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Abstract 
Competing hypotheses exist with regard to how men’s and women’s pregnancy de-
sires and intentions are associated with births among contemporary heterosexual 
couples. There are compelling cultural and structural reasons to support either the 
hypothesis that men’s desires and intentions (patriarchal) or that women’s desires 
and intentions (matriarchal) will have more influence, or that both partner’s de-
sires and intentions will be associated with births (mutual influence). In addition, 
patterns of change are likely to differ for couples that have children at wave 1 com-
pared to those who do not. Path analyses of the of heterosexual couples (n = 615) 
who completed both waves of the National Survey of Fertility Barriers support the 
matriarchal hypothesis, because among couples without children, only women’s de-
sires were associated with subsequent births. Among couples with children, men’s 
characteristics and desires are indirectly, and women’s are directly, associated with 
subsequent births, indicating support for the mutual influence hypothesis. 
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Introduction 

Researchers study fertility behavior in an effort to better under-
stand couple dynamics, make sense of aggregate fertility trends, and 
recommend social policies in response to those trends. Because re-
productive decision-making usually occurs in a couple context, many 
scholars have argued that it is important to explicitly model the dyad 
in fertility research (Brehm & Schneider, 2019; Miller et al., 2004; 
Phillipov, 2011). Few studies, however, explicitly model partner in-
fluences on fertility intentions and subsequent births (Stein et al., 
2014; Stykes, 2015). One reason couple influences on fertility are not 
modeled as often as they might be is that few data sets contain lon-
gitudinal data on both partners’ fertility intentions (Stykes, 2015). It 
is possible to construct a couple measure of fertility intentions us-
ing women’s reports of their partners’ intentions (Korenman et al., 
2002), but it is hard to know whether women’s reports of partners’ in-
tentions and desires are accurate. One U.S. study that used data from 
both partners was gathered in the 1980s (Thomson, 1997). More re-
cent data sets with couple data use European samples (e.g., Bauer 
& Kneip, 2012; Stein et al., 2014) and focus on proceptive behavior 
rather than on birth as the outcome variable (see Hutteman et al., 
2013 for an exception). 

Even though “couples” have children, there is much about the ex-
perience of having a child (or not) that differs for men and women, 
even in relatively egalitarian heterosexual couples. Dramatic increases 
in dual-earning and dual-parenting couples in recent decades suggest 
that intimate unions have become more egalitarian (Goldsheider et 
al., 2015), but other evidence suggests an “uneven and stalled” gender 
revolution (England, 2010). In more egalitarian couples, both partners 
likely influence birth outcomes (having a child or not). Another dif-
ference is obvious, yet important, to state. Women give birth and are 
often primarily responsible for raising children (Stein et al., 2014), 
therefore some couples treat childbearing as a women’s sphere and 
give women more influence on birth outcomes (Ferree, 2010). Alter-
natively, it might be that families are still relatively patriarchal and 
that men still have more influence over birth outcomes. When a child 
joins a heterosexual couple egalitarian ideologies and behaviors some-
times decline in a couple, thus suggesting that for parents, women will 
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have less influence on whether or not to have another child than men 
(Katz-Wise et al., 2010; Yavorsky et al., 2015). 

In this article, we build on prior theoretical and empirical work 
to address how the process of heterosexual couple-level fertility de-
cision-making occurs. Specifically, we disentangle the influence that 
each partner has not only on the outcome of interest, a birth between 
waves, but also the effect that their own fertility desires may have on 
their partner’s fertility intentions. We accomplish this through explor-
ing three major questions about gender and couple fertility using data 
on 615 couples from a nationally representative sample: (a) How do 
partners influence each other’s fertility desires, fertility intentions, 
and the odds of having a child? (i.e., patriarchal, matriarchal, or mu-
tual influence); (b) Are gender egalitarian attitudes and education lev-
els associated with fertility desires, intentions, and birth outcomes?; 
and (c) Are associations among gender, gender attitudes, education, 
fertility desires, fertility intentions, and subsequent births different 
for couples with or without children? 

Background 

Gender and Reproductive Decision-Making 

The social context of fertility in the U.S. has changed consider-
ably in recent decades due to an increase in access to reliable birth 
control, delayed onset of first births, increased women’s participa-
tion in the labor force, greater influence of egalitarian gender ide-
ology, higher men’s involvement in childrearing, and the increasing 
variability in family structures (England, 2010). Even with the many 
dramatic changes in gender and family patterns in the United States, 
births and parenting patterns are still shaped by gendered schemas 
and power relations (England, 2010; Ferree, 2010; Risman, 2004). 
Gender scholars conceptualize families as important institutions that 
can “produce” gender (Berk, 1985). The concept of gendered power 
(Thomson, 1997) draws attention to evidence of specialization by gen-
der in heterosexual couples. Having and raising children in the United 
States is expensive and demanding, with few institutional supports 
for combining employment and caregiving (Rehel, 2013). Individuals 
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and couples therefore have children (or not) in situations shaped by 
resources, gender attitudes, and the number of children they already 
have (Goldscheider et al., 2013). Increased access to reliable birth con-
trol means that fertility desires and intentions could potentially be 
more aligned with one another (Guttmacher Institute, 2018). Desires 
for children may, however, fail to turn into intentions because of the 
high price of parenthood (financial, time, and career) and because of a 
concern that conditions be “right” for having a child before embarking 
on parenthood (Morgan & Hagewen, 2005). Not all individuals who 
desire a baby have the circumstances permitting them to intend and 
then actually have a baby; therefore including measures of desiring 
and intending can provide unique information (Mumford et al., 2016). 

Having a baby or not could reflect a mutual decision or could reflect 
one partner, but not the other, realizing fertility desires and intentions 
(Brehm & Schneider, 2019). Theory and research suggest a number of 
possible models of the influence of gender on fertility decision-mak-
ing in heterosexual couples (Bauer & Kneip, 2012). The “patriarchal” 
model holds that, because men have more decision-making influence 
in heterosexual relationships, men may have more influence on re-
productive decision-making (Jansen & Liefbroer, 2006). The “spheres 
of influence” model (also called the “matriarchal” model) posits that, 
because pregnancy and birth fall under women’s sphere, women may 
have more influence on whether or not a couple has a baby (Corijn et 
al., 1996). An “egalitarian” model attributes equal influence to both 
partners (Thomson et al., 1990). The “mutual influence” or “power” 
model holds that the partner with the most economic resources ex-
ercises the most influence on reproductive decision-making (Corijn 
et al., 1996; Jansen & Liefbroer, 2006). There has been some empiri-
cal support for all of these models (Bauer & Kneip, 2012; Stein et al., 
2014), and therefore it is important to continue to explore couple-level 
fertility decision-making processes in order to understand the circum-
stances under which each model applies. 

Many contemporary heterosexual couples desire egalitarian rela-
tionships but do not achieve them (Dudgeon & Inhorn, 2004; Eng-
land, 2010; Pedulla & Thebaud, 2015). Most women, even those who 
are married with children, are employed; however, very few men are 
full-time fathers, and few couples fully share housework, childcare, 
and earning responsibility (Ferree, 2010). Some research shows that 
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women delay childbearing (Goldscheider et al., 2013), or change their 
gender role attitudes (Schober & Scott, 2012), when there is a discon-
nect between their gender egalitarian ideals and the reality within 
their relationships. 

The effect of gender equality on fertility intentions varies by par-
ity, age, and social class (Neyer et al., 2013). There is evidence that 
the association between gender egalitarianism and fertility is non-
linear; couples that are fully egalitarian or fully male-dominant have 
higher fertility intentions than couples with partially egalitarian re-
lationships (Miettinen et al., 2011; Torr & Short, 2004). Furthermore, 
the relationship between gender egalitarianism, and fertility inten-
tions may be positive for women and negative for men (Kaufman, 
2000). It is also unclear whether, in more male-dominant couples, 
the decision to have a(nother) child will be his or hers; he may re-
tain the authority to decide, or he may delegate the decision to her. 
The relative influence of male and female partners could also depend 
upon whether or not they are already parents. Heterosexual couples 
often become less egalitarian and engage in more stereotypical fem-
ininity or masculinity after having children (Katz-Wise et al., 2010; 
Risman, 2004); this may be especially true for women (Sanchez & 
Thomson, 1997). 

Gender egalitarian attitudes could shape fertility desires differently 
for men and women. Men with more gender egalitarian attitudes could 
have lower fertility desires and intentions because they realize that 
they will have greater responsibilities with a child. Women with more 
gender egalitarian attitudes could have higher fertility desires and in-
tentions because they anticipate that their partner will share child-
raising responsibilities. Kaufman (2000), however, finds that men who 
are egalitarian are more likely to intend to have a child and women 
who are egalitarian are less likely to intend to have a child compared 
to their more traditional counterparts. Gender can also shape fertil-
ity attitudes and behaviors through differential partner influences 
on each other and other outcomes. If both partners’ fertility desires 
and intentions are similarly associated with subsequent births, then 
there is implicit evidence that fertility decisions are mutual. If there 
are systematic patterns that men’s or women’s desires and intentions 
have more influence on having a baby or not, then there is evidence 
of a gendered pattern. 
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The appropriateness of different models for explaining reproduc-
tive decision- making likely depends on social context. Women may 
have more power in the socially constructed “female-sphere” of power 
such as home and family, and men may have more power in the “male 
sphere” of employment and earning (Ferree, 2010), but the task of 
differentiating men’s and women’s spheres is not always straightfor-
ward. A classic study (Fried & Udry, 1979) found that, in couples in 
which the male partner plays more of a role in the home and with the 
children, males have larger influences on the childbearing decisions 
than women. 

When partners do not share fertility expectations, it can be difficult 
to predict who will “win.” Voas (2003) proposed that, when partners 
disagree about fertility expectations, couples will have the number 
of children closest to the number set by community norms. Research 
using data from the 1980s (Thomson, 1997) found that if even one 
partner did not want a child, the couple was substantially less likely 
to have a child. Thomson et al. (1990) and Schoen et al. (1999) both 
failed to find a gender effect when partners disagreed. Waller (1938) 
theorized that the partner who is willing to walk away from the rela-
tionship has the most bargaining power. There is evidence that men 
have more privilege than women in many spheres (e.g., earnings, lead-
ership positions, and authority) but less evidence that men have as 
much influence in the home (Ferree, 2010). 

Prior research provides conflicting evidence regarding the influence 
of men and women in couples on having a baby or not. It is possible 
that partner disagreement could be resolved through partners exert-
ing influence over each other’s fertility desires and intentions, even 
if the power lying behind that influence is “hidden” (Komter, 1989). 
Women have more reproductive options (e.g., legal abortion and long 
acting birth control) than men, and therefore could decide de facto 
against having a child. Yet it could be harder for women to decide 
to have a child if the male partner does not want one, particularly if 
the male partner will leave the relationship if he does not want the 
child. Because gender relations typically become more traditional af-
ter the birth of the first child, the gendered distribution of power may 
shift with increasing parity (Risman, 2004). Other research has high-
lighted the fertility decision-making bargaining process (Miller and 
Pasta, 1994; Miller et al., 2004). Bargaining processes may be tied to 
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couples’ reproductive decision making. Our goal is to highlight how 
attitudinal mechanisms shape the bargaining process more generally. 

Fertility Desires and Intentions 

As noted earlier, many studies of fertility intentions only focus on 
women’s fertility intentions (Stein et al., 2014; Stykes, 2015). Many 
studies have found strong relationships between fertility intentions 
and birth outcomes for women, but there is less evidence regarding 
men (Morgan & Rackin, 2010; Quesnel-Vallee & Morgan, 2003). Rates 
of unintended pregnancies are usually calculated based upon wom-
en’s intentions, and some pregnancies that might not be intended by 
women could be intended by male partners (Cha et al., 2016). Many 
unintended and rapid repeat pregnancies occur as a result of repro-
ductive coercion by male partners to pressure their female partners 
into becoming pregnant or maintaining a pregnancy (Cha et al., 2016; 
Miller et al., 2010; Moore et al., 2010). Consequently, modeling fertil-
ity at the couple- level could lead to the reclassification of some births 
from “unintended” to “mixed” intentions, and could help explain why 
women’s intentions are not always realized (Dudgeon & Inhorn, 2004). 
These couple processes are further complicated when either or both 
partners may be ambivalent, simultaneously wanting and not want-
ing a child (Barber et al., 2011; Brehm & Schneider, 2019). Thus, in-
corporating both partner’s attitudes together may help account for the 
complexities of intentions and desires. 

Only a handful of articles simultaneously examine fertility desires 
and intentions (Bauer & Kneip, 2012; Hutteman et al., 2013; Rackin 
& Bachrach, 2016). Fertility desires often capture a want for chil-
dren, separate from temporal information, while intentions are more 
grounded in time and elicit information about behaviors intended to 
bring about the intended outcome (Speizer et al., 2013). Miller and 
Pasta (1994) conceptualize desire as separate from intentions in the 
traits-desires-intentions-behavior (TDIB) framework of fertility. We 
therefore separate fertility desires and intentions so that we can we 
investigate the strength of each separately and can determine whether 
fertility desires are mediated by or incorporated in fertility inten-
tions. Fertility intentions are often measured on a continuum (e.g., 
definitely avoiding to definitely intending) while fertility desires are 
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often measured using categories (desire or not). Women have desires 
that vary in intensity; therefore, fertility desires might be better mea-
sured on a continuum rather than as simply two categories (Mumford 
et al., 2016). 

The Current Study 

We explore how men’s and women’s fertility desires and intentions 
are associated with subsequent births (or no birth) between waves for 
couples over an approximately three-year period. We assess whether 
gender is associated with fertility desires, intentions, and outcomes 
by comparing the strength of coefficients between women and men 
within couples. In addition, we investigate how these patterns dif-
fer by level of egalitarian attitudes and education among couples. If 
women’s desires and intentions have stronger associations with fer-
tility outcomes than men’s, this is evidence that fertility is gendered 
as a women’s sphere. If both partners’ desires and intentions exhibit 
similar associations with fertility outcomes, this is evidence of mu-
tual influence on having a baby or not. If men’s desires and intentions 
have stronger associations with fertility outcomes than women’s, this 
is evidence that fertility outcomes reflect male dominance. We pres-
ent a fully recursive path model to predict subsequent births between 
waves for U.S. heterosexual couples, comparing parents and nonpar-
ents. We use tests of equality to determine whether these paths are 
significantly different for those who were not or were parents in the 
first wave. We model direct and indirect effects of contexts, desires, 
and intentions on the outcome (birth or not). 

Data and Methods 

Data 

The National Survey of Fertility Barriers is a two-wave nationally 
representative dataset with measures of fertility intentions, desires, 
and outcomes as well as information about gender ideologies and re-
lationship context. Data were gathered through random digit dialing 
(RDD) methods, which yielded a sample of 4,796 women ages 25–45 
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years. Wave I data were collected in 2004–2006, and follow-up in-
terviews were completed in 2008–2010. Using Census central office 
codes, high minority population areas were oversampled to provide 
adequate subgroup representation. To correct for this oversampling, 
we use weights in our analysis analyses. The response rate for Wave I 
is about 37%, which is typical for RDD samples (McCarty et al., 2006). 
The Wave II data had a follow-up rate of 58%, with most of the attri-
tion due to issues with contact rather than refusal. Internal review 
board approval was obtained.1 

A subset of male partners were asked to participate, yielding 932 
of male partners for Wave I. Because male respondents were not the 
main respondents of the study, we cannot generalize our findings be-
yond men in married or cohabiting relationships with women aged 
25–45 years. In addition, not all male partners were asked to partici-
pate, and not all of those who were asked complied. Among the women 
with partners, 47% of the partners completed the partner interview. 
Johnson and Johnson (2009) used the female partners’ data to com-
pare the couples in which men participated to the couples in which 
men did not participate among the first one-third of the completed 
surveys. They found that the following factors were associated with 
higher completion rates for men: greater relationship longevity, in-
creased age, higher education, fatherhood, men’s higher fertility inten-
tions, the woman’s having a chronic health problem, and race (part-
ners of White women were more likely to participate). 

Therefore, we are careful to generalize only to men who are mar-
ried or are cohabiting with women ages 25–45 years; even so, as 
shown elsewhere (Johnson & Johnson, 2009) and further, this sam-
ple is relatively advantaged in terms of education. We limited the sam-
ple to couples who were together in both waves (i.e., same partner 
for both waves), for whom we have data in both waves, and for whom 
have full data on all exogenous variables. We eliminated couples who 
have received a surgery of some sort that would prohibit childbear-
ing (sterilization), because it would not be meaningful to measure 
fertility at Wave 2 for these couples. Our analytic sample consists of 
615 couples. 



Ray  et  al .  in  Journal  of  Family  Issues  2020       10

Measures 

Endogenous variables. There are five endogenous variables: both 
partners’ reports of their fertility desires, both partners’ reports of 
their fertility intentions, and the presence of a birth between waves. 
The outcome variable measures whether or not the couple has had 
a child in the three year period between waves. Women who were 
pregnant at the Wave I interview were excluded in order to provide 
clear time order. The intentions of each partner are based upon three 
questions asked of both partners: “Do you intend to have a baby?” Re-
sponses were yes or no; “How sure are you that you will (or will not) 
have a baby?” Responses were very, somewhat, not at all. By combin-
ing these sets of questions, a scale ranging from -3 to 3 was created. 
Fertility desires were measured by the question “Would you like to 
have a baby?” The response options were on a four-point scale rang-
ing from “definitely yes” to “definitely no” with no neutral category. 
Higher scores indicate stronger desires. 

Exogenous and control variables. Gender ideology was measured 
by the following: “It is much better for everyone if the man earns 
the main living and the woman takes care of the home and family.” 
The response options were on a four-point (0–3) scale ranging from 
“strongly agree” to “strongly disagree,” with no neutral category. 
Higher scores indicate more gender egalitarian attitudes. Age was 
measured by women’s age in the first wave of the study (the range 
was 25–45 years old). Each partner’s level of education was included 
as an indicator of couple socioeconomic status and because education 
is associated with fertility. Education was measured by a series of in-
dicator variables that capture degrees earned (e.g., “Less than high 
school,” “High school or GED [reference category],” “Some college,” 
“Bachelors,” and “More than a bachelors”). Because the “less than a 
high school degree” group was very small, we combined women with 
less than a high school degree, a high school degree, and a GED into 
one group. Initial parity is based on the number of children at Wave I; 
those with any children were collapsed into one group (parents) com-
pared to those with no children. 
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Analytic Strategy 

We used path models to estimate the indirect and direct associa-
tions of traits, desires, and intentions with birth outcomes. We used 
multiple-group analysis to assess whether the associations are simi-
lar for couples who did and did not have children at the initial inter-
view (Wave 1). In order to fully capture the couple dimensions of the 
model, we estimated whether there are correlations among the exog-
enous variables (e.g. traits). Each partner’s desires and intentions are 
likely dependent to some degree on the partner’s desires and inten-
tions (Kenny et al., 2006); couple-level analyses with correlated mea-
sures accounts for the shared variance between partners. Miller and 
Pasta (1994) argued that desires should lead to intentions, and inten-
tions should lead to fertility outcomes; thus, for this study, we use a 
recursive model with all paths pointing in one direction. The multi-
ple-group path model allowed us to directly compare paths between 
the groups through the use of equality constraints. The model is fully 
saturated model (i.e., all possible paths are specified) and therefore 
has a “perfect fit”. Thus, fit statistics are not informative (Keith, 2014). 
Models were estimated using the maximum likelihood estimator in 
Mplus version 7.4 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2015). 

Results 

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for the sample. Over a third 
of the couples (34%; N = 208) had no children at Wave I. The mean 
age for this sample was just under 35 years, and women partners with 
children were slightly older on average (35.19 years) than those with-
out children (33.48 years). As has been found in other national ran-
dom samples (DiPrete & Buchmann, 2013), more women partners in 
this sample have higher education than men partners. Both women 
and men partners without children have higher levels of education 
compared to those with children. Women partners have slightly egal-
itarian values, with a mean of 1.68 compared with a mean of 1.64 for 
the men partners. Almost 40% of both men and women, however, did 
not indicate that they had egalitarian attitudes. Those without children 
had more egalitarian values than those with children. Women partners 



Ray  et  al .  in  Journal  of  Family  Issues  2020       12

had higher fertility desires (M = 2.09) compared to men partners (M 
= 1.80). Women partners without children had lower fertility desires 
than women partners with children. Among men partners, those with-
out children had higher fertility desires than those with children. Both 
men and women partners without children had higher fertility inten-
tions than those with children. Slightly less than one-third of couples 
(31%), among both those with and without children at the first wave, 
had a child between waves. 

Table 1 also shows the overlap between partner’s desires and inten-
tions using two different measures. Exact agreement on desires or in-
tentions corresponds to the same score for both partners. The general 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for a Sample of 615 Couples, National Survey of 
Fertility Barriers. 

                                                          No Children at Wave I            Children at Wave I 

 Mean/p  S.D.  Mean/p  S.D. 

Age  33.48  6.35  35.19  5.60 
Her education 
    High school or less  .07  .25  .15  .36 
    Some college  .16  .37  .30  .46 
    Bachelor’s  .33  .47  .29  .45 
    Bachelor’s plus  .44  .50  .27  
 .44 
His Education 
    High school or less  .15  .36  .23  .42 
    Some college  .17  .38  .26  .44 
    Bachelor’s  .36  .48  .27  .44 
    Bachelor’s plus  .31  .46  .25  .43 
Her egalitarian attitudes  2.00  .87  1.52  .95 
His egalitarian attitudes  1.88  .80  1.53  .85 
Her fertility desires  2.04  1.09  2.11  .98 
His fertility desires  2.07  1.04  1.66  1.14 
Her fertility intentions  .44  2.29  −.01  2.25 
His fertility intentions  .51  2.20  −.23  2.30 
Birth between waves  .31  .46  .31  .46 
Exact match fertility desires  .57  .50  .45  .50 
General match fertility desires  .80  .40  .68  .47 
Exact match fertility intentions  .49  .50  .40  .49 
General match fertility intentions  .81  .40  .73  .44 
N  208   407 

Note: p is proportion. 
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agreement measure combines scores at the same end of the response 
categories (i.e., 0–1 and 2–3 for desires, and -3–1, 0, and 1–3 for in-
tentions). Among those without children, men and women partners 
were in exact agreement on their fertility desires 57% of the time, but 
were in general agreement 80% of the time. For parents, however, 
the rates of exact (45%) and general (68%) agreement on fertility in-
tentions were lower. Similarly, among those without children, part-
ners were in exact agreement about fertility intentions 49% of the 
time, but generally agreed 80% of the time. For parents, exact agree-
ment on fertility intentions only occurred 40% of the time, and gen-
eral agreement existed for 73% of couples. 

Figure 1 shows the significant (unstandardized) coefficients for cou-
ples without children at Wave I. A number of traits were associated 
with her fertility desires. Women with higher education and older 
women had lower fertility desires than women with lower education 

Figure 1. Significant paths for group 1 (zero parity) in model predicting birth be-
tween waves. Source: National Survey of Fertility Barriers (NSFB) Waves I and II; 
N = 615 heterosexual couples. Note: Figure 1 presents all significant direct paths in 
the model for couples without children (zero parity). Unstandardized coefficients 
are presented with asterisks (*) to denote level of significance. Wherein, * = p < 
.10, ** = p < .05, and *** = p < .001. 
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or younger. In contrast, women whose partners had more education 
had higher fertility desires. Higher egalitarian attitudes among women 
were associated with lower fertility desires. The only characteristic 
associated with his fertility desires was partner’s age; the older the 
female partner was, the lower the male partner’s fertility desires. In 
the path model for couples without children at Wave I, only age had a 
significant indirect path through women’s fertility desires to a birth 
between waves (results not shown). This indicates that the older a 
woman was, the less likely she was to desire a baby, and therefore the 
less likely she was to have a baby between waves. 

Figure 2 shows the significant direct paths, using unstandardized 
coefficients, for parents (measured at Wave 1). Older age for women 
was associated with lower fertility desires for women and men. Sim-
ilarly, higher age among women was associated with lower fertility 

Figure 2. Significant paths for group 2 (parity 1+) in model predicting birth be-
tween waves. Source: National Survey of Fertility Barriers (NSFB) Waves I and II; 
N = 615 heterosexual couples. Note: Figure 2 presents all significant direct paths 
in the model for couples that had at least one child at Wave I (parity 1+). Unstan-
dardized coefficients are presented with asterisks (*) to denote level of significance. 
Wherein, * = p < .10, ** = p < .05, and *** = p < .001. 
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intentions. Higher fertility desires for men and women were associ-
ated with higher fertility intentions for women; the association was 
stronger for men than women (Table 2). Younger women’s age and 
higher women’s education were associated with higher fertility in-
tentions for male partners. Higher fertility desires for both men and 
women were associated with higher intentions for the men, but the 
path from his own desires to his intentions was stronger. Higher age 
among women was associated with lower likelihood of a birth between 
waves. Only higher women’s fertility intentions were directly associ-
ated with a birth between waves. 

There were more significant indirect paths in the model for those 
who were parents at Wave 1 than for those who were not parents at 
Wave I. Among those who were initially parents, age had an indirect 
association with births through her desires to her intentions, his de-
sires to her intentions, or her intentions alone. Women’s fertility de-
sires had an indirect association through higher desires, which were 
associated with higher intentions and thus higher odds of having a 
birth between waves. Finally, men’s desires were also associated with 
women’s fertility intentions, which increase the odds of a birth be-
tween waves. 

Table 2a shows the similarities and differences between her and his 
paths to intentions and birth outcome. Fertility intentions were lower 
among couples in which women were older. Both her fertility desires 

Table 2a. Differences in Paths between Hers and His Desires and Intentions. 

Path  Women (bF)  Men (bM)  bF - bM 

No Children at Wave I 
Desires⟶ Her intentions  1.209***  .376***  .834*** 
Desires⟶ His intentions  .568***  1.156***  −.589*** 
Desires⟶ Birth outcome  .434*  −.123  .557 
Intentions⟶ Birth outcome  .007  .169  −.162 
Children at Wave I 
Desires⟶ Her intentions  .674***  .874***  −.200* 
Desires⟶ His intentions  .202**  1.414***  −1.212*** 
Desires⟶ Birth outcome  .153  .196  −.043 
Intentions⟶ Birth outcome  .142**  .063  .079 

 “b” indicates unstandardized coefficient. 
*** p ≤ .001 ; ** p ≤ .01 ; * p ≤ .05. 
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and his fertility desires were positively associated with her fertility in-
tentions; the coefficient was stronger for women than men. Both her 
and his fertility desires were associated with his fertility intentions; 
his own desires had a stronger association with his intentions. Finally, 
only her fertility desires were significantly associated with having a 
child between waves, and higher female partner fertility desires were 
associated with a higher likelihood of having a child between waves. 

We also assessed similarities and differences between couples who 
initially had no children and those who initially had at least one child 
(Table 2b). The association of education with fertility desires was sig-
nificantly different by parity; only among those without children was 
the association negative and significant. Similarly, men’s higher edu-
cation was associated with women’s higher fertility desires only for 
couples who initially had no children. Finally, while neither path was 
significant, there was a significant difference in the paths between her 
egalitarian attitudes and his fertility desires for couples with and with-
out children at Wave 1. When women had more egalitarian attitudes, 
it was associated with lower fertility desires in men among couples 
without children, but the opposite was true for parents. Both groups 
show significant and positive paths between her fertility desires and 
her fertility intentions, but the association was stronger for couples 
who initially had no children. The association of his fertility desires 
and her fertility intentions was stronger for parents than for non-
parents. Finally, although her fertility desires were significantly and 

Table 2b. Differences in Paths between Those Without and With Children at Wave I†. 

Path   No Children (bNC)  Children (bC)  bNC - bC 

Her bachelor’s⟶ Her desire  −.493*  .119  −.612* 
Her more than bachelor’s⟶ Her desire  −.366  .336  −.702* 
His bachelor’s⟶ Her desire  .708**  .121  .587* 
His more than bachelor’s⟶ Her desire  .751**  .139  .612* 
Her egalitarian attitudes⟶ His desire  −.153  .103  −.256* 
Her desire ⟶ Her intentions  1.209***  .674***  .535*** 
His desire ⟶ Her intentions  .376***  .874***  −.498*** 
Her desire ⟶ His intentions  .568***  .202**  .365** 

 “b” indicates unstandardized coefficient. 
*** p ≤ .001 ; ** p ≤ .01 ; * p ≤ .05. 
† Only significant path differences are shown. 
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positively associated with his fertility intentions in both groups, this 
path was much stronger in couples who initially had not had children. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Rather than assume that birth is a couple phenomenon, or that gen-
der inequity is always reproduced through fertility (e.g., men domi-
nate in heterosexual relationships, or that reproduction is women’s 
work), we examined his and her fertility desires, intentions, and sub-
sequent couple births (or lack of). Greater understanding of fertility 
desires, intentions, and births in gendered couple contexts is impor-
tant for understanding gender in intimate contexts and in reducing 
unintended pregnancies and births, thus enhancing maternal and child 
health. Assuming that only women’s fertility intentions and desires 
matter is misguided. Men matter for reproduction, and partners do 
not always agree on whether or not to have a child. Thomson (1997) 
argued that fertility decisions and outcomes are shaped by gendered 
power. Our goal was to estimate how much each partner influenced 
couple birth outcomes. In addition, we examined the direct and indi-
rect associations of gender attitudes on birth outcomes through fer-
tility desires and intentions, adjusted for egalitarian attitudes and 
education. 

Our results suggest that, for couples who initially did not have chil-
dren, women’s desires are most strongly related to subsequently hav-
ing a birth or not. Thus, the implicit assumption that reproduction is 
“women’s sphere” seems to persist among U.S. heterosexual couples. 
Among those who were already parents, however, men have more in-
fluence on women’s desires and intentions, consistent with studies 
showing more conventional gender patterns among couples with chil-
dren. This differs, however, from some previous work (e.g., Bauer and 
Kneip, 2012) that finds that mothers have the power to make decisions 
about further births. Only women’s intentions have a direct associa-
tion with having a birth or not, but men’s desires influenced women’s 
intentions, and not the other way around. Therefore, reproduction is 
a couple phenomenon, not only because of the role of heterosexual 
sex but also because men, particularly those who are already fathers, 
can influence whether the couple has a baby. 
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Based on Miller and Pasta’s (1994) TDIB framework, we would ex-
pect that desires function through intentions to predict birth out-
comes. Instead, we found that, in couples that did not already have 
children, fertility desires were a stronger predictor of a birth between 
waves than fertility intentions. For couples that already had children 
at Wave I, however, only fertility intentions had a direct effect on the 
likelihood of a birth between waves. There are several possible ex-
planations for the lack of association between fertility intentions and 
a birth between waves for couples without children at Wave I. First, 
many people do not form definite intentions until they reach specific 
life course triggers for pregnancy. Second, approximately one-fourth 
of women are “okay either way” about pregnancy (McQuillan, Greil 
and Shreffler, 2011). Third, the lack of association between intentions 
and births may stem from a certain degree of ambivalence or uncer-
tainty about the timing of births. These factors suggest that many 
women are motivated more by general fertility desires than by delib-
erative fertility intentions. Fourth, the sample is restricted to those 
ages 25 years to 45 years, thus failing to capture younger couples’ ex-
periences. People between the ages of 20 years and 25years are more 
likely to realize their birth intentions than those over the age of 30 
years (Dommermuth et al., 2015; Régnier-Loilier et al., 2011), and 
omitting them from our sample may have affected our results. Fifth, 
the time between waves was relatively short (three years); this might 
not have been enough time for intentions to be translated into birth 
outcomes. Finally, it may be that intentions and desires are so closely 
correlated that one or the other variable “washes out” of the analysis 
when the other is controlled for. 

Comparing paths for nonparents and parents revealed that men 
have more influence within couples who are already parents. It was 
striking that, for parents, the fertility desires of the male partner had 
a much stronger influence on both her and his own intentions, com-
pared to the influence of her desires. This suggests that, for parents in 
heterosexual couples, the male partner may have more of a say in the 
formation of intentions for both partners. While his fertility desires 
shaped both her and his intentions, only the female partner’s fertility 
intentions are associated with subsequent births. Although there was 
a significant association between the fertility intentions of the female 
partner and the birth outcome, there was a significant indirect effect 
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of his fertility desires on the birth outcome, and this functioned pri-
marily through her fertility intentions. Thus, contrary to some pre-
vious research, we found that in couples that are already parents at 
Wave I—who have more traditional gender attitudes—the male part-
ner seems to play a larger role in the fertility decision- making pro-
cess (Dudgeon & Inhorn, 2004; Fried & Udry, 1979). As described 
earlier, prior studies have found that couples become less egalitarian 
after the birth of the first child. Our results suggest that in couples 
that were parents at Wave I, men may dominate the decision to have 
a child through their stronger direct influence on her fertility inten-
tions, which then indirectly influences the birth outcome. 

Among nonparents, only her desires are associated with having a 
child or not. The results suggest that reproduction is within wom-
en’s sphere of influence among couples without children. There is also 
some evidence here for the egalitarian model because among nonpar-
ents, each partner’s desires had a stronger influence on their own 
intentions, but intentions were not associated with having a child 
or not; only her desires had an association with having a children 
nor not. Thus, it appears that among couples without children—who 
have more egalitarian gender attitudes—the decision-making process 
is more shared and that each partner seems to contribute to the de-
cision to have a child. 

Descriptive statistics (Table 1) revealed that couples who initially 
had children are less egalitarian than couples without children. This 
phenomenon may be partially due to the higher levels of education 
among couples that do not have children at Wave I. The more egalitar-
ian nature of their relationship may have facilitated an equal process 
of decision-making. Other gendered dimensions of fertility include age 
(only women’s age is associated with births), education (women’s and 
men’s level of education had opposite associations with fertility de-
sires), and egalitarian attitudes (women’s, but not men’s, are associ-
ated with fertility desires). 

We cannot then simply conclude that reproduction reflects his, her, 
or their desires and intentions because the answer depends upon ini-
tial parental status. For nonparents, reproduction is mostly hers, but 
to some extent theirs. For parents, men have more influence on re-
production through influencing women’s fertility desires than women 
have through influencing their male partner’s fertility desires. Yet 
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in all of the models, there is evidence that reproduction is women’s 
sphere, at least to certain extent, because either her desires (among 
nonparents) or her intentions (among parents) are the only direct as-
sociations with having a child or not. 

As with any single study, there are limitations to our work. First, 
the measure of egalitarian attitudes is a single variable construct and 
may therefore fail to capture all aspects of egalitarian attitudes that 
affect fertility decision making processes within couples. Second, the 
variables included within the models may not account for all factors 
that influence differences in power related to couple decision-mak-
ing. Third, although the TDIB framework guides our assumption that 
desires influence intentions, it is impossible to draw definitive con-
clusions about causal order because the measures for desires and in-
tentions both come from Wave I data. Future work should extend re-
search on the dynamics and processes around desires and intentions 
in relation to the outcomes of interest. 

Additionally, future research should examine other measures of 
couple climate within this framework. Although our full sample size 
is fairly large, once the sample is partitioned by Wave I parity, the 
sample size of each subgroup may limit the power available for es-
timating each model. We limited the subgroups to two, but the deci-
sion-making process might appear different were we to employ an 
even more finely graded set of models. For instance, the decision to 
go from one child to two may involve a different process than going 
from three children to four. Future research should be conducted with 
larger samples that will allow finer distinctions based on parity. Due 
to the fact that our subsamples based on parity at Wave I differed sig-
nificantly on a number of the variables within the models, further re-
search should explore how parity is related to egalitarian attitudes 
within couples. It would be interesting to know whether couples be-
come less gender-egalitarian as parity increases as some previous re-
search has found (Katz-Wise et al., 2010). 

Despite limitations, we were able to capture childbearing processes 
from a couple-level perspective and to examine how individual fac-
tors of fertility desires and intentions from each partner are associ-
ated with different birth outcomes for parents and nonparents. For 
parents, men’s desires had more influence on the intentions of both 
partners than women’s desires did, but ultimately women’s intentions 
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were the only ones that influenced the birth outcome. In nonparent 
couples, each partner had more of a say over their decision. These 
couple-level analyses suggest that having a baby or not is shaped by 
both partner’s desires, but that women’s desires have more direct in-
fluence than men’s desires within heterosexual couples. In addition, 
men’s desires matter more among couples who already have children 
than among those that do not. 
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