dissolution commonly coincided with postponement of fertility plans. In contrast, indivi-
duals were also found to shift their intended childbearing age downwards across all age
groups, with this behaviour being more common among younger individuals and those

Figure  Most common response on the realistic intended age at first childbirth (indicated by the cell’s colour)
among individuals who were childless at both the beginning and the end of the five-year interval, by gender for the
1981–1983 birth cohort
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transitioning from being single to being partnered, reflecting the influence of partnership
formation in bringing their intentions closer in time.

Younger respondents (cohort 1991–1993) mostly made small incremental changes,
generally maintaining or slightly adjusting their intended age, particularly when remaining
partnered. Larger upward revisions of 3+ years were rare and were mainly associated with
transitions to singlehood. Overall, transitions involving uncertainty, rejection or themove to
pregnancy or childbirth were infrequent in these younger age groups.

In contrast, among older respondents (cohort 1981–1983), changes in timing intentions
were more responsive to partnership dynamics. Respondents in their thirties who remained
single or experienced a dissolution were markedly more likely to report uncertainty or a lack
of desire for children in both years, while those forming or maintaining partnerships were
more likely to retain the previously stated age or to transition to “pregnancy/childbirth”.
Among the oldest group (35–39), frequent shifts between the “don’t want a child” and
“uncertain” categories highlighted their growing ambivalence about future parenthood in
the absence of a partner. Although transitions from “don’t want a child” or “uncertain” to
specifying an intended age were not uncommon, transitions leading directly to “pregnancy/
childbirth” were rare. Together, these movements nevertheless show that even negative or

Figure  Change in the intended childbearing age (distribution of response transition categories), by partnership
transition and age group (1991–1993 birth cohort).
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indeterminate intentions can, under changing circumstances, turn into active or realised
childbearing plans.

When comparing similar life stages across cohorts, the distributions for ages 25–29 in
the 1991–1993 cohort and ages 26–29 in the 1981–1983 cohort appear broadly similar,
indicating only modest cohort differences in how partnership trajectories shaped short-term
adjustments in fertility timing. Respondents in the younger cohort were slightly more likely
to maintain the same intended age when transitioning from being partnered to being single
or remaining single, whereas a larger share among the older cohort advanced their intended
age by 3+ years following a union dissolution. This difference may partly reflect variation in
baseline expectations between the two cohorts: individuals in the 1991–1993 cohort may
have initially projected parenthood at a more distant age, while those in the 1981–1983
cohort may have envisioned it sooner, and therefore adjusted their intentions more sharply
when their partnerships ended.

Figure  Change in the intended childbearing age (distribution of response transition categories), by partnership
transition and age group (1981–1983 birth cohort).

Interpretation note: In the 35–39 years group, individuals who remained single across consecutive waves were
more likely to consistently report that they “Don’t want a child/Uncertainty” compared to those in other partnership
transition categories and age groups. In contrast, among those who transitioned from being single to partnered in
this age group, a relatively larger share shifted from previously stating no desire for children or expressing uncer-
tainty to specifying an intended age for first birth.
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Further differences in these shifting patterns betweenmen andwomenwithin each cohort
(1991–1993 and 1981–1983) are presented in Supplementary Figures S.3 and S.4. These
additional graphs reveal broadly similar partnership-related dynamics for both genders
but also highlight some nuances – for instance, slightly stronger postponement responses
among men following partnership dissolution and marginally higher stability of intentions
among women who remained partnered. One counterintuitive finding appears in the
35–39 age group, where a higher share of bothmen andwomenwho transitioned from being
single to being partnered fell into the “+1 to +2” category than into the other age groups,
a pattern that warrants further consideration.1

Discussion

The aim of this study was to examine the nature of fertility postponement by analysing the
intended age at entry into parenthood with a longitudinal approach. Tracking childless indi-
viduals over time revealed that young adults rarely intended to have children after age 35,
and late first birth intentions typically emerged only after individuals had entered their
thirties without having had children. These results align with the observation by Verweij
et al. (2020) that asking individuals at higher ages about their desired age for having a first
child likely captures an updated timing rather than their original intentions. A significant
share of respondents in their late thirties shifted from having positive fertility intentions to
stating that they “don’t want a child”. These findings indicate that late parenthood or child-
lessness is not always an early, deliberate choice, but is instead often the result of gradual
postponement.

A pronounced digit preference emerged in respondents’ reported intended ages, aligning
with prior evidence that individuals tend to round their expectations to socially salient or
aesthetically pleasing numbers (Camarda et al., 2008). Men often selected ages ending in
zero or five, while women leaned towards even numbers closer to their current age, reflec-
ting a slower pace of postponement. This difference may reflect both social expectations
and biological realities, and howmen and women interpret these factors when framing their
reproductive timelines. From a social perspective, men’s round-number responses might
indicate looser temporal framing and greater uncertainty in their plans, consistent with pre-
vious findings indicating that men often exhibit less time-bound or externally constrained
fertility expectations (Berrington, 2004). In contrast, women’s gradual, stepwise adjust-
ments in their intended age likely reflect an awareness of biological limits and a stronger
sense of temporal urgency (Martin, 2017; Wagner et al., 2019). Prior research has linked
such heaping in expected age reports to respondents’ uncertainty about whether they would

1 The unexpectedly high proportion of respondents in the “+1 to +2” category among bothmen and womenwho transitioned to a
partnership in the 35–39 age group results from two combined factors. First, the merging of the categories “+1” and “+2”masks
a gender difference: nearly all women in this group increased their intended age by only one year, while more men increased it
by two years. Second, at these higher ages, many respondents had already indicated an intended childbearing age close to their
current age, leaving limited scope for downward adjustment. Consequently, even those who formed a partnership often showed
a slight upward revision, as individuals surpassing their previously intended age had few options if they wished to maintain a
positive intention.
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ever have a child (Ní Bhrolcháin et al., 2010; Ní Bhrolcháin and Beaujouan, 2011). Despite
having an option to say that they hadn’t thought about it, respondents still exhibited this
pattern, which suggests that they had a strong desire to have children, and thus that post-
ponement was driven by unmet earlier intentions. However, further research is needed to
unpack the meaning and predictive validity of digit preference in timing intentions. For
instance, are individuals who report precise ages like 27, 29 or 31 more likely to realise
their intentions compared to those who choose round or even numbers? How do these
groups adjust their intended timing if their early plans go unfulfilled?

Partnership status significantly shaped timing decisions, especially in later life.
Pregnancy/childbirth was more common in older age groups, particularly among those
in a partnership for consecutive years, highlighting the importance of having a partner
for parenthood transitions (Beaujouan et al., 2019). In contrast, older childless individuals
tended to be the most uncertain about their childbearing plans following a partnership dis-
solution or continued singlehood. This uncertainty, often paired with a shift towards stating
that they have no desire for children, suggests that, even in contemporary developed socie-
ties, positive childbearing plans remain closely tied to being in a relationship (Lappegård
and Noack, 2015; Sturm et al., 2023). Interestingly, this study also reveals that individuals
who had previously expressed uncertainty or stated they did not want children often revised
their intentions within one year, particularly if they were older and had transitioned
from being single to being partnered, by specifying a clear age for entering parenthood.
These shifts, even within a one-year interval, reflect how sensitive fertility plans are to
changes – or lack thereof – in partnership status (Buhr and Kuhnt, 2012). While this study
treated all forms of partnership – LAT, cohabiting and married – as a single category, future
research could disaggregate these relationship types and examine how partnership form and
duration influence the formation and revision of fertility timing intentions.

Among younger respondents who are often still in education, unpartnered or in unstable
relationships, fertility timing intentions may reflect normative expectations about “when
one should” become a parent, rather than fully situated or actionable plans (Bernardi
et al., 2014). At these younger ages, parenthood is a distant life event, and intended
timing draws strongly on imagined futures shaped by hopes and general life course scripts,
rather than unexpected constraints. Nonetheless, the survey’s use of the term “realistic”
encouraged respondents to anchor their answers in what they believe is feasible rather
than ideal, and thus offers valuable insight into how young people anticipate the timing of
parenthood, even if these expectations remain highly fluid and tentative (Iacovou and
Tavares, 2011).

When comparing the two cohorts, it is important to acknowledge that they were observed
at different stages of the life course. The younger cohort’s responses reflect early, flexible
expectations, whereas the older cohort’s timing intentions are more “realistic” in the sense
that childbearing becomes a near-term possibility (Verweij et al., 2020). At later ages, the
childless population is also increasingly selective, as those with stronger or earlier fertility
intentions are more likely to have already realised them (Testa and Toulemon, 2006). What
remains observable in this study, therefore, are the shifting intentions of a subset of
individuals whose timing plans are more directly shaped by partnership opportunities,
perceived age limits and accumulating life course constraints. It is worth noting, however,
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that the cohorts analysed here came of age at a time when postponement was already com-
mon, but had not yet reached current levels. In more recent cohorts, declarations of later
starting ages may be more frequent, reflecting further normalisation of delayed childbear-
ing. At the same time, some of the observed shifts in timing intentionsmay be influenced not
only by age-related changes, but also by broader societal trends regarding childbearing
norms. Since the study design cannot fully separate age effects from period influences, this
remains an important area for future research to explore more explicitly.

A longitudinal approach offers a clearer understanding of how individuals adjust their
fertility plans over time. Beyond the well-documented pattern of “perpetual postponement”,
whereby individuals continually raise their intended age for parenthood (Berrington, 2004),
this study suggests a broader range of delay patterns, some possibly conscious, others more
unconscious. Age acts as a central organising factor in this process: as individuals move
closer to what they perceive as a biologically and socially acceptable window for parent-
hood, their intentions become more constrained and less flexible. The gradual re-evaluation
of intended timing, coupled with shifts between uncertainty about and rejection of parent-
hood, suggest that postponement is shaped by both ambivalence and genuine responses to
changing life circumstances. Therefore, in addition to tracking desired family size or short-
term intentions, greater attention should be paid to the timing dimension of fertility plans,
and how it changes over the life course.

Conclusion

This study confirms the fluid nature of fertility timing intentions, demonstrating that the
intended age at first birth is not fixed, but may shift upwards, shift downwards or remain
stalled over time. Even lifetime intentions of remaining childless can change into positive
fertility plans, and firm intentions to have a child at a specific age may evolve into uncer-
tainty or be abandoned altogether. These patterns reinforce the notion that fertility inten-
tions are not static expressions of preference, but are rather adaptive responses shaped
by changing circumstances and constraints.

Future research should aim to identify the broader life course factors – such as partner-
ship trajectories, employment stability and health – that make timing intentions particularly
sensitive to revision, thereby offering a clearer understanding of the pathways leading to
delayed parenthood and childlessness.
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