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Three facets of planning and postponement of parenthood
in the Netherlands

Renske Verweij1

Melinda Mills2

Harold Snieder3

Gert Stulp4

Abstract

BACKGROUND
The age at parenthood has risen by about five years in the last decades in the
Netherlands. Previous studies typically focused on the age at which people have their
first child, but little is known about desired timing of parenthood and how this desire
changes.

OBJECTIVE
In this study, we examined three facets of postponement: (1) desired age to have a first
child, (2) changes in this desired age, and (3) whether the desires are met.

METHODS
We use data from the Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sciences (N = 2,296),
which is a representative sample of men and women in the Netherlands who have been
followed for up to ten years.

RESULTS
Men and women desire to have children at relatively high ages, i.e., around age 30.
About half of the respondents update these desires by increasing the desired age as they
get older. Half of respondents do not become a parent at their desired time.

CONCLUSIONS
The high ages at first birth observed are due to a combination of the three facets of
postponement.

1 Department of Public Administration and Sociology, Erasmus University, the Netherlands.
 Email: verweij@essb.eur.nl.
2 University of Oxford, UK.
3 University Medical Center Groningen, the Netherlands.
4 Rijksuniversiteit Groningen, the Netherlands.
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CONTRIBUTION
This study contributes to the literature by showing that the high observed age at which
people have children nowadays is due to high desired ages, updating these desires
upwards, and not achieving their desired timing.

1. Introduction

In many countries in the last decades, a steady trend is observed where people are
having children at higher ages (Beaujouan and Sobotka 2017; Bongaarts, Mensch, and
Blanc 2017). In the Netherlands, for example, the age when women have their first
child increased from an average of 25 in 1970 to 29 in 2015 (Beaujouan and Sobotka
2017). A substantial body of research has focused on what causes people to have
children at higher ages (for review, see Mills et al. 2011), and has established that the
rise in female educational attainment and labour force participation, the introduction of
contraceptive technologies, housing and economic insecurity, and smaller desired
family sizes are fundamental drivers of the increasing age at first birth.

Research on postponement primarily focuses on the age at which people have their
first child. Here we argue that a deeper understanding of the postponement of
parenthood requires taking into account three facets. The first facet is desired timing of
parenthood, by which we mean the age at which people desire to have their first child.
The second facet is continued postponement, which is the extent to which people adjust
their desired timing of first birth over the life course. This will give insight into whether
people’s desires at earlier ages are realistic. The third facet refers to whether or not
people have a child at their desired age. This will inform us about the consequences of
postponement in terms of unrealized childbearing desires leading to childlessness.
Studying these facets provides further insights into the high ages at first birth observed.
It allows us to distinguish which part of the high ages at first birth observed nowadays
is due to the desire to have children at high ages, or due to alternative explanations
including continued and unplanned postponement.

Our study focuses on the Dutch context, which is characterized by a high age at
first maternal birth of 30 years and a relatively high childlessness rate of 17% among
women born around 1970 (Human Fertility Database 2020) (compared to a European
average AFB of 29.2 [Eurostat 2020] and 14% childlessness [Sobotka 2017]). We
examine the three facets of postponement of parenthood using data from the
Longitudinal Internet Study for the Social Sciences (LISS), which is a representative
sample of the Dutch population. We focus on individuals between the ages of 18 and 45
who have been followed for a maximum of ten years and are asked about their desired

https://www.demographic-research.org/
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age to have a first child at every wave. We take into account the age at which
respondents are asked about their fertility desires and behavior, since age is related to
the time frame within which people want their first child (Dommermuth, Klobas, and
Lappegård 2011), as well as the realization of these plans (Berrington 2004; Régnier-
Loilier and Vignoli 2011; Spéder and Kapitany 2015).

2. Data and methods

2.1 Data

In this paper we make use of data of the LISS (Longitudinal Internet Studies for the
Social sciences) panel from the Netherlands, administered by CentERdata (Tilburg
University, the Netherlands). We use data from the LISS core studies, which are yearly
repeated questionnaires distributed among LISS participants starting in 2008. The last
year for which we have data available is 2017. Respondents could enter the panel in
every wave. The sample of respondents who entered the panel in 2008 is based on a
probability sample of households in the Netherlands, drawn from the population
register by Statistics Netherlands (Scherpenzeel 2009). However, a study on the
representativeness indicated an underrepresentation of older and lower-educated
individuals in the first wave of the LISS (Knoef and Vos 2009). For that reason, in
follow-up waves respondents are added based on a stratified sample to improve
representativeness at the individual level.

The complete LISS sample contains in total 24,424 individuals. For the purpose of
our study, we selected respondents who indicated that they thought they would have a
child in the future, but removed individuals who expected a child in less than one year
because they were likely already pregnant, dropping the sample size to 2,865
respondents. We selected women who were between age 18 and 45 at their first
interview wave and men who were between 18 and 50 in their first wave, which slightly
lowers the sample size to 2,850 respondents. We then selected only individuals who did
not have children at the time of the interview, resulting in a sample size of 2,296
individuals.

2.2 Measurements

The first facet of postponement, desired timing of parenthood, assesses fertility plans of
individuals. This was measured with the question: Within how many years do you hope
to have your first child? Those respondents who did not have children before the next

https://www.demographic-research.org/
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interview were again asked in how many years they hoped to have their first child. The
differences between the ages at different waves was calculated as a measure of
continued postponement (facet 2). Based on information of whether respondents had a
child in between waves, we could calculate whether respondents had a child at the
desired time (facet 3) or not. People were considered to have a child at the desired time
if they had their child in the number of years they indicated plus one.

2.3 Methods

We graphically and descriptively display the distribution of the desired age of becoming
a parent, the change in this desired age between waves, and the distribution of men and
women who did or did not have a child at their desired time. We furthermore display
the relationship between the three facets of postponement. For the desired age of
becoming a parent, we display the mean age for the complete sample as well as for the
sample of respondents aged 18–22. We made this selection because in this younger age
group childbearing is uncommon in the Netherlands, and therefore this group is
unlikely to have already postponed childbearing.

3. Results

3.1 Desired timing of parenthood

People desire to have their first child at relatively high ages. The average age that
women desire to have their first child is 30.34 years (SD = 4.27); for men, this age is
32.70 years (SD = 5.05) (see Figure 1A). This desired age is lower when restricting the
sample to individuals between 18 and 22 years of age; for women on average at 28.65
years of age, and for men at 30.37 years of age (see Figure 1B). While people who are
older (and have not yet had any children, but do want them) obviously desire to have a
child at older ages, they desire to have a child much quicker than their younger
counterparts. Those who are under 22 desire their first child in 10.97 and 9.26 years (for
men and women respectively), while those who are between 27 and 30 desire to have a
child in 4.5 or 3.7 years (for men and women respectively), which is on average at age
33 for men and 32 for women (see Table 1).

https://www.demographic-research.org/
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Table 1: Description of the three facets of postponement for men and women
of different age groups
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Figure 1: Distribution of desired age at first birth, among all respondents (part
A) and respondents between 18–22 years old (part B)

Source: LISS data, figure produced by the authors.
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3.2 Continued postponement

In total, 1,225 respondents gave information more than once about their desired timing
to have their first child. Approximately 34% lowered their desired age, 17% did not
change their desired age, and 49% increased their desired age (see Figure 2 for the
distribution of changes in desired age and the differences between men and women).
Men increased their desired age more than women did; on average, they increased with
0.36 years between two available waves, while women increased it with 0.25 years (see
Table 1). The older people get, the more they change their desired age upwards; those
between 23–26 barely increased this age (0.24 for men and ‒0.18 for women), while
those over 35 increased it with 0.54 years for men and 1 year for women (see Table 1).
An exception to this age trend was the respondents under 22, who also increased their
desired age quite strongly.

Figure 2: Change in desired age to have a first child between waves (continued
postponement: this figure only includes the first change per
individual)

Source: LISS data, figure produced by the authors.
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3.3 Child at the desired time

From all respondents in our sample (N = 2,269), 270 (11%) had a child at their desired
time. In total, 275 (12%) did not have a child at the desired time. This shows that only
about 50% (270 from the total 545 [270 + 275]) of the respondents who were followed
up with as long as their desired time frame had their child at their desired time (see
Table 1). Women more often had a child at their desired time than men did, and
respondents between 27–34 are more likely to have a child at their desired time than
both those who are younger and those who are older (see Table 1). For 1,698 (76%)
individuals it is unknown if they had a child at their desired time. This unknown status
could be caused by the fact that they wanted a child in more years than the time of
follow-up from the panel (n = 1370, 60%) or because they (either temporarily or
permanently) dropped out of the sample of the study (n = 328).

3.4 Relation between the three facets of postponement

People who desired to have a child in a shorter time span, such as in two or three years,
were more likely to postpone their desired age in the next wave, while people who
desired to have children in a longer time frame, such as in five or ten years, often
decreased this desired age in subsequent waves (see Figure 3). This was the case for
both men and women.

Those who desired to have a child later were less likely to have a child during their
follow-up period; those who had a child during their follow-up on average desired to
have it in 3.7 or 3.3 years (for men and women respectively), and those who did not
have a child during follow-up desired to have it in 8.8 and 8.1 years (see Table 1). Of
course, this is very much dependent upon their age at the first wave and the number of
years that people are followed up. Therefore, we examine this also for the select sample
of individuals (N = 521) who were followed up with for eight waves and according to
their age at first interview (see Figure 4). Also here we see that those who desired to
have a child in a shorter term more often had a child during the follow-up period, which
is true for both the younger respondents and the older respondents in our sample and for
both men and women.

Among women, increasing the desired age between waves is related to being less
likely to have a child during the follow-up waves (see Table 1). Women who did not
have a child during follow-up increased their age with 0.4 years, and those who did
have a child decreased with on average 0.09 years. Among men, this is not the case.

It is noteworthy that men and women who were around 30 years of age and above
were most likely to desire to have a child in a short time frame (Table 1 and Figure 4).

https://www.demographic-research.org/
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On the one hand, these older men and women who desire parenthood in a short time
frame were more likely to have a child than the other age groups (Figure 4). On the
other hand, these men and women were more likely than other age groups to further
postpone this age in next years (Table 1).

Figure 3: Relationship between desired timing of parenthood (wants child in
how many years) and continued postponement (change in desired
age)

Note: Those who desired children at a shorter time frame more often postponed this desired age, while those who desired children in
a longer time frame more often decreased this time frame. Source: LISS data, figure produced by the authors.

https://www.demographic-research.org/


Verweij et al.: Three facets of planning and postponement of parenthood in the Netherlands

668 https://www.demographic-research.org

Figure 4: Relationship between age and the number of years in which a person
wants their first child

Note: Black and grey distinguish between those who did and those who did not have a child in the last wave. The bigger dots
represent the means and the bars are 95% confidence intervals. Select sample of only individuals who were followed up for eight
waves (N = 521). The dashed line represents eight years, the number of years respondents were followed up with. Source: LISS
data, figure produced by the authors.

4. Conclusions

The aim of this study was to examine three facets of postponement of parenthood to
gain a better understanding of the high ages at first birth observed in the Netherlands
(and also many other contemporary Western populations). It is clear that all three facets
‒ desiring children at high ages, continuously postponing, and not having a child at the
desired time ‒ are involved in explaining these high ages. Firstly, men and women
desire to have children at high ages; those who are between 18 – 22 desire to have their
first child around the age of 29 (women) and 30 (men). Secondly, initial desires are
often postponed to even later ages; about half (49% of the women and 50% of the men)
increase their desired age in between waves, while only a third (35% of the women and
32% of the men) decrease their desired age and the remaining do not change their
desired age. Thus, on top of already high desired ages, many men and women continue
increasing this age as the life course unfolds.

https://www.demographic-research.org/
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Updating this desired age of becoming a parent is especially common among men
and women who are approaching their own desired age to have a first child, which are
typically older men and women. This is methodologically important, because it shows
that asking individuals about their desired age to have a first child at higher ages
probably does not give insight into the initially desired age to have children, but likely
represents an updated age. This age is possibly updated because men and women
already passed by their initial age, or because they realise that their initial age was not
realistic.

Finally, only about 50% of the individuals who were followed up with as long as
their desired time frame actually had a child at their desired time. This shows that
despite high desired ages of first birth of around 30 years old as expressed by young
individuals, almost half of men and women will not have a first child by this desired
age. Also, in our study we find that older men and women are less likely to have a child
at their desired time. This is likely an underestimation of the total effect of age, because
these older individuals probably have already postponed this desired age earlier in their
lives.

In conclusion, we find that the high ages at which people have children nowadays
are partly caused by desiring to have a child late, but also due to increases in this
desired age throughout the life course and by not meeting the desired age at first birth.
Further understanding of postponement is important in light of the major increases in
age at first birth seen in both developed and developing countries (Beaujouan and
Sobotka 2017; Bongaarts et al. 2017). Future research on factors that influence the
desired age of parenthood but also changes in this desired age and achieving or not
achieving these desires will provide more insights in the reasons for the high age at first
birth observed nowadays.
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