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Abstract
Most of the international studies on fertility are based on a female perspective. A major
difficulty in couple-level research is the need for high-quality data that includes information
on both partners. Using couple data from a longitudinal study conducted in Italy [2003-2007],
a country with persistently low fertility levels, we examined the effect of disagreement within
a couple about childbearing behaviour. The starting point was the hypothesis advanced in an
earlier study that Italian women prevail in reproductive decision-making, because childbearing
lies mainly in their sphere of influence. The data revealed that the decision rules are parityspecific. At parities zero and one, the disagreement produced an intermediate childbearing
outcome irrespective of which partner wanted a(nother) child; while at higher parities, an
asymmetrical veto power model in which the female partner had greater influence was
observed. The findings suggest that the predictive power of short-term fertility intentions
strongly improves if both partners’ views are considered in fertility models, and thus support
the adoption of couple analysis in fertility research.
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The Decision of Whether to Have a Child:
Does Couple Disagreement Matter?
Maria Rita Testa, Laura Cavalli, and Alessandro Rosina

1 Introduction
There is a widespread agreement in the international literature about the importance of
men in reproductive decision-making (Ryder 1973), and a number of authors have adopted a
couple-oriented approach in their fertility research (Fried and Udry 1979; Coombs and Chang
1981; Beckman et al. 1983; Morgan 1985; Thomson et al. 1990; Corijn et al. 1996; Thomson
1997; Thomson and Hoem 1998; Jansen and Liefbroer 2006; Miller and Pasta 1996; Miller et
al. 2004; Becker 1996; Fraboni, Rosina 2006, Rijeken and Thomson 2010; Rijken and
Liefbroer 2009; Testa 2010 and 2012a). However, most of the studies on fertility continue to
be primarily based on the female perspective. This choice is usually justified by the high
degree of homogamy within the couple, and the fact that women are the main actors and the
most reliable reporters of childbearing events.
A major difficulty in couple-level research lies in the need to have high-quality survey
data that include information on both partners, possibly in repeated waves. These data are
indispensable for researchers who want to ascertain the differences between partners’
reproductive goals, and to identify the contribution of each member of the couple to the final
childbearing outcome. While this is true in general, a lack of adequate data is an even greater
problem in European countries, where longitudinal household surveys have only rarely been
conducted in recent decades.
In this paper, we address the issue of fertility decision-making using longitudinal data
on couples that spans a three-year period (from the end of 2003 to the beginning of 2007).
This study is based on a couple longitudinal dataset derived from the “Family and Social
Survey,” conducted by the Italian National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT) in 2003-2007, which
provides us with a unique opportunity to investigate the fertility behaviour of couples. We
address the following research questions: What rules are applied in resolving conflicts within
couples about short-term fertility intentions, and what is the ultimate childbearing outcome of
these conflicts? Does one of the partners prevail in the final decision? Does intra-family
bargaining power influence the couple’s final decision?
Italy is a country in which the two-child norm is still predominant among women and
men of reproductive ages, but actual fertility has long been well below this norm (Rosina
2004; Testa 2006 and 2012b). The desired number of children among Italians is, on average,
two children per woman, but the cohort completed fertility rates for Italian women born in
1960 is 1.4. Moreover, because gender inequality and a dearth of support for combining
childrearing and employment, working women may face larger gaps between their desired and
their actual family size than women who do not participate in the labour market (Cavalli 2010;
2

Testa 2012b). The lack of agreement with the partner may be an important reason for not
satisfying a desire to have a child. Therefore, an analysis of the effect of couple conflict on
childbearing behaviour is an important contribution in this research area, both in terms of
scientific knowledge and policy implications.
The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. First, we review the existing
literature on fertility intentions and behaviour among couples. We then present our
hypotheses, data, and methodology. This is followed by a description of the main statistical
findings. In the final section, we discuss alternative interpretations of the results, as well as
possible caveats inherent to the analysis. An Appendix describing the robustness of the results
to alternative definitions of couple disagreement is a complement to the main analysis.

2 Theories on Fertility Decision-Making
There are two major theoretical frameworks suitable for studying fertility decisionmaking: the theory of planned behaviour (TPB) and the theory of traits-desires-intentionsbehaviour (TDIB). In the following, we examine how they take into account the dyadic aspect
of reproduction.
The theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen 1991) has been applied in the domain of
fertility decision-making (Billari et al. 2009; Dommermuth et al. 2011). It studies intentions as
an immediate forerunner of the corresponding behaviour, and views intentions as being
formulated under the immediate influence of three groups of factors: (a) personal positive and
negative attitudes towards the behaviour, i.e., having a child; (b) subjective norms, i.e.,
perceived social pressure to engage or not to engage in the behaviour; and (c) perceived
behavioural control, i.e., the ability to perform the behaviour, which may depend, for example,
on the availability of housing, income, or other resources. The partner’s intentions are not
explicitly considered in the theory, but it may be implicitly assumed that the perception of a
disagreement with the partner may influence an individual’s normative beliefs. An individual
who wants to have a(nother) child, and who perceives that his/her partner does not share this
wish, is likely to form the belief that the partner does not want her/him to have a(nother) child.
This perception may influence the respondent’s own fertility intentions. In a recent conference
on reproductive decision-making, Ajzen clarified that the close link between intentions and
subsequent behaviour holds true only if the behaviour is specified in all of its four
components: namely, the target, the action, the context, and the time (Ajzen 2010). In the field
of fertility, the target is a child, the action is giving birth, the context is the couple, and the
time could be a short-term horizon, which may make the intentions more realistic. Consistent
empirical evidence has been collected on the crucial importance of the partner’s context for
the construction of pregnancy intentions (Barret and Wellings 2002; Zabin et al. 2000).
Although it can be adapted to incorporate the partner’s dimension, the theory of planned
behaviour does not explicitly consider the complexity of the dyadic nature of reproduction
(Philipov 2011), nor does it describe the disagreement effects of a couple’s decisional conflicts
(Miller 2011a; Miller and Pasta 1996).
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The traits-desires-intentions-behaviour theory (Miller 1986 and 1994) sees the
behaviour that determines whether or not a pregnancy occurs as the last step of a motivational
sequence that encompasses four major stages. The first one refers to motivational traits, or the
dispositions to feel, think, and behave in certain ways with respect to fertility; the second stage
concerns desires, emotional feelings, or conscious wishes that do not lead directly to action;
the third stage refers to intentions, desires constrained by reality, and psychological states that
represent conscious commitment to act in a certain way or to achieve a certain goal at some
future time. The eventual goal of the reproductive behaviour is to achieve (proceptive) or
avoid (contraceptive) a pregnancy. According to the TDIB, intentions are assumed to
incorporate the perception of the desires of significant others, above all the partner; as well as
other situational factors that may prevent individuals from simply what they want to do.
Unlike the TPB, the TDIB explicitly considers the dyadic nature of reproduction (Miller and
Pasta 1996) and the interaction between the partners at each stage of the sequence (Miller et
al. 2004).
Miller and Pasta (1996) identified two main components of the disagreement between
the partners, each of which influences the individual’s decision-making differently. The signed
difference or influence effect, which depends on which member of the couple has more or less
influence on the behaviour; and the absolute difference or conflict effect, which is independent
of the desires of the male or the female partner. The conflict effects produce a delay in fertility
decision-making due to inertia, which tends to favour the partner who does not want to have a
child in a context in which using contraception between births is standard practice (Davidson
and Beach 1981; Beach et al. 1982). The influence effect may also produce a delay in fertility
if a veto-power model is working within the couple (Thomson 1997; Thomson and Hoem
1998; Voas 2003), which also requires that the two partners concur in their views before the
action is taken (in this case, a proceptive behaviour).

3 Couple Conflict and Decision Rules
One important criterion in the resolution of conflict is the predominant decision rule
being used by the couple. In the following, we will provide an overview of the four decision
rules that may be applied by couples seeking to resolve this conflict.
If the two partners differ in their child number or child-timing intentions, they try to
reach a decision that could be mid-way between the preferences 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 each have equal power in the negotiations,
they will try to strike an acceptable compromise which equally reflects their initial desires.
Jansen and Liefbroer (2006) found that this is the most frequent heuristics approach used by
couples in the Netherlands. Studies by Thomson (1997) and Thomson and Hoem (1998)
produced similar results for the USA and Sweden. There are however, other decision rules that
can be adopted by couples with conflicting attitudes toward childbearing. The first is the
power rule, according to which the partner who has greater access to socioeconomic resources
4

will prevail. As long as men have higher occupational and income levels than women, they
will predominate in the couple’s negotiation process. Male prevalence is also assumed 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 behavior. As long as childbearing tends to lie in the female sphere of interest,
women may be considered more influential in the couple’s fertility decision-making. A third
option is the social drift rule, according to which the maintenance of the status quo will prevail
by favoring the partner who does not want to have children if the use of contraception between
births is routine. Neal and Groat (1980) demonstrated that women who perceive their broader
environment as being unpredictable develop a lifestyle characterized 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, this rule controls couples’ reproductive choices if neither of the partners has a
clear intent to impose her/his own point of view on the other.
In this paper, we analyze Italian data. Italy is a country chatacterized by a late
transition to adulthood and persistently low fertility levels (below 1.4 since the mid-1980s)
(Tomassini et al. 2003; Morgan 2003; De Rose et al. 2008; Caltabiano et al. 2009). The family
formation process is characterized by the presence of strong intergenerational ties, which are
reinforced by the familistic Italian welfare system (Saraceno 1994; Dalla Zuanna and Micheli
2004). Indeed, since the levels of public support of families with young children and public
provision of childcare services are low, most young Italian dual-earner couples rely heavily on
the help of their parents (especially their mothers) in raising their children. In addition, the
prevalence of a male bredwinner model is combined with a low level of gender equity and low
rates of female labor force participation. According to the European Union Labour Force
Survey data, the inactivity rates of women aged 25-54 ranged in 2011 from less than 15% in
Slovenia and Sweden to more than 35% in Italy.
Family responsibilities are the main reason for inactivity (OECD 2006). Women who
participate in the labor market face significant challenges in combining work and family
(Pinnelli 1995; Del Boca et al. 2004).
Italian literature on the negotiation of fertility choices within couples is scarce. A
recent analysis on the determinants of couple disagreement about childbearing intentions
suggested that women in more egalitarian relationships—i.e., those who cohabit and those
who are employed—are more likely to voice their disagreement if their partner wants a first or
a second child (Rosina and Testa 2009; Cavalli 2010; Cavalli and Rosina 2011).

4 Research Hypotheses
In tradition-bound Italian society, which is characterized by a low degree of gender
equity at the individual and societal levels, women are primarily responsible for childcare and
childrearing activities. Thus, couples and society as a whole may consider it fair for the
woman’s view to predominate. We advanced a first working hypothesis as follows: Women
5

have more influence on childbearing behavior if there is a conflict with their partners about
having a(nother) child in the next three years (Hypothesis 1, the decision generally follows
the sphere of influence rule).
We may also expect that, when gender roles are more symmetric, the partners will tend
to have an equal amount of power in the negotiation process. Hence, we suppose that:
Partners have the same degree of influence on childbearing decisions if they share housework
and childcare duties equally (Hypothesis 2, gender equality favors the adoption of the golden
mean decision rule).
In Italy, as in other contemporary societies, the intra-household distribution of
bargaining power in dual-earner couples has become an important factor driving the fertility
decisions of spouses with different interests (Jansen and Liefbroer 2006). Hence, we express
our third research hypothesis as follows: Partners have the same degree of influence on
childbearing decisions if they have the same level of bargaining power (Hypotesis 3, equal
bargaining power favors the adoption of the golden mean decision rule).
As an alternative to the sphere of influence rule, we might expect to find that the
partner who has more access to socioeconomic resources drives the negotiation process in the
event of a conflict. This may be the case especially at higher parities, as the decision about
whether to have an additional child may be affected by financial considerations (Becker 1981,
De Santis 2004). Thus, we formulated our fourth research hypothesis as follows: Men have
more power than women in childbearing decisions if the male breadwinner model is adopted
by the couple (Hypothesis 4, the power decision rule).
Italy is characterized by low levels of financial support for families with children and a
lack of adequate policy measures to facilitate the balancing of work and family life (such as
access to parental leave, childcare, and part-time employment). In such a context, childbearing
is seen as a potential threat to the achieved standard of living. Because having a baby has
immediate and permanent implications for individuals, both partners must consent (or have
veto power) (Rindfuss et al. 1988). Moreover, as in other modern societies, the use of
contraception between births is the prevalent regime in Italy. Thus, due to the inertia
mechanism, conceiving a child requires a change in the standard behavior of a couples, and
automatically favors the partner who does not want to have a child (Davidson and Beach
1981). It should be noted that veto power and inertia work via different mechanisms, but
produce similar inhibiting effects on childbearing in contexts characterized by almost
universal contraception among couples. We advanced our fifth research hypothesis as follows:
Partners who disagree about wanting a(nother) child in the next three years are more likely to
not have a child than to have a child in the subsequent three-year period (Hypothesis 5, veto
power effect).

6

5 Data
We used data from the Multipurpose Household Survey on “Family and Social
Subjects,” which was carried out by the Italian National Institute of Statistics (Istat) between
2003 and 2007. As the survey unit is the household, information on 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.
The survey was addressed to people aged 18-64, but the questions on fertility
intentions were only asked to respondents aged 18-49. Within this age group, we restricted the
analytic sample to couples in which both partners provided answers to the fertility intentions
questions at the initial survey (non-responses were 4%), and at least one of the two provided
information about the events experienced by the couple between the two waves (2003-2007).
If only one of the partners was followed up (which 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 partners. These cases were taken out from the analysis, because if a birth
occurred in the inter-survey period, we could not determine whether this happened in the
framework of the old or a new relationship. Our final analytic sample included 2,304 couples
for whom we could compare the fertility intentions as reported at the first wave with the
subsequent reproductive behavior as measured at the second wave.
The people interviewed in 2003 had been required to indicate their short-term fertility
intentions by answering the following question: “Do you intend to have a child in the next
three years?” The response options were: “definitely not,” “probably not,” “probably yes,”
and “definitely yes.” The people re-interviewed in 2007 were asked whether they had had a
child in the inter-survey period, and whether the child was biological, affiliated, or adopted.
The survey questions were: “From November 2003 up to now have you had a child?” and
“From November 2003 up to now have you adopted a child?” Information on the reproductive
history, including the precise date of each birth as well as the sex of each newborn, were also
asked in the questionnaire.
Exactly the same questions were addressed to both partners, which allows us to
conduct a fully comparative analysis of the responses. Moreover, all of the fertility intentions
items were included in the self-administered questionnaires and this ensures a high degree of
independence in the answers of the partners. We did not find any systematic differences in the
responses given by the male and female partners, with both the men and the women using the
given response options in the same ways to express the strength of their childbearing plans.
Some additional questions on fertility intentions were asked in 2003: “In the future do
you intend to have any child?” and “How many children would you like to have over your life
course?” The women and men re-interviewed in 2007 were asked again the entire set of
fertility intentions questions: “Do you intend to have a(nother) child in the next three years?”,
“In the future do you intend to have a(nother) child?”, and “How many children would you
like to have over your life course?”
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We defined couple disagreement as opposing responses; i.e.; to have a child or not to
have a child in the next three years, regardless of whether the respondent said definitely or
probably (Scheme 1).

Scheme 1 Definition of couple disagreement. Answers to the item: “Do you intend to have
a child in the next three years?”
Man
Woman
Definitely not
Probably not
Probably yes

Definitely not

Probably not

Probably yes

Certainly yes

both no

M yes, W no

M no, W yes

both yes

6 Model and Variables
We estimated logistic regression models with a response variable equal to one if the
couple had had at least one child in the inter-survey period, and zero otherwise. All of the
models were stratified by parity, which is in line with a conditional-sequential fertility
decision-making process (Namboodiri 1972; Bulatao 1981). Specifically, separate models
were run on childless couples, couples with only one child, and couples with two or more
children.
The key explanatory variable in the models was the combined partners’ intentions to
have a(nother) child in the next three years. According to the definition adopted, agreement
consisted of partners giving the same answer, either positive or negative, irrespective of
whether they indicated “probably” or “certainly.” We computed the following four-categorical
variable: “both partners do not want;” “man wants, woman does not want;” “man does not
want, woman wants;” and “both partners want.” For the sake of simplicity, in Scheme 1 and in
the tables showing the empirical results, we labeled the above mentioned categories as
follows: “both no,” “M yes, W no,” “M no, W yes,” “both yes.”
The covariates included in the models are as follows: the type of union, the man’s and
the woman’s education, the man’s and the woman’s employment status, the man’s and the
woman’s age, the man’s and the woman’s attendance at religious services, the difference in
the levels of education between the partners, the woman’s satisfaction with her partner’s
involvement in housework and childcare duties, the partners’ bargaining power, and the
geographical area of residence. The distribution of the variables used in the multivariate
analysis is reported in Table 1.
We measured men’s involvement in childcare tasks with a three-category variable. We
contrasted women who indicated they were very satisfied with their partner’s involvement in
housework and family duties with women who were quite satisfied and women who were not
at all satisfied. The question item, which was posed only to women, was worded as follows:
8

“How satisfied are you with the division of housework and family duties between you and your
partner?” This measure could be also interpreted as a proxy for the quality of the relationship,
which has also been found to be highly relevant for childbearing behaviour (Rijken and
Liefbroer 2009; Rijken and Thomson 2010).
We measured the intra-household distribution of bargaining power by the difference in
educational levels between the partners (Lundberg and Pollak 1996). The variable had three
categories: the man is better educated than the woman, the man and the woman have the same
levels of education, and the woman is better educated than the man. One of the two partners
was considered to be better educated if the achieved level of education was higher than that of
the partner’s, regardless of the size of the gap between the two education levels. A refinement
of the variable that took into account the size of this gap was not introduced because the
sample sizes were too small. We also tried a different proxy variable: the woman’s perception
regarding which of the partners has more decision-making power on children’s education (the
item was worded as follows: “Which of the partners has more power in decidion-making on
the following issues?” The response options were: “he has more ,” “she has more,” “she and
he have equal power,” and “it is not relevant”). We could not find any significant difference in
the results by using this alternative variable. For this reason, we decided to only show results
in which the bargaining power was measured by the difference in the levels of education
between the partners.
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Table 1 Distribution of variables used in the analysis (Values in percentage)
Childless
Couples
Partners’ combined fertility intentions
Both partners yes
Man yes, Woman no
Man no, Woman yes
Both partners no
Geographical area of residence
North
Centre
South and Islands
Level of education
Woman with low education (Isced 0 - 2)
Woman with medium education (Isced 3 - 4)
Woman with high education (Isced 5 - 6)
Man with low education (Isced 0 - 2)
Man with medium education (Isced 3 - 4)
Man with high education (Isced 5 - 6)
Partnership Status
Married
Cohabiting
Attendance at religious services
Woman attends
Woman does not attend
Man attends
Man does not attend
Employment status
Woman employed
Woman unemployed
Woman enrolled in education
Man employed
Man unemployed
Man enrolled in education
Gender equality
Woman very satisfied with division of tasks
Woman is quite satisfied with division of tasks
Woman dissatisfied
Bargaining power
Woman and man with same educational level
Woman and man with different educational
level
N cases

Couples with one Couples with two
child
or more children
70
4
5
21

36
6
4
54

4
3
2
91

56
17
26

57
18
24

42
18
41

24
55
21
38
45
16

31
55
14
42
45
14

42
47
11
45
44
11

89
11

96
4

99
1

46
54
36
64

55
45
42
58

68
32
50
50

77
17
5
97
2
1

67
22
11
98
1
1

58
35
7
97
2
1

26
25
49

33
20
47

49
24
27

56
44
287

58
42
655

61
39
1362
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7 Results
7.1 Descriptive Analysis
The percentage of couples who were found to disagree was slightly less than 10%, and
it was evenly divided between the cases in which only the female partner wanted a child, and
the cases in which only the male partner wanted a child, regardless of whether the couples had
already had a child at the time of the first wave (see also Testa et al. 2011). In Figure 1, the
percentages of couples who had a child between 2003 and 2007 by partners’ intentions, as
reported in 2003, are given separately for childless couples, couples with only one child, and
couples with two or more children. At parity zero, the share of couples who had a child
between the two waves gradually increased from 8% if the partners agreed on not having a
child, to 55% if the partners agreed on having a child. Meanwhile, the couples who disagreed
took an intermediate position: 27% and 43% had a child if only the male partner or only the
female partner, respectively, wanted to have a first one. Interestingly, couples in which only
the male partner wanted a child were closer in terms of reproductive behavior to those who
agreed on not having a (first) child than to those who agreed on having a (first) child, while
couples in which only the female partner wanted a child were closer to agreement on yes than
to agreement on no. At parity one, the percentage of couples who had a child between 2003
and 2007 went from 5% if the partners had agreed on not having a second child three years
previously, to 54% if the partners had agreed on having a second child in 2003. Unlike for
childless couples, the share of childbearing was quite similar in the two signed categories in
which only the woman or only the man wanted a child: 31% of the disagreeing couples had a
second child if only the male partner wanted the child, and 34% of the disagreeing couples had
a second child if only the female partner wanted the child. At parity two or above, 3% of
couples had another child if the partners agreed on not wanting the child or if only the male
partner wanted the child, 49% had another child if the partners agreed on having the child, and
15% of couples had another child if only the woman wanted the child (Figure 1). Unlike for
parities zero and one, the childbearing outcome of disagreement shifted more toward not
having a child than toward having a child, especially if only the male partner wanted the child.
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Figure 1 Share of couples having a child between 2003 and 2007 by partners’ intentions
to have a(nother) child in the next three years and couple’s parity in 2003

Percentage having a child

100

80

55

60

54
49

43
40

31

27

35

15

20
8

5

3

3

0

No child
Both no

One child

M yes, W no

M no, W yes

Two or more
Both yes

7.2 Multivariate Analysis
In Table 2, we report the estimates of the logistic regression models on the probability
of having a child in the three years after the first wave. Before moving on to the description of
the findings related to our main hypotheses, we will comment on the effects of the
demographic and socioeconomic variables included in the models. Besides age and
geographical area, which are usually included as control variables, education, employment,
and partnership status are the explanatory variables typically considered as relevant
determinants of reproductive decisions. Having a high level of education and being employed
have been found to be positively associated with the likelihood of realizing previously stated
fertility intentions in France and Italy (Toulemon and Testa 2005; Rinesi 2009). The results
may, however, vary across different countries. For example, Quesnel-Vallée and Morgan
(2003) found that women who have a degree have fewer desired children than their less
educated counterparts in the United States. Several studies have also shown that marital status
plays an important role in childbearing (Noack and Østby, 2002; Quesnel-Vallée and Morgan
2003; Berrington 2004; Testa and Toulemon 2006). Cohabiting has been found to have a
depressing effect on the probability of realizing previously stated fertility intentions in the
U.S. (Schoen et al. 1999), but Toulemon and Testa (2005) found no statistically significant
effect of cohabiting on the likelihood of realizing the intention to have a first child in France.
In our analysis, a positive effect of education, especially at parities zero and two or
above, has been detected, all other things being equal. This result may be related to the
prevalence of the income effect (related to the high wages levels of highly educated women)
over the substitution effect (foregone wages due to the time taken off from work to raise
12

children). For couples with only one child, the probability of having a second one (usually
considered the normative target) was shown to be significantly and positively influenced by
the man’s employment status. By contrast, a woman’s employment status was relevant only
for the entry into parenthood. As expected, the progression to a first child was found to be less
likely among cohabiting couples, but afterwards, cohabiting did not have any statistical
significant effect on the likelihood of having a child. Finally, in contrast to our expectations, a
woman’s level of satisfaction about her partner’s involvement in housework and childcare
duties had only a negligible effect on the likelihood of having a child in the inter-survey
period. Couples in which the woman was dissatisfied had a lower probability of having
a(nother) child; but, all other things being equal, the negative effect was not significant (see
Table 2).
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Table 2 Beta coefficients from the logistic regression model on having a child between 2003 and 2007
Childless
One child
Two children
Partners’ fertility intentions
Both yes
M yes, W no
M no, W yes
Both no (ref.)
Age
Woman aged 38 or younger
Man aged 42 or younger
Geographical area
North
Centre (ref.)
South Islands
Education
Female partner
Low (Isced 0 - 2)
Medium (Isced 3 - ref.)
High (Isced 5 - 6)
Male partner
Low (Isced 0 - 2)
Medium (Isced 3 - ref.)
High (Isced 5 - 6)
Partnership status
Married (ref.)
Cohabitation
Attendance at religious services
Female partner
Does not attend (ref.)
Does attend
Male partner
Does not attend (ref.)
Does attend
Employment status
Female partner
Not employed (ref.)
Employed
Enrolled in education
Male partner
Not employed (ref.)
Employed
Enrolled in education
Gender equality
Woman very satisfied
Woman quite satisfied (ref.)
Woman unsatisfied

2.16 ***
1.17 ***
1.29 ***

3.28 ***
-0.27
1.35 **

-0.13 ***
-0.10 ***

-0.04
-0.12 **

0.23

-0.11

-0.26

0.36

-0.12

-0.57

-0.50

-0.20

0.46

-0.25

0.86 **

-0.04

-0.34

-0.68 **

0.33

0.37

0.28

0.29

1.29

0.13

-0.16

0.39

0.19

0.06

-0.03

3.18 *
2.37

-0.16
-0.09

-0.13
0.06

0.87
0.45

2.54 ***
-2.05 *

0.69
-0.15

-0.04

-0.16

-0.12

-0.01

-0.50

-0.22

2.13 ***
1.25
1.50 **

-0.06
-0.09

0.91 **

-1.01 **

(†p < .10; *p < . 05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001).
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In order to determine whether one of the partners prevailed in the final decision, we
checked whether the effect of disagreement was absolute or signed. With this aim in mind, we
estimated a model in which the categories “only she” and “only he” wanted a(nother) child
were considered separately (Table 3, Model I for signed disagreement), and compared it with a
model in which only one disagreement category was included (Table 3, Model II for absolute
disagreement). Model I suggests that the probability of having a child was higher if only the
woman wanted to have a child than if only the man wanted to have a child, which would
appear to indicate that the woman prevailed in fertility decisions at all parities. However, at
parities zero and one, the differences between the two coefficients were quite small in terms of
magnitude, and were not statistically significant, according to the findings of the tests on the
homogeneity between the two signed-disagreement coefficients (Table 4). Hence, the
empirical evidence for childless couples or couples with only one child indicates that the
disagreement effect was absolute; i.e., it did not depend on whether only the female or the
male partner wanted to have a child. At parities two or above, the differences between the two
signed disagreement coefficients were bigger (Table 3, Model I last column), and the
hypothesis on the equality of the two disagreement coefficients could be rejected (Table 4, last
row). This allows us to infer that the disagreement was signed, and that women were more
influential than the men in childbearing decisions at parity two or above. Consistently, in the
models in which the two categories “man yes, woman no” and “man no, woman yes” were
collapsed into a single variable (Table 3, Model II), the size of the absolute disagreement
coefficient was somewhere between that of “both yes” and that of “both no” at parities zero
and one; while it was closer to “both no” than to “both yes” at parities two or above, among
which the likelihood of having another child was strongly precluded if the woman vetoed this
decision.

7.3 Absolute versus Signed Effect of Disagreement
In order to determine whether one of the partners prevailed in the final decision, we
checked whether the effect of disagreement was absolute or signed. With this aim in mind, we
estimated a model in which the categories “only she” and “only he” wanted a(nother) child
were considered separately (Table 3, Model I for signed disagreement), and compared it with a
model in which only one disagreement category was included (Table 3, Model II for absolute
disagreement). Model I suggests that the probability of having a child was higher if only the
woman wanted to have a child than if only the man wanted to have a child, which would
appear to indicate that the woman prevailed in fertility decisions at all parities. However, at
parities zero and one, the differences between the two coefficients were quite small in terms of
magnitude, and were not statistically significant, according to the findings of the tests on the
homogeneity between the two signed-disagreement coefficients (Table 4). Hence, the
empirical evidence for childless couples or couples with only one child indicates that the
disagreement effect was absolute; i.e., it did not depend on whether only the female or the
male partner wanted to have a child. At parities two or above, the differences between the two
signed disagreement coefficients were bigger (Table 3, Model I last column), and the
hypothesis on the equality of the two disagreement coefficients could be rejected (Table 4, last
row). This allows us to infer that the disagreement was signed, and that women were more
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influential than the men in childbearing decisions at parity two or above. Consistently, in the
models in which the two categories “man yes, woman no” and “man no, woman yes” were
collapsed into a single variable (Table 3, Model II), the size of the absolute disagreement
coefficient was somewhere between that of “both yes” and that of “both no” at parities zero
and one; while it was closer to “both no” than to “both yes” at parities two or above, among
which the likelihood of having another child was strongly precluded if the woman vetoed this
decision.

Table 3 Testing absolute versus signed effect of disagreement. Beta coefficients from the
logistic regression model on having a child in the three years after the first wave (2003)
Two or more
children

Childless

One child

Model I
Both yes
M yes, W no
M no, W yes
Both no (ref.)

2.13 ***
1.25
1.50 **

2.16 ***
1.17 ***
1.29 **

3.28 ***
-0.27
1.35 **

Model II
Both yes
Absolute disagreement
Both no (ref.)

2.13 ***
1.40 **

2.16 ***
1.22 ***

3.27 ***
0.78

(†p < .10; *p < . 05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001).
a
Models controlled for all the variables shown in Table 2.

Table 4 Results of the tests on the equality of the coefficients on partners’ combined
short-term fertility intentions
Test on the beta coefficients a Results
Parity 0

M yes, W no=M no, W yes

Not rejected

Parity 1

M yes, W no=M no, W yes

Not rejected

Parity 2+
M yes, W no=M no, W yes
a
Beta coefficients from the Model I shown in Table 3.

Rejected

7.4 Veto Power and Disagreement
In order to evaluate whether disagreement was shifted more towards agreement on
having a(nother) child than towards agreement on not having a(nother) child, we compared the
fit of a model with a linear specification of both partners’ fertility intentions in which
disagreement had a score midway between agreement on yes and agreement on no, with that
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of a model in which a categorical variable (N-1 dummies) reflected the possible combinations
of partners’ short-term childbearing intentions. The linear variable for the partners’ intentions
took the value zero for agreement on no, one for disagreement, and two for agreement on yes
(Table 5). We did not find empirical evidence that the models with the categorical variable fit
the data better than the models with a linear specification of partners’ combined intentions,
which supports the hypothesis that disagreement produces a middle childbearing outcome
between that of agreement on yes and that of agreement on no. This analysis was developed
only on childless couples and couples with one child, as the previous results showed that
disagreement was signed and shifted more towards agreement on no than towards agreement
on yes if only the man wanted to have another child at parity two or above.
Table 5 Testing the linear effect of disagreement. Beta coefficients from the logistic
regression model on having a child in the three years after the first wave (2003)
Childless
One child
Model I
Linear specification of partners’
1.01 ***
1.07 ***
intentions
Log-likelihood
AIC- BIC
Model II
Both yes
Absolute disagreement
Both no (ref.)

-146.09
328.18 394.04

-239.00
514.00 594.72

2.13 ***
1.39 **

2.16 ***
1.21 ***

-145.89
Log-likelihood
AIC- BIC
329.80 399.33
(†p < .10; *p < . 05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001).
a
Models controlled for all the variables shown in Table 2.

-238.19
515.83 601.04

7.5 Gender Equality and Disagreement
We expected to find that gender equality in reproductive decision-making increases in
relationships in which men and women share equal bargaining power. To test this research
hypothesis, we compared two different models: one in which an interaction effect between
disagreement and an equal level of education between men and women (proxy for equal
bargaining power) was included, and one in which such an interaction was left out. The
empirical evidence favoured the latter model, which suggests that couples in which the
partners had the same power in decision-making were not necessarily more egalitarian in
terms of childbearing decisions than couples in which the distribution of bargaining power
was gendered.
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We expected to find that gender equality in reproductive decision-making would be
turned into the prevalence of the male partner if the male breadwinner model was adopted
within the couple. To test this research hypothesis, we compared the fit of a model in which an
interaction variable between disagreement and the dichotomous variable for the presence of a
male breadwinner model was included with a model in which the above-mentioned interaction
was left out. The latter model fitted the data better than the former (the interaction effect was
not significant), which suggests that the man’s influence on childbearing decisions did not
increase in couples in which the man had more access to economic resources than the woman
(results are not shown but are available upon request).

8 Summary and Concluding Remarks
In this analysis, we compared prospective short-term childbearing intentions with
subsequent reproductive behaviour by using couple longitudinal data in order to determine
whether one of the partners has more decision-making power when the partners disagree. This
topic is generating a growing amount of interest among academic researchers, but it is underinvestigated because high-quality data on both partners are needed, and data of this kind are
not easy to collect. Our study design was particularly suitable for this aim because it reflects a
genuine couple approach in a longitudinal perspective.
We found that if a conflict arises within the couple about having a(nother) child, there
is no gender prevalence in the final decision, and that the effect of disagreement in terms of
childbearing outcomes lies between that of agreement on yes and that of agreement on not
having a(nother) child. This evidence is in line with the findings of other studies in which the
same issue has been investigated in different countries, like Germany (Bauer and Kneip 2012),
the Netherlands (Jansen and Liefbroer 2006), Sweden (Thomson and Hoem 1998), and the
U.S. (Thomson et al. 1990; Thomson 1997). Unlike the latter two studies mentioned above,
however, the Italian GGS did not support the existence of a symmetrical double veto power
model. Only the female partner was found to have a veto position, and only at parities two or
above; i.e., when the decision was to move beyond the widely accepted two-child family size
norm.
The Italian GGS data did not support the hypotheses that gender equality in fertility
decision-making is driven by the equal division of housework and childcare tasks and the
equal distribution of bargaining power between partners. These results confirm earlier studies
in which the equality of the partners in childbearing decisions was proved to be independent of
the gender egalitarian arrangements within the couple (Thomson and Hoem 1998). This
finding could, however, be due to the very rough measures of gender equality used in the
analysis of the Italian case: gender equality was measured by a woman’s perception of her
partner’s contributions to the housework and childcare tasks, and the distribution of bargaining
power was based on the difference in the levels of completed education between the partners.
Recent research has shown that women’s bargaining power depends on a series of variables
(Bertocchi et al. 2012). It is therefore possible that more refined measures would produce
different results.
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The main hypothesis that women are dominant in fertility decision-making because
childbearing mainly lies in their sphere of influence, which was advanced in an earlier study
on Italy (Testa et al. 2011) and verified in earlier research on other countries (Townes et al.
1980; Fried et al. 1980; Beckman 1984; Rindfuss et al. 1988), could not be supported in the
current analysis. Although the outcomes of couples in which only the female partner wanted
a(nother) child were, compared to the outcomes of couples in which only the male partner
wanted a(nother) child, closer to yes than to no, the two types of disagreement were not
statistically different. This suggests that, for lower parities, women in Italy are not necessarily
more influential than men in reproductive decision-making. This gender symmetry was found
despite the lack of gender equality and the low level of public support for families in Italy,
which means that women are primarily responsible for childrearing. Our interpretation of this
result is that, because childbearing has long-term implications for both partners, neither of
them is willing to have a child without the consent of the other partner. Thus, the failure to
reach an agreement with the partner may constitute an important reason why the stated fertility
intentions do not correspond to subsequent fertility outcomes.
The results are in line with 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 exclusively based on women’s intentions are
likely to be miss-specified (Corijn et al. 1996).
An important caveat inherent to the data 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; Miller 2011b) and some
empirical findings (Barret and Wellings 2002) would suggest. If this is the case, concurring
responses from both partners would not rule out the presence of disagreement; or alternatively,
an apparent disagreement between the partners might happen by chance, because only one of
the two respondents incorporated the partner’s view in his or her answer. Although this is a
general challenge in the analysis of couple data (Becker 1996), we believe intentions may not
be the most important element in the dynamics of couple interactions. In order to gain a better
understanding of the partners’ negotiation process, we may want to also look at the desires and
motivations expressed at earlier stages of the fertility decision-making sequence. Ideally, the
information on contraceptive behavior would complement the data on partners’ fertility
motivations, desires, and intentions. Similarly, the information on the perception of the
partner’s fertility intentions should complement the data on the objective partner’s fertility
intentions. A comparison of these data would allow us to discern whether each of the partners
is incorporating the partner context into his/her own intentions, and if so, the extent to which
he/she does so (Testa 2010 and 2012a). This approach has already been used in an earlier
study (Morgan 1985). In this analysis, we checked whether the partners’ short-term fertility
intentions were correlated each other, and we found a Pearson’s correlation coefficient of 0.8
at parity zero and one and of 0.6 at higher parities. These values seem to support the idea that
the measure of the intention to have a(nother) child is the result either of a spousal bargaining
process (Fisher 2000) or of assortative mating on the partner market, in which individuals tend
to choose partners who have similar fertility preferences. The extent to which these two
phenomena may influence the findings on the equality between partners in their fertility
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decision-making cannot be investigated with the data at hand, but represents an interesting
field of analsyis for future research.
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APPENDIX
Robustness of the results to a different definition of disagreement
The findings described above are robust to a different definition of disagreement,
which considers any discrepancy between partners’ answers irrespective of whether the
answers go in the opposite direction (Scheme A.1).
Scheme A.1: Definition of disagreement as any discrepancy between partners’ answers to
the item: “Do you intend to have a child in the next three years?”
Man
Definitely no
Probably no
Probably yes
Certainly yes
Woman
Definitely no
Both no
M wants more than W
Probably no
Both no
Probably yes
Both yes
Certainly yes
M wants less than W
Both yes
Moreover, as seen for the disagreement defined by the answers going in opposite
directions, the disagreement effects did not change in couples in which the partners shared
equal gender roles.
In addition, we examined the effect of disagreement depending on whether the answers
given by the partners were in adjacent categories (definitely no vs. probably no; probably no
vs. probably yes, etc.) or differed by more than one level (e.g., definitely no vs. certainly yes;
probably no vs. certainly yes, etc.). We found that the effect of disagreement did not change in
these two sub-groups. It is worth noting that at parity zero, the discrepancy between the
partners’ answers was larger than one child in most of the cases (80%), while among couples
who had already had children the difference between partners’ answers was larger than one
child in only 20% of the cases. This result suggests that couples who had already started their
reproduction career might have reached a general agreement about their completed family
size.
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