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Abstract

For this study, we used data from the Finnish Woman’s Life Course and Family

Formation Survey to study the decision to have or not to have a third child among

women who had two children. Our results show that almost one half of the

respondents in our sample (n=636) desired to have three or more children, but only

19 per cent intended to have a third birth, while 30 per cent were uncertain about

their intentions. We also found that a considerable proportion of the respondents

had decided to stop childbearing at a lower parity than desired. To study what

determines women’s decision to have a third child we estimated three logistic

regression models of the determinants of third-birth intentions and their uncertainty,

separately for all women at parity two and for those who desired to have three or

more children. The results indicate that the factors associated with the intention to

cease childbearing differ from those associated with the certainty of intention.

Familial and attitudinal factors, such as the quality of partnership, genders of the

existing children, and family values, were independently associated with women’s

intentions to continue childbearing after two children or stop at parity two. However,

social and economic constraints made women hesitate with regard to their future

fertility plans.

Introduction

Despite the low fertility all over the Western world, in no society are fertility rates
approaching zero. Instead, the total fertility rate has remained somewhat below two
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children since the late 1960s or early 1970s, and the two-child family has become
a prevailing equilibrium in most Western societies (Coleman 1996). Several surveys
have revealed, however, a gap between childbearing desires and actual births in
low-fertility settings: the average number of children expected or desired tends to
be higher than the number of children finally born (e.g., Eurobarometer 1990, NCHS
1997). Since the current low levels of fertility are to large extent caused by a
couple’s tendency to stop reproduction after their second birth (Coleman 1996;
Hoem and Hoem 1989), much of the discrepancy between desired and actual
childbirths can be associated with the absence of third and higher-parity births.

Most people still see having their own children as a unique source of personal
satisfaction in life, for which there are no real substitutes (Palomba and Moors 1995;
Van den Akker et al. 1993). The results by Miller and Pasta (1993) suggest, however,
that a small number of children may satisfy many of the motivational needs related
to parenthood, whereas desires for more children are less internalized, and thus
more subject to non-motivational factors like individual life circumstances and
policy influences. In fact, some researchers have stated that economic constraints
are rather generally perceived as obstacles to having third- and higher-parity births,
even though the constraints of daily life and working outside the home are not, in
general, considered barriers for having one or two children (see Palomba and Moors
1995, 252). In any case, it seems indubitable that, aside from economic factors,
things like individual values and attitudes, as well as other personal attributes, play
a significant role in childbearing decisions, especially once the normative two
children have been attained, and the couple has to decide whether to stop or continue
having children.

In this paper, we will focus on women’s decisions to have a third child by studying
the determinants of childbearing intentions among Finnish women who already had
two children. The previous debate concerning birth intentions has focused on the
predictive ability of intention questions (e.g., Monnier 1989; Schoen et al. 1999),
and spousal agreement and disagreement (Miller and Pasta 1995; Thomson 1997;
Thomson and Hoem 1998). Relatively little attention has been given to determinants
of birth intentions themselves (however, see Schoen et al. 1997; Wu and Wang
1998). On the other hand, previous research on third births has overwhelmingly
emphasized the association of women’s educational attainment and labor force
participation with the third birth (e.g., Hoem and Hoem 1989; Hoem 1993; Kravdal
1992), while other determinants of third births have been given less attention.

We suppose that a variety of information about women and couples will be needed
to better understand their demand for children. It is well possible that financial and
structural constraints set limits to a couple’s reproductive decisions, and thus it is
important to include measures of socioeconomic circumstances in fertility studies
when possible. On the other hand, human fertility occurs in family units, and there
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is a lot of evidence that fertility and the family situation are closely connected (e.g.,
Brien et al. 1999; Lillard and Waite 1993; Vikat et al. 1999). We should also bear
in mind that childbearing decisions, where emotions undoubtedly play an essential
role, have an important psychological component. In fact, values and attitudes have
attained a more prominent place in the explanations of fertility behavior over the
past few decades, and ideational factors have proved to be significant predictors of
behavior in the area of family formation (e.g., Lesthaeghe and Moors 1996) as well
as other life spheres (Hechter et al. 1999).

A major contribution of our paper to the previous research is an analysis of several
situational, familial, and attitudinal determinants of third-birth intentions and their
uncertainty. We also pay attention to factors that push women to limit their family
size against their will. With this in mind, we analyze the determinants of birth-
intentions among two-child mothers who desired to have at least three children.
Primarily, the results of this study improve our understanding about the antecedents
of the decisions to continue or stop childbearing after two children, but they also
highlight the role of uncertainty in processes of fertility decision-making.

We use data from the Finnish Family and Fertility Survey of 1989. Upon entering
the 1990s, the level of fertility in Finland hovered around the European average,
and the total fertility rate varied between 1.7 and 1.8. However, the proportion of
Finnish women in the labor force was among the highest in the world. Fully 84 per
cent of all married mothers were employed, and almost all employed women worked
full-time, with only about 10 per cent working in part-time jobs (Keinänen 1994).
At the same time, Finland had a period of general prosperity, and the financial
benefits directed to families with small children were generous by international
standards. Even though Finnish social policy was not primarily motivated by higher
birth rates, but rather by gender equality ideologies and general well-being of
children and their families (Rønsen 1998; Forssen 1998, 22–25), it is possible that
these benefits indirectly affected the decisions that parents made regarding the size
of their family.

This paper will proceed as follows. First, in Section 2, we review literature about
birth intentions and consider the relationship between childbearing intentions and
desired family-size. Section 3 describes the data, introduces and justifies covariates,
and discusses the methods used in the analyses. Results are presented in Section 4,
where we first display some descriptive information about birth intentions, and
illuminate the relationship between desired family size and intended childbearing.
After that we estimate three logistic regression models of the determinants of third-
birth intentions and their uncertainty, separately for all women at parity two and
for those who desired to have  three or more children. The last section discusses
the meaning and importance of the findings and presents conclusions.
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Birth Intentions

Miller and Pasta have identified a general psychological sequence that leads to
conception and other fertility events. In this sequence, childbearing motivations
lead to desires, which lead to intentions, which in turn lead to various instrumental
behaviors – i.e., pregnancy seeking or contraceptive behavior – and achievement
or avoidance of different fertility outcomes (see Miller and Pasta 1993; 1995).

Childbearing motivations are unconscious states, which are based on both biological
capacities and the life experiences of the individual. When these traits are activated
in the conscious mind, they are experienced as childbearing desires. Desires
represent what the individual himself or herself wants – they are wishes, and as
such do not lead directly to action. Rather, they are first translated into intentions,
which are conscious commitments to act in a certain way or try to achieve a certain
goal in the future. Intentions are different from desires in that they are expressed in
relation to the actual childbearing context. In other words, they incorporate the
economic and social constraints of current reality that may prevent simply doing
what one desires. Under appropriate conditions, intentions of sufficient intensity
are translated into instrumental behaviors, which aim to implement the conscious
goal. (Miller and Pasta 1995).

Most research on childbearing intentions has used models similar to those used to
analyze actual births. However, unlike births (which either occur or do not occur),
intentions to have more children are more diverse: fertility intentions are predictions
about the future, and they usually contain considerable uncertainty (see Morgan
1981 and 1982; Schoen et al. 1999; Thomson and Hoem 1998; Wu and Wang 1998).
Thus, an adequate understanding and analysis of fertility must incorporate this
dimension.

S. Philip Morgan (1981; 1982) has argued that uncertainty about one’s parity-
specific intention arises after one has attained a minimal acceptable number of
children, but when an additional child would not necessarily be unacceptable. Before
attaining a minimal acceptable family size, people have no difficulty in stating an
intention to have at least one more child, and after passing through the acceptable
range, they can firmly state that they will not have another. Hence, uncertainty in
childbearing can be viewed as a transitional stage between childbearing and post-
childbearing stages of the reproductive life cycle.

We view the family formation process as sequential, which means that at any time
a couple considers rather the having of the next child than their final number of
children. The sequential decision-making model is essentially rooted in rational
choice theories, where attitudinal, contextual, and socio-demographic considerations
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are combined with the logic of micro-economics (Yamaguchi and Ferguson 1995).
It is assumed that an individual makes a fertility choice based on perceived
satisfactions and costs of the next child (e.g., Beckman 1978), and that births of
different parities are influenced by a different set of circumstances (Namboodiri
1983; White and Kim 1987). These circumstances include, for example, the family
as a group, the wife’s career prospects and aspirations, as well as the family’s current
and foreseeable economic situation.

According to the sequential theory, intentions concerning future childbearing may
be revised in accordance with changing life circumstances, and intentions can fail
to be realized because of various unpredictable factors. Several studies have
confirmed, however, that fertility intentions provide fairly accurate forecasts of
subsequent fertility (Miller and Pasta 1995; Schoen et al. 1999; Thomson and Hoem
1998), and particularly women who say they intend not to have more children are
highly trustworthy (Monnier 1989). Regardless of the fact that the inconsistency
between intentions and subsequent behavior may appear to be disappointing from
the point of view of forecasting, we think that that birth intentions cast much light
on the process of family planning and childbearing decision-making. If we wish to
understand the role of uncertainty in fertility decision-making processes or obtain
information about the factors, which prevent families from realizing their family-
size preferences, studying intentions together with childbearing desires certainly is
more useful than studying only actual childbearing. Recent literature has established,
moreover, that knowledge of individual fertility intentions adds significant
information to fertility models not contained in other predictor variables (Schoen
et al. 1999).

Data and Methods

The sample

We use data from the Finnish Woman’s Life Course and Family Formation Survey

undertaken by Statistics Finland at the end of 1989. For the survey, a simple random
sample (n=5,105) of all Finnish women born between 1938 and 1967 was drawn
from the Population Registry of Finland. These women were 22–51 years old at
the end of 1989, when the data was collected. A total of 4,155 women, i.e., 81.4
per cent of the sample, were personally interviewed at the respondent’s home or
other undisturbed place.

Except for some descriptive analyses, our interest was in third births, and we
restricted the sample to respondents who had two children of their own at the time
of the survey. The analyses were further restricted to women who were married or
cohabiting at the time of the interview, because childbearing is strongly connected



184

to partnership, and planning for childbearing is undoubtedly more topical for women
who live in a partnership than for single women. Respondents who were over 39
years old, pregnant, sterilized, or who could not conceive for medical reasons were
not asked the question about childbearing intention and could not thus be included
in the sample. However, we included pregnant women (n=22) among those
intending to have a third child. The final sample used in the analysis comprised
636 women.

Dependent variable

The main dependent variable used in the analyses was the intention to have a third
child. Fertility intentions were measured by the question, ‘Do you plan to have

another child in the future?’ Response options were: yes, unsure, no, and don’t know.
We combined the women who gave the ‘unsure’ or ‘don’t know’ response to a
category of ‘uncertain’. All women who gave the ‘no’ response were further asked,
‘Could any changes in society or in your private life make you change your mind

and make you decide to have another child?’1

Covariates

Our study will highlight four types of independent variables: i) background
variables, ii) variables reflecting family composition and family relations, iii)
situational factors reflecting the family’s social and economic circumstances, and
iv) family- and work-related attitude and value-orientation variables. We will start
with a discussion about the background variables chosen in the study, and then
introduce the other predictors used in the analyses.

Background variables. In a cross-sectional survey, women are interviewed at
different stages of their reproductive life. This is reflected in their childbearing
intentions, and needs to be taken into account in analysis. In this study, woman’s

age and age of the second child were included as control variables. We see that in
this kind of cross-sectional data the associations of the woman’s age and the age of
the second child with the intention to have a third child are complicated, and the
causal order of variables is difficult to bring out. Although there were no differences
in the proportions desiring three or more children in different age groups among
all women, the intention to have a third child was more common among younger
women with two children than older women with two children. This results from

1 This paper focuses entirely on the childbearing intentions of women, because we had no data on
men. On the basis of previous studies, however, the degree of consistency at the individual level
shows a high level of similarity between husband’s and wife’s responses to fertility intention questions
(Miller and Pasta 1995; Thomson 1997; Thomson and Hoem 1999).
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selection during life course. At the beginning of fertile age, the women at parity
two include both those who want more than two children and those who don’t. At
later ages many of those who have wanted more than two children have already
had the third child and thus only those who have not wanted more children or whose
situational factors have not been favorable for the third child have stayed at parity
two. These compositional differences between younger and older women make it
difficult to interpret the results concerning the woman’s age and time since the
second birth. However, these variables may confound the associations that are our
focus. Thus, we incorporated these variables as control variables in the explanatory
analyses. In the analyses, woman’s age was grouped into three classes: 22 to 29
years, 30 to 34 years, and 35 to 39 years. Age of the second child was categorized
into four groups: less than 3 years, 3 to 5 years, 6 to 8 years, and 9 years or more.

We used woman’s educational attainment as a measure of her socio-economic
situation. It was divided in three categories on the basis of the highest educational
achievement: basic (9 years of education), secondary (10 to 12 years), and tertiary
(at least 13 years). We used educational attainment as a control variable as well,
because we see that we are not able to study the causal relationship between
woman’s schooling and her future childbearing plans with cross-sectional data. This
matter will be discussed in more detail in connection with findings.

Familial determinants. Earlier studies have found important effects of parents’
childbearing behavior on their children’s childbearing preferences and behavior (see
Axinn et al. 1994). In this paper we studied how the number of the woman’s own
siblings affects her plans to have a third birth. In accordance with previous studies,
we assume that children attempt to recreate their families of origin when making
their own fertility decisions. Hence, we hypothesize that having no siblings or only
one sibling was associated with the decision to stop childbearing at the second parity,
whereas women with two or more siblings were more inclined to have a third birth.

Recent research has demonstrated the negative influence of cohabitation on fertility
(Berinde 1999; Brien et al. 1999; Wu and Wang 1998). Marital status was thus
included in this analysis as a predictor of birth intentions. Even though the
proportion of births to cohabiting couples was rapidly increasing in Finland at the
turn of the 1990s, we expect that married mothers were more willing to have an
additional birth than those living in consensual unions.

A previous study from Finland has shown that families with an unbalanced gender
composition of children prefer a subsequent birth of the opposite gender, because
they have a third child more often than families with one boy and one girl
(Kartovaara 1999). We included the sex of the previous children in the analyses
categorized into three groups: one girl and one boy, two girls, and two boys.
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The previous literature has indicated that many couples view a shared biological
child as an important symbol of their marital union (Vikat et al. 1999). To inspect
whether the intention to have an additional birth was different between women who
did or did not have shared children with their current partner, we constructed the
shared children variable. If the respondent’s youngest child was born before the
date she moved in with her current partner, we concluded that the existing children
were from a previous union, and that no children were ‘shared’ with her partner.
We expect that the desire for a third child would be higher among women whose
first two children were born before the current union than among women whose
spouse was the father of the existing children.

Lillard and Waite (1993) have suggested that chances that the union will last may
affect a couple’s willingness to make a long-term commitment to the relationship
by having children. The chances of disruption may deter the third birth even more
than two earlier births once the norm of two children has been reached (see
Namboodiri 1983). We included a measure of the quality of spousal relationship in
this research. This variable indicates to what extent the spouse understood and knew
the respondent’s feelings and preferences. If the spouse understood these feelings
and preferences extremely well or quite well, spousal relationship was coded as
‘good’, and if he understood them moderately well, poorly or extremely poorly,
spousal relationship was coded as ‘dissatisfactory’.

Situational determinants. Family’s economic situation is likely to be one of the
most important factors affecting a couple’s future childbearing plans, especially
when making decisions about higher parity births. A variable indicating respondents’
satisfaction with the family’s financial situation was thus included in this study. A
seven-point scale, score 7 representing full satisfaction, and score 1 representing
full dissatisfaction, was divided into three categories: ‘satisfied’ (scores 6 and 7),
‘average’ (scores 3 to 5), and ‘dissatisfied’ (scores 1 and 2). Since childrearing is
economically expensive, we expect that women who found their financial situation
satisfactory could better afford an additional birth, and therefore intended to have
a third child more often than women who saw their economic situation as
dissatisfactory. Unfortunately, we lack information about the respondents’ or their
spouses’ real income or financial circumstances.

We also examined the role of two other situational factors in the determination of
third-birth decisions, namely satisfaction with family benefits and problems with

children’s day-care arrangements. It must be noted that at the time of the data
collection, the financial benefits directed to families with small children were rather
generous in Finland. The paid time out of work in connection with birth totaled
44 weeks, and the income compensation covered 70 to 80 per cent of the salary
(Rønsen 1998). Parents were also entitled to a home-care allowance after the
expiration of paid parental leave. Home-care allowance gave parents an extra
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income transfer to care for their child at home until the child was three years old,
and then return to their job. Worth mentioning are the recent large-scale
developments in children’s day-care facilities as well: in the early 1970s, only about
10 per cent of children under school age had a place in public day-care, while the
enrollment included 28 per cent of the 0–6 -year-olds by 1980, and ten years later
the proportion had risen to 45 per cent (Rønsen 1998). The cost of day-care was
heavily subsidized by municipalities and the state. Other family benefits included
child allowances, tax deductions, and housing allowances, all of which provided
significant forms of economic support for families with children.

Satisfaction with family benefits describes the respondent’s opinion about the
sufficiency of public aid given to families with small children. We created the
category of ‘sufficient’ for women who said that these benefits were totally or rather
sufficient. The ‘quite insufficient’ and ‘totally insufficient’ answers were combined
to one category, ‘insufficient’. We assume that women who considered the family
benefits sufficient were more willing to have a third birth than women who
considered these benefits insufficient.

Respondents were also asked if they have ever had any problems with day-care for
their first or second child. If the interviewee expressed at least some problems with
day-care, she was categorized as having experienced ‘at least some problems’. We
hypothesize that experiencing difficulties with day-care arrangements deterred
women from having additional children.

Attitudinal determinants. Women’s paid work outside home is commonly seen
as one of the most significant factors behind low fertility rates. We included two
variables reflecting working attitudes in this study. A variable titled meaning of

work was used as a measure of respondents’ work orientation. Women were shown
a list of aspects, which people might find important in their work, and they were
asked what they think is the most important. Options were 1) A steady job, so there

is no fear of being made redundant or unemployed, 2) A good salary, so there are

no money problems, 3) Working with people you like, 4) Having a job where you

can help people, 5) Having a job that makes you feel you are achieving something,

and 6) Having a job that allows you to develop yourself. We think that the first two
options represent a rather instrumental attitude toward work, and we categorized
respondents who selected these options to the group ‘instrumental’. We interpreted
the other options to mean that the content of the work is important for the
respondent; these four options were categorized as ‘content of work’. As satisfaction
received from a career may be an alternative to childrearing and family life, we
hypothesize that women who had generally stronger preference for work were less
willing to have a third birth than women who took an instrumental view of paid
work.
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As shown by Britta Hoem (1993), the most important choice in labor force
commitment in Sweden is made after the first birth, and those who become
housewives then will often stay outside the labor force for quite a while. In this
research, respondent’s employment between her first and second birth was used as
a measure of her role orientation – we think that a woman’s choice of employment
status during that period indicates her position on a scale that separates the more
family-oriented form the more job-oriented (see Hoem and Hoem 1989). Therefore,
we registered whether a respondent was a homemaker all the time between the first
two births (‘home’ category), or whether she was employed at any time between
these births (‘work’). Because women’s labor force participation and low birth rates
are usually seen as interdependent, we expect that respondents who were employed
between the first two births intended to have a third birth less often than respondents
who were homemakers during that period.

Finally, we included three value orientation variables – family values, religiousness,
and view of life – in this research. It seems plausible that women with liberal family
values perceive fewer benefits from interaction with children and the parental role
than women with traditional values, and the former may also rate the opportunity
costs of children higher (White and Kim 1987). Thus, we assume that modern family
values discouraged women from having a third child. Religiousness, on the other
hand, has traditionally been used as a predictor of childbearing behavior, and its
positive influence on fertility has emerged in numerous studies (e.g., Hoem 1993;
Van den Akker et al. 1993). In contrast, as far as we know, an individual’s view of
life has not been used in earlier fertility research. We suppose, however, that the
intention to have more than two children may be associated with a positive attitude
on life.

The variable reflecting family values was based on an exploratory factor analysis
of eight items measuring attitudes towards children and family. The final scale
consisted of four items assessing the acceptability of abortion, cohabitation, divorce,
and single motherhood (the Cronbach’s alpha of the scale was 0.652). A scale
measuring religiousness consisted of two items: “Excluding weddings, funerals,

christenings and confirmations, how often do you attend church events?” and
“Regardless of whether or not you go to church, would you consider yourself

religious … opposed to religion?” Finally, a scale reflecting a view of life was based
on five items: “It is very difficult to know who to trust these days”, “Despite all

that is said, things are getting worse for the vast majority of people”, “The future

is so uncertain that it’s best to live one day at a time”, “It’s futile for those in

authority to complain because they are not in the least bit interested in the real

problems facing ordinary people”, and “It is not fair to bring children into the world

with a future such as it is at the moment”. The Cronbach’s alpha of the scale was
0.610.
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The three value variables were constructed from the items as follows. All items
were first standardized (by subtracting the mean and dividing by the standard
deviation) so that each item got an equal weight in determining the overall scale
score. After that, arithmetic means of the standardized scores of the items of each
variable were calculated. In the end, these three averages were converted to a new
metric, ranging from 0 to 1, and divided into three categories. The first categories
represent the scores 0–0.32 on the scale (i.e., modern family values, secularity, and
pessimistic view of life), the second categories represent the scores 0.33–0.66, and
the third categories represent the scores 0.67–1 (i.e., traditional family values, deep
religiousness, and optimistic view of life).

The distributions of all the explanatory variables are presented in Table 1. The right-
hand column of the table reports the proportion of respondents who desired to have
at least three children.
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Table 1. The percentage distributions of the principal study variables, and the
proportion of respondents who desired to have at least three children (%). Finnish
married and cohabiting women with two children.

N % Desire 3+
children, %

Age group 22–29 years 165 26 59
30–34 years 235 37 46
35–39 years 236 37 41

Time after the 0–2 years 240 38 58
second birth 3–5 years 166 26 48

6–8 years 115 18 39
9 years or more 115 18 32

Educational Basic 112 18 43
attainment Secondary 424 67 47

Tertiary 100 16 55

Number of None 57 9 37
siblings One 103 16 47

Two or more 476 75 50

Marital status Married 583 92 47
Cohabited 53 8 57

Sex of children Girl and boy 315 50 47
Two girls 161 25 52
Two boys 160 25 44

Shared children Yes 617 97 47
No 19 3 58

Spousal Good 481 76 49
relationship Dissatisfactory 155 24 45

Financial Good 187 29 48
situation Average 392 62 47

Dissatisfactory 57 9 53

Opinion about Sufficient 270 42 47
family benefits Insufficient 366 58 49

Problems with No 400 63 47
day-care At least some 236 37 49

Role orientation Work 521 82 47
Home 115 18 51

Meaning of work Instrumental 255 40 41
Content of work 381 60 52

Family values Modern 479 75 44
Average 123 19 58
Traditional 34 5 69

Religiousness Secular 144 23 42
Average 426 67 47
Religious 66 10 67

View of life Pessimistic 97 15 48
Average 384 60 48
Optimistic 155 24 48

ALL WOMEN 636 100 48
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Methods

Our analysis was based on the assumption that uncertainty is a transitional phase
between the decision to continue or stop childbearing, and therefore we considered
three-category responses (yes, uncertain and no) as an ordinal measure of the
intention for an additional birth.

We used binominal logistic regression as the principal analytical method. We did
modeling in three stages. In the first stage our focus was on the probability of giving
‘yes’ or ‘unsure’ responses versus the probability of giving a ‘no’ response to the
intention question. In this stage we studied the determinants to continue childbearing
(in general). The purpose of the second stage was to find out what kind of factors
predict the certainty of the intention among women who answered ‘yes’ or ‘unsure’.
In this second stage we contrasted the ‘yes’ responses with the ‘unsure’ responses.
In the third stage our interest was in the certainty of the decision to stop
childbearing: we contrasted ‘could change mind’ responses with ‘could not change

mind’ responses among women who intended not to have a third child.

All the explanatory analyses were made separately for all women who met the
selection criteria presented above (n=636), and additionally for the women who
desired to have three or more children (n=302)2 . We want to make clear that these
groups differ from each other. Because intended childbearing is primarily grounded
in family-size preferences, factors that predict desired family size also get strong
emphasis as determinants of childbearing intentions among all women at a given
parity. However, if we restrict our attention exclusively to women who wish to have
more children than they currently have, the focus of the study becomes easier to
identify, as we are examining the factors that determine women’s perceived
capability to realize their fertility desires.

When modeling, we began by studying the bivariate associations between the
explanatory variables and each of the dependent variables, controlled for woman’s
age and age of the second child. The results of these analyses are shown in the first
column of Tables 5, 6, and 7 for all women, and in the third column of the same
tables for women who desired to have three or more children. We do not show the
“raw-effects” of variables, i.e., effects occurring when none of the other factors are
controlled, because we see that variables’ own influence emerges better when the
reproductive life stage of respondents has been controlled.

2 The desired family size was determined with the question ‘If you could choose, how many children

would you have?’ If the answer to this question was given as a range, for example 2 or 3 children, we
used the lower alternative. We omitted nine cases in which the question concerning desired family
size was not answered from the analyses restricted to women desiring three or more children.
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The second and fourth columns of Tables 5, 6, and 7 present the results of multiple
logistic regression analyses in which all the explanatory variables which had a p-
value < 0.25 in the bivariate analyses were included. Hosmer and Lemeshow (1989,
p. 86) suggest using this criterion of variable selection in situations where the
number in each outcome group relative to the total number of candidate variables
is relatively small.

We performed a global test for non-linearity for the effects of respondent’s age and
age of the second child on intention status. It was observed that the effect of
respondent’s age on intention was not linear (this was the case especially in analyses
focusing on the certainty of the third-birth intention). To improve the model fit, we
included respondent’s age in a discrete form. Because the focus of our interest was
in the effects of the covariates on childbearing intention among different sub-
samples of respondents, we wanted to keep the models themselves relatively simple.
The Hosmer-Lemeshow χ2 goodness-of-fit statistics reveal, in fact, that the model
fit is adequately good in all analyses. Hence, no complex variables, like interactions
between the covariates, were necessary to model the data.

All other explanatory variables except the age of the second child were used in the
form of indicator variables. Thus the odds ratio of intention for each category versus
the reference category is received from the estimated logit coefficients (b) by the
transformation eb.

A common practice in previous studies about birth intentions has been to exclude
pregnant respondents from the analysis. However, we estimated separate models
that ignored the women who were pregnant, and found results very similar to those
reported later in this paper. Therefore, we decided to include pregnant respondents
among the women who intended to have a third child.
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Results

Descriptive analysis

As Table 1 shows, almost one half of the two-child mothers in our sample wished
to have three or more children. However, only 19 percent of the respondents
intended to have a third child, while 30 percent were unsure about their intentions.
The remaining 51 percent of respondents said that they would not have any children
in the future (Table 2).

Table 2. Birth intentions by the desired number of children, married and cohabiting
Finnish women with two children.

N Intends to Uncertain Intends not to Total

have a child have a child

All women 636 19 30 51 100%

Desired family

size at least 3 children 302 38 36 26 100%

Desired family

size 2 children or less 325 2 24 74 100%

Preferred number of children seems to be a very strong determinant of birth
intentions, since merely those women whose family size desires had not yet been
realized intended to have more children. Only two percent of the respondents who
desired to have two children intended to have a third child. In the case of women
whose desired number of children was three or more, 38 percent said that they will
go on and have a third birth, while 36 percent were uncertain about their intentions.
However, a quarter of the two-child mothers desiring three or more children said
that they would stop childbearing at the current parity.

In the explanatory analysis we focus our interest on the childbearing intentions of
the 22–39-year-old women, who had two children of their own at the time of the
survey. It must be noted, however, that a notable proportion of the women –
especially in older age groups – who had intended to have a third child, had already
implemented their plans before the data were collected. This is demonstrated in
Table 3, in which we also included women who already had three or more children.
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Table 3. Number of children and childbearing intention (%) by respondent’s age,
age of second child, and education by age among married and cohabiting Finnish
women with at least two children.

N 3 children 2 children 2 children 2 children Total

or more Intends to Unsure Intends not

have a  third about having to have a

child a third child third child

Respondent’s 22–29 years 200 18 30 32 21 100 %

age 30–34 years 340 31 14 24 30 100 %

35–39 years 362 35 4 12 49 100 %

Age of 0–2 years 248 3 29 36 33 100%

second child 3–5 years 221 25 14 24 37 100%

6–8 years 197 42 7 17 35 100%

9 years + 236 51 4 7 38 100%

Education by age

22–29 years Basic 37 32 27 16 24 100%

Secondary 150 15 30 34 21 100%

Tertiary 13 0 31 54 15 100%

30–34 years Basic 63 40 11 22 27 100%

Secondary 218 29 12 26 34 100%

Tertiary 59 29 27 22 22 100%

35–39 years Basic 83 41 5 10 45 100%

Secondary 213 33 3 13 51 100%

Tertiary 66 32 6 15 47 100%

All women 902 30 14 21 36 100%

The proportion of women intending to have a third child decreased sharply with
age. This was, at least partly because among the older women, many respondents
who had wished to have three children had already moved to parity three. The same
could be seen when the age of the second child was looked at: the older the child,
the smaller the proportion of women who intended to have a third birth, but the
larger the proportion of those women who already had at least three children.
Therefore, we see woman’s age and age of the second child as control variables
rather than real explanatory variables in the explanatory analysis.

We consider educational attainment as a strategy variable, because we think that
women with different educational levels have different childbearing strategies.
Highly educated women generally start childbearing in a later phase of their
reproductive life than women with a shorter education. Therefore, compared to
women with basic and secondary education, those with a tertiary education are
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behind in their childbearing. (For a detailed analysis of the effects of age and
education on fertility, see Hoem 1996).

When inspecting women’s third-birth intentions by education and age in the three
bottom panels of Table 3, we see that highly educated respondents were somewhat
more likely to have a third birth than the other respondents within all age groups.
However, among women of different ages, it was the respondents with basic
education who had progressed to parity three most often. Thus, when using cross-
sectional data, the associations between educational attainment and childbearing
intentions are difficult to interpret, because they can be a result of different timing
of childbearing in different educational groups.

Explanatory analysis

Intention to continue childbearing or to stop at parity two. In the first stage of
the explanatory analysis we examined the determinants of giving ‘yes’ or ‘unsure’
responses versus a ‘no’ response to the intention question. The results are presented
in Table 4, where an estimate larger than 1.00 means a greater likelihood of choosing
‘yes’ or ‘unsure’ responses over ‘no’ (i.e., to consider additional childbearing as
possible).
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Table 4. Logistic regression models for the intention to have another child (intends
or uncertain vs. intends not): Finnish married or cohabiting women with two
children. The figures are odds ratios.

Variable Category ALL WOMEN (n=636) DESIRED 3+ (n=302)

Age and age Net Age and age Net
of second child effects of second child effects
controlled for controlled for

Age 22–29 1 1
30–34 0.47** 0.22**
35–39 0.14** 0.03**

Time after 2nd birth 0.99** 1.00

Educational Basic 1 1
attainment Secondary 1.02 1.05

Tertiary 1.50 1.99

Number of None 1 1 1
siblings One 1.82 1.92+  1.61

Two or more 1.69 1.72 0.85

Marital status Married 1  1
Cohabited 0.94 1.81

Sex of children Girl and boy 1 1 1
Two girls 1.49+ 1.69* 0.80
Two boys 1.28 1.45+ 0.87

Shared Yes 1 1 —
children No 3.79* 5.00**

Spousal Good 1 1 1 1
relationship Dissatisfactory 0.51* 0.59* 0.31** 0.33**

Financial Good 1 1 1 1
situation Average 0.86 1.06 0.77 1.13

Dissatisfactory 0.52* 0.66  0.25* 0.42

Opinion about Sufficient 1 1 1
family benefits Insufficient 0.82 0.69 0.78

Problems with No 1 1
day-care At least some 1.14 1.33

Meaning of Instrumental 1 1 1 1
work Content of work 1.60** 1.49* 1.77+ 1.67

Role orientation Work 1 1
Home 1.03 0.97

Family values Modern 1 1 1 1
Average 1.78** 1.71* 1.36 1.11
Traditional 2.94** 2.40+ 3.98* 2.82

Religiousness Secular 1 1 1
Average 1.22 1.09 1.01
Religious 2.30* 1.42 1.31

View of life Pessimistic 1 1  1 1
Average 1.29 1.10 1.54 0.97
Optimistic 1.74+ 1.47 2.56+ 1.62

Hosmer-Lemeshow χ2 9.9 3.0
d.f. 8 4
p .272 .555

** = Statistically significant at the 1 percent level, * = 5 percent level, + = 10 percent level.
For each variable, risks and their significance are given relative to the reference category (the first
category).

Note: The odds of the ‘shared children’ variable could not be calculated for women who desired to
have three or more children. This was because all the women who had no children with the current

partner and who desired to have at least three children considered future childbearing a possibility.
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Beginning with the models concerning all women, we see numerous results that
are consistent with our hypotheses and previous results. When examining the
statistical significance of the coefficients, we find that several factors reflecting
family composition and family relations were significantly associated with the
intention to stop or continue childbearing after two children. The odds of the women
with two boys and two girls to consider further childbearing as possible were,
respectively, 45 and 70 percent larger than the odds of the women with a girl and a
boy, other things being equal. The corresponding odds of the respondents whose
children were born before the current union were five times higher compared to
women whose spouse was the father of the existing children. And the estimated
odds of women living in a dissatisfying relationship to continue childbearing were
only 0.6 times that of women who were satisfied with their partner, controlled for
other things. While no effects were found for union status, having no siblings
increased the probability of the decision to stop childbearing at the second parity,
but this result was only marginally significant.

Contrary to our expectations, respondents who appreciated the content of the work
considered additional childbearing as possible significantly more often than
respondents who said that the most important thing with respect to work is a good
salary or steadiness of the employment. Instead, unsatisfying economic situation
decreased respondents’ odds of continuing childbearing as expected, but this result
was not significant after the other variables in the model were controlled. Other
things being equal, the odds of women with traditional family values to consider
future childbearing as possible were over two times higher compared to women
with modern family values.

The fourth column of Table 4 shows covariates’ net effects for women who desired
to have three or more children. While spousal relationship still remained statistically
highly significant determinant of the intention status – revealing that dissatisfaction
with a partner made women stop childbearing at a lower parity than desired – some
other familial and attitudinal determinants, which were significant antecedents of
the intention among all women, had little independent impact in this analysis.

As we can see from the last column of Table 1, several familial and attitudinal
variables were clearly associated with the desired family size. In turn, the number
of children desired was a strong determinant of childbearing intention (see
Table 2). Because the family size preferences were not taken into account in the
analysis discussed above, the factors determining desired family size got a strong
emphasis as determinants of childbearing intentions among all women. However,
after the desired family size was controlled, these factors had little independent
influence on birth intentions.
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Even though we think it is difficult to draw conclusions about the independent effect
of respondent’s age on her birth intention when using cross-sectional data, we think
that the interpretation of this relationship becomes less problematic when the desired
number of children has been controlled. We obtained strong evidence that an older
age made respondents give up their desires to have three children, and made them
stop childbearing at the second parity.

Certainty of the intention to have a third birth. Next we investigate the certainty
of third-birth plans by estimating the probability of giving a ‘yes’ response versus
an ‘unsure’ response to the intention question. These results are displayed in
Table 5, where an estimate larger than 1.00 means a greater likelihood of choosing
‘yes’ over ‘unsure’ (i.e., to consider additional childbearing as certain).
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Table 5. Logistic regression models for the certainty of the intention to have another
child (intends vs. uncertain): Finnish married or cohabiting women with two
children. The figures are odds ratios.

Variable Category ALL WOMEN (n=315) DESIRED 3+ (n=224)

Age and age Net Age and age Net
of second child effects of second child effects
controlled for controlled for

Age 22–29 1 1
30–34 0.58+ 0.51+
35–39 0.27** 0.25**

Time after 2nd birth 1.00 1.00

Educational Basic 1 1 1 1
attainment Secondary  0.67 0.64 0.46+ 0.40+

Tertiary 1.13 1.06 0.67 0.50

Number of None 1 1
siblings One 1.34 0.93

Two or more 1.08 0.95

Marital status Married 1 1 1 1
Cohabited 0.61 0.38+ 0.42+ 0.27*

Sex of children Girl and boy 1 1
Two girls 1.04 1.17
Two boys 1.10 1.46

Shared Yes 1 1 1 1
children No 4.91* 9.67** 2.11 5.21*

Spousal Good 1 1
relationship Dissatisfactory 0.78 1.05

Financial Good 1 1
situation Average 0.74 0.76

Dissatisfactory 0.68  0.74

Opinion about Sufficient 1 1 1 1
family benefits Insufficient 0.58* 0.52** 0.60+ 0.55*

Problems with No 1 1
day-care At least some 0.90 0.93

Meaning of Instrumental 1
work Content of work 1.01 0.78

Role orientation Work 1 1
Home 0.99 0.88

Family values Modern 1 1 1
Average  1.28 1.01 1.18
Traditional 2.09 0.82 1.29

Religiousness Secular 1 1 1 1
Average 0.92 1.03 0.61 0.66
Religious 2.73* 3.33* 1.58 1.56

View of life Pessimistic 1 1 1
Average 1.58 1.89 1.73
Optimistic 1.86 2.31+ 2.19

Hosmer-Lemeshow χ2 6.0 7.0
d.f. 8 8
p .643 .536

** = Statistically significant at the 1 percent level, * = 5 percent level, + = 10 percent level. For each

variable, risks and their significance are given relative to the reference category (the first category).
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Inspecting all women with two children, married respondents were more certain
about their intention to continue childbearing than were cohabiting respondents,
but this result was only marginally significant. In addition, the odds that respondents
whose existing children were born to a previous partner considered future
childbearing as certain were almost ten times higher compared to the odds among
women whose partner was the father of the existing children, other things being
equal.

We also found that satisfaction with family benefits was strongly associated with
the certainty of third-child plans: the odds of the respondents who found the level
of public aid insufficient were only half of those of women who found the level of
these benefits sufficient. Religiousness was an important predictor of intention status
as well, since religious respondents’ odds of being certain about their intentions
were about three times higher compared to women who were secular or somewhat
religious.

The results reported in the fourth column of Table 5 generally follow a similar
pattern to the one reported above. Accordingly, among respondents whose desired
family-size had not yet been realized, substantial differences in the certainty of
intentions were observed depending on marital status, opinion about the sufficiency
of family benefits, and the ‘shared children’ -variable. Additionally, educational
attainment appeared to have some independent effect in this analysis; the results
reveal that respondents with a secondary-level education were less assured about
their intention to have a third child than were respondents with a basic-level
education. Also, older age made women hesitate in their intention to have a third
birth.

Certainty of the decision to stop childbearing at parity two. All women who
gave the ‘no’ response to the intention question were asked: ‘Could any changes in

society or in your private life make you change your mind and make you decide to

have another child?’ At parity two, as many as 37 percent of the respondents
intending to stop childbearing said that they could have a third child if some changes
in their circumstances occurred. We modeled the probability of this answer by
binominal logistic regression. Parameter estimates are presented in Table 6, where
an estimate larger than 1.00 means a greater likelihood of choosing a ‘could change
mind’ response over ‘could not’.
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Table 6. Logistic regression models for the certainty of the intention not to have
any more children (could change mind vs. couldn’t change mind about the decision
to stop childbearing): Finnish married or cohabiting women with two children. The
figures are odds ratios.

Variable Category ALL WOMEN (n=321) DESIRED 3+ (n=78)

Age and age Net Age and age Net
of second child effects of second child effects
controlled for controlled for

Age 22–29 1 1
30–34 1.42 1.32
35–39 0.82 1.36

Time after 2nd birth 1.00 1.00

Educational Basic 1 1

attainment Secondary 1.16 1.62
Tertiary 0.95 1.45

Number of None 1 1
siblings One 1.87 5.59

Two or more 1.64 5.18

Marital status Married 1 1
status Cohabited 0.98 1.06

Sex of children Girl and boy 1 1
Two girls 1.17 0.60
Two boys 0.98 0.60

Shared Yes 1 —-
children No 1.06

Spousal Good 1 1
relationship Dissatisfactory 1.30 1.70

Financial Good 1 1 1 1
situation Average 1.65+ 1.45 1.47 1.08

Dissatisfactory 3.05** 1.92 7.99* 6.68*

Opinion about Sufficient 1 1 1
family benefits Insufficient 2.53** 2.15** 1.25

Problems with No 1 1 1
day-care At least some 1.77* 1.64+ 0.93

Meaning of Instrumental 1 1
work Content of work   0.82 0.61

Role orientation Work 1 1
Home 1.01 1.13

Family values Modern 1 1 1
Average 1.56 1.76 2.14
Traditional  0.36 0.42 0.43

Religiousness Secular 1 1 1 1
Average 0.67 0.64 0.44 0.43
Religious  0.43 0.54 0.11* 0.11*

View of life Pessimistic 1 1 1
Average 0.55+ 0.58 0.48
Optimistic 0.29** 0.32** 0.62

Hosmer-Lemeshow χ2 8.9 0.5
d.f. 8 3
p .352 .912

** = Statistically significant at the 1 percent level, * = 5 percent level, + = 10 percent level. For each
variable, risks and their significance are given relative to the reference category (the first category).

Note: The odds of the ‘shared children’ variable could not be calculated for women who desired to
have three or more children. This was because none of the women who had no children with the
current partner and who desired to have at least three children were going to stop childbearing at the
second parity.
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Economic and socio-political factors proved to be significant determinants of the
certainty of the decision to stop childbearing at the second parity. Controlled for
other variables, respondents who reported problems with their children’s day-care
arrangements were more likely than respondents without day-care problems to say
that they could change their mind and have a third child. Furthermore, the odds of
respondents who saw their financial situation as dissatisfactory to reverse their
negative intention and have a third birth were three times as great as the odds of
women who considered their economic situation satisfactory; however, the statistical
significance of this variable diminished after the other variables in the analysis were
held constant. Opinion about the sufficiency of family benefits was an important
predictor in this analysis as well, since the odds of the women who considered
family support insufficient to change their mind and have a third child were over
two times higher compared to women who saw the level of family benefits as
sufficient, other things being equal.

While no significant effects were found for the familial determinants, a positive
view of life showed an independent influence on the certainty of a negative
intention. Indeed, the optimistic respondents were more assured than pessimistic
ones about their decision to stop childbearing.

Satisfaction with the family’s financial situation was a strong determinant of the
certainty of the decision to stop childbearing, when only those women who desired
to have three or more children were considered: the odds that a respondent could
change her mind and have a third child were estimated to be more than six times
higher for respondents who were dissatisfied with their financial circumstances
compared to those who were satisfied with their family economies. The result
indicates that an unfavorable economic situation was seen as an obstacle, which
prevented respondents from having the number of children desired.

Discussion and conclusions

In this paper we have studied the decision to have or not have a third child among
Finnish women who already had two children. On the whole, our results indicate
that childbearing intentions concerning third births are not fixed, since almost half
(altogether 49 per cent) of the respondents in our sample were more or less unsure
whether to continue or stop childbearing after the second birth. We also found that
a considerable proportion of the two-child mothers who desired to have three or
more children hesitated about future childbearing or had decided to stop having
children at the current parity.

Our results reveal that personal and interpersonal factors, such as the quality of
partnership, family composition characteristics, and family values, were
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independently associated with women’s intentions to continue childbearing after
two children or to stop at parity two. Several findings are worth mentioning. First,
marital dissatisfaction clearly made respondents stop childbearing at the second
parity. Conversely, traditional family values were associated with intentions to have
a third child. If the respondent did not have shared children with her current partner,
she was eager to continue childbearing as well.

Our results also suggest that women with an unbalanced gender composition of
children may prefer a subsequent birth of the opposite gender, because they intended
to have a third birth more often than did women with one boy and one girl.
Moreover, respondents with two girls seemed to be more likely to prefer a boy for
the next child than were respondents with two boys to prefer a girl (for
corresponding results, see Kartovaara 1999; Hoem 1993). In Scandinavia, where a
strong emphasis has traditionally been given to gender equality, this result is
surprising, especially as available research from the United States and Canada
indicates that further births are not influenced by a preference for one gender over
the other (Sloane and Lee 1983; Wu and Wang 1998; Yamaguchi and Ferguson
1995). Another possible interpretation of the result is, however, that parents perceive
the upbringing of boys as more demanding, and thus families with two girls are
more inclined to have a third child than families with a girl and a boy or two boys.

Among respondents whose family-size preferences had not yet been realized,
dissatisfaction with a partner was strongly associated with the decision to stop
childbearing at the current parity. On the other hand, cohabiting status induced
uncertainty to third-birth intentions among women who desired to have three or
more children.

We observed that the woman’s employment status between her first and second
birth had no influence on her third-child plans, since the work-oriented women
intended to have a third birth as often as women who were home-oriented. Another
interesting finding was that respondents who appreciated the content of the work
intended to have a third child more often than respondents who considered the salary
or the steadiness of the employment the most important aspect of work. Hence,
satisfaction received from a career seemed not to be alternative or substitutable to
children and family-life for Finnish two-child mothers. These findings support
previous results from the other Nordic countries, according to which professional
employment and generally stronger preference for work are not crucial determinants
of third-child fertility (Hoem and Hoem 1989; Hoem 1993; Kravdal 1992).

As Rindfuss and coworkers (1996) have argued, to the extent that the labor market
becomes more compatible with childrearing, employment possibilities will probably
matter less in women’s fertility decisions. During the past decades, one main goal
of Finnish social policies has been to enhance gender equality by improving
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women’s position in the labor market (Forssén 1998). In light of our findings, it
appears that during the late 1980s, family policies were successful in facilitating
women’s possibilities of combining both career and childbearing.

Our results indicate that situational factors were of great importance in terms of
the certainty of the respondents’ third-birth decisions. We found that an unfavorable
financial situation and dissatisfaction with the level of economic support to families
with children were significantly associated with women’s opinion that they could
change their minds about the decision to stop childbearing. We also obtained
evidence that respondents who had experienced problems with their children’s day-
care were more prepared than the other respondents to reverse their negative
intention and decide to have a third birth. On the other hand, dissatisfaction with
the level of family benefits was strongly associated with the uncertainty of a positive
intention – this was the case also among respondents who wished to have at least
three children. Moreover, an unsatisfactory economic situation seemed to deter
women from realizing their family-size preferences. These results suggest that there
are external – particularly economic – constraints, which limit the fertility of two-
child mothers who might have a third child if the circumstances were different. For
these women, a reduced family-size may indicate feelings of having little control
over the external environment. In this respect, our results support Morgan’s (1982)
reasoning, according to which period-specific factors, such as socio-economic
circumstances and a particular society’s social policies, probably have a significant
role in determining the actual childbearing behavior of the uncertain couples.

The general finding of the study was that familial, situational, and attitudinal factors
all have significant independent effects on the decision to have a third child. Our
results suggest, however, that the factors that push women to have a third birth
differ from those that predict the certainty of the third-birth intention. In accordance
with our interpretation, mainly interpersonal and attitudinal attributes determine
the decision to continue childbearing after two children or to stop at parity two.
However, non-motivational features, especially those related to social and economic
life circumstances, may be perceived as obstacles to further childbearing, and thus
may introduce uncertainty to future childbearing plans, or even prevent families
from realizing their family-size desires.

* Previous versions of this manuscript were presented at the European Population
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