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LOW FERTILITY HAS been a central concern of demographers and policymak-
ers in Europe and East Asia over the past few decades, and a large literature
addresses the causes of postindustrial fertility decline and the possible rea-
sons for cross-national variation. Although all European and East Asian so-
cieties now have sub-replacement fertility, some countries have witnessed
a decline to much lower birth rates than others. A lingering puzzle is why
the two-child norm for fertility ideals persists, even in countries that experi-
enced an early decline to sub-replacement fertility (Sobotka and Beaujouan
2014).

Research on fertility ideals generally compares mean ideals with com-
pleted fertility, measured at the aggregate level as a country’s total fertil-
ity rate or as completed cohort fertility (Goldstein, Lutz, and Testa 2003;
Philipov and Bernardi 2011; Sobotka and Beaujouan 2014). The underly-
ing question motivating these studies is the extent to which ideal and com-
pleted fertility diverge—in short, why ideals are often unrealistically high.
This article contributes to an understanding of this puzzle by analyzing the
reasoning that highly educated young partnered individuals offer for their
fertility ideals and intentions and for the ideals/intentions gap, if it exists.
Fertility intentions lie in-between family size ideals and completed fertility,
reflecting constraints that people perceive in reaching their ideals (Bachrach
and Morgan 2013; Brinton 2016; Philipov and Bernardi 2011). Analysis of
individuals’ reasoning for their ideals/intentions gap can thus shed light on
the conditions they perceive as important for translating their aspirations
into action.

We focus on highly educated young adults in four strategically chosen
countries, two with very low fertility (Japan and Spain) and two with
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sub-replacement but higher fertility (the United States and Sweden).
Our goals are three-fold. First, we compare the prevalence of a gap
between interviewees’ family size ideals and intentions. Asking young
partnered individuals about the fertility ideals they hold for themselves
“anchors the respondent to his or her specific family situation” (Philipov
and Bernardi 2011: 500). Second, we compare interviewees’ reasoning
for fertility ideals versus intentions, thereby identifying the constraints
individuals perceive in translating their ideals into intentions. Third, given
the theorized importance of gender inequality in explaining variation
in fertility rates across the postindustrial world (Anderson and Kohler
2015; Esping-Andersen and Billari 2015; Goldscheider, Bernhardt, and
Lappegård 2015; McDonald 2000a, b; 2006), we investigate how country-
level gender inequality may generate a gap between women’s fertility
ideals and intentions. We also compare the reasoning of male and fe-
male interviewees. In these ways, we bring a gender perspective to bear
on the analysis of fertility intentions and their possible mismatch with
ideals.

Our methodological approach differs in significant ways from studies
that analyze survey responses from large nationally representative samples
in order to compare ideal or intended family size with completed fertility
(either at the individual or national level). We draw on more than 200
structured in-depth interviews with purposively selected samples of part-
nered young adults in four countries, querying interviewees about their
fertility ideals and intentions and eliciting their reasoning for both. A prin-
cipal strength of this approach is that we hear interviewees’ own articu-
lation of their reasoning. This opens a window into what they view as
desirable, what they view as possible, and why. Our approach is consistent
with several other demographers’ use of in-depth interviews (Bernardi,
Klärner, and von der Lippe 2008; Miller and Carlson 2016; Miller and
Sassler 2012; Randall and Koppenhaver 2004; White, Judd, and Poliandri
2012). A key strength of using in-depth interviews in demographic research
lies in the ability “to get closer to understanding ‘why’ people behave in cer-
tain ways and their own representations of their rationales” (Randall and
Koppenhaver 2004: 58).

As in all empirical studies, it is critical that the research design re-
flects underlying theoretical purposes. We selected independent samples
of men and women in an equivalent demographic group in each coun-
try: highly educated native-born individuals aged 24–35 in marriages or
stable cohabitations, all of whom belong to the country’s majority eth-
nic group and reside in large urban areas. Consistent with other quali-
tative research, we do not make claims about the representativeness of
our samples. Rather, our use of purposeful sampling is designed to gener-
ate equivalent groups of interviewees in each country to facilitate mean-
ingful cross-country comparisons. Our focus on the highly educated is
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motivated by two reasons, one theoretical and one empirical. McDonald’s
gender equity theory suggests that highly educated women are likely to
face the greatest opportunity costs and the most severe difficulties in bal-
ancing household and labor market responsibilities when gender inequal-
ity is high (McDonald 2013); this is postulated to lower their fertility. Our
research design is consistent with McDonald’s viewpoint that “it is likely
the gender equity theory can be tested more readily by examining the be-
haviour across countries of women with higher levels of human capital”
(2013: 981).1 In addition, an empirical motivation for focusing on the highly
educated is the prior finding that their fertility intentions are more predic-
tive of actual fertility than are the intentions of other groups (Toulemon and
Testa 2005).

Our research design offers several additional advantages. First, because
we sampled individuals who are in a stable heterosexual partnership and
are in their mid-twenties to mid-thirties, questions concerning ideal and
intended family size are highly relevant for them. In addition, in each soci-
ety we queried equivalent numbers of men and women. Attention to men’s
role in fertility decision-making has been underemphasized in fertility re-
search, even though studies report that men’s intentions have as great an
impact on couples’ subsequent childbearing as women’s (Schoen et al. 1999;
Thomson 1997).

Second, we carefully designed the interview questions and in our sub-
sequent analysis we strove to remain cognizant of the claims that can and
cannot be made from interview data. As prior studies have pointed out,
answers about abstract ideal family size are more likely to reflect societal
norms than answers about personal ideals (Goldstein, Lutz, and Testa 2003;
Sobotka and Beaujouan 2014). Accordingly, we asked interviewees about
fertility ideals for themselves. Also, by simultaneously asking interviewees
about their fertility ideals and intentions, we can analyze how they com-
pare these as distinct constructs. By eliciting their underlying reasoning,
we recorded their perceptions of the conditions they felt would facilitate or
hinder them in reaching their family size ideal.

Some qualitative sociologists argue that while interviews can re-
veal “what people think about situations and how they feel about them”
(Jerolmack and Khan 2014: 184), ethnography may be better for eluci-
dating the link between attitudes and actions/events. Other qualitative
sociologists assert that interview questions phrased in terms of “under
what conditions” an interviewee would engage in a certain behavior may
have greater predictive validity than questions that ask an interviewee to
estimate the likelihood of engaging in a behavior (DiMaggio 2014). Our
interview protocol is consistent with both of these views on what interview
questions can reveal.
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Fertility ideals and intentions

Ideals

The study of fertility ideals has a long history in demography (Blake 1974),
but demographers have recently shown that there is not necessarily a strong
relationship between ideal family size and fertility behavior (Bongaarts
2001; Goldstein, Lutz, and Testa 2003; Philipov and Bernardi 2011). Re-
search in Europe (Sobotka and Beaujouan 2014) and the US (Hagewen
and Morgan 2005) has demonstrated the persistence of a two-child fertil-
ity ideal, despite sub-replacement fertility levels in all postindustrial coun-
tries (Morgan and Taylor 2006; Wilson 2004). Sobotka and Beaujouan have
reported convergence to a two-child norm among women across a large
number of countries since the late 1970s, driven mainly by declining pro-
portions who say that the ideal number of children for a family is more than
two.

Sobotka and Beaujouan also evaluated two claims made by propo-
nents of the “low-fertility trap” (Lutz, Skirbekk, and Testa 2006): that ideal
family size is more likely to drop below two children in countries that were
forerunners in experiencing below-replacement fertility; and the lower a
country’s fertility level, the more probable that ideal family size is below
replacement. They did not find support for either assertion. Instead, they
concluded, “There appears to be no systematic relation between the early
spread of low fertility and recent ideal family size.” Even in countries with
completed cohort fertility below 1.6, “ideal family size remains very close to
the replacement threshold” (Sobotka and Beaujouan 2014: 406). The rea-
sons behind the divergence in fertility ideals and completed fertility levels in
Europe are not entirely clear. Moreover, little comparative research has in-
vestigated whether this divergence exists in other low-fertility regions such
as East Asia. Our article aims to address these issues.

Intentions

Recent demographic research has devoted considerable attention to fertility
intentions, which have been shown to have greater predictive power than
ideals. This predictive power is greater when the question is addressed to
partnered individuals (Schoen et al. 1999; Westoff and Ryder 1977) and
involves short-term intentions—for example, in the subsequent three years
(Liefbroer 2005; Miller and Pasta 1995; Philipov 2009; Quesnel-Vallée and
Morgan 2003). While most research has focused on women’s intentions,
some studies have also analyzed men’s (Puur et al. 2008; Thomson 1997;
Toulemon and Testa 2005).

Studies comparing fertility intentions and realized fertility at the in-
dividual level are rare, mainly because they require longitudinal data
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(Harknett and Hartnett 2014; Symeonidou 2000; Toulemon and Testa
2005). Régnier-Lollier and Vignoli (2011) found individuals’ expressed cer-
tainty of intentions to be important for fertility outcomes in France and
Italy. Moreover, among couples with positive fertility intentions, those in
France were more likely to experience a birth than those in Italy. Based
on this finding, the authors suggested the role of French social policies in
encouraging fertility.

Harknett and Hartnett (2014) compared women’s short-term (three-
year) fertility intentions to realized fertility using European Social Survey
data for 22 countries. Among women intending to have a birth within
three years, an average of 61 percent did so. This proportion was substan-
tially lower in Southern European countries, supporting claims of an “in-
hospitable childbearing environment” that includes low gender equity in
households (Harknett and Hartnett 2014: 271; Esping-Andersen, Arpino,
and Baizán 2013; McDonald 2000a). The authors also found intentions to
be more closely related to fertility outcomes for mothers than for childless
women.

Brinton (2016) posited that individuals in very-low-fertility European
countries place greater weight than those in low-fertility countries on the
conditions necessary for fulfilling the intention to have a child in the next
three years. She contrasted four very-low-fertility countries (Austria, Ger-
many, Hungary, and Italy) with three countries withmoremoderate fertility
(Belgium, France, and Norway), using the Gender and Generations Survey
(GGS) question: “How much would the decision on whether to have or
not to have a/nother child during the next 3 years depend on the follow-
ing?” This GGS question was followed by a list of seven conditions for which
respondents indicated level of importance. Almost without exception, re-
spondents in the four countries with very low fertility rates reported feeling
greater constraints related to all seven conditions compared to respondents
in the other three countries.

Explaining unmet fertility goals: The role of
gender inequality

The gap between ideals or intentions and completed fertility is often con-
ceptualized as the “unmet demand” for children (Bongaarts 2002; Chesnais
2000; Harknett and Hartnett 2014). Gender inequality has received con-
siderable attention as an explanation (Esping-Andersen and Billari 2015;
Goldscheider, Bernhardt, and Lappegård 2015; McDonald 2000a, b). As
the opportunity costs of focusing on the home have risen with women’s
increased education and labor market opportunities, women’s ability to
simultaneously manage employment and domestic life has become a
more important factor. But most households have not adjusted to the
revolution in women’s lives by substantially rebalancing household work



6 POST INDUSTR IAL FERT I L I T Y IDEALS, INTENT IONS, AND GENDER INEQUAL I TY

between men and women; while men’s participation in housework and
childrearing has increased in many countries, it has not matched the
increase in women’s employment hours (Bianchi et al. 2000; Lachance-
Grzela and Bouchard 2010). The “second shift” discussed in Hochschild’s
classic work (1989) has thus been suggested by many social demogra-
phers as a possible reason for very low fertility. In particular, McDonald’s
gender equity theory postulates that in very-low-fertility countries, fer-
tility aspirations are likely to remain unfulfilled due to a high level of
gender inequality that is not adequately addressed by social policy or
by more symmetrical gender roles at home. This draws attention to
how gender relations may generate a gap between fertility ideals and
intentions.

Micro-level empirical research on the relationship between gender in-
equality and fertility in specific countries has focused especially on how the
intended or actual transition to second birth is affected by individual-level
factors such as husbands’ and/or wives’ gender-role ideology, husbands’
share of housework, wives’ labor force participation, and husbands’ and
wives’ employment type (Adserà 2011; Brodmann, Esping-Andersen,
and Güell 2007; Cooke 2004, 2008; Klesment et al. 2014; Mencarini and
Tanturri 2004; Mills et al. 2008; Nagase and Brinton 2017; Oláh 2003;
Puur et al. 2008; Torr and Short 2004). Couples who experience a higher
degree of gender inequality in the household are predicted to have a
lower probability of progressing to a second birth. Studies have found
mixed support for this expectation. This may be because the influence
of the macro-level normative, institutional, and policy context of gen-
der relations on micro-level dynamics is not consistently articulated in
these studies, despite McDonald’s theoretical emphasis on the macro-level
context. Macro-level theoretical and empirical work, on the other hand,
has focused on how the interplay between gender-role ideology and the
institutions that either encourage or deter greater role-sharing between the
sexes affects a country’s birth rate (Brinton and Lee 2016; Esping-Andersen
and Billari 2015; Esping-Andersen, Arpino, and Baizán 2013; Goldscheider,
Bernhardt, and Lappegård 2015; Mills 2010).

Our empirical examination of fertility ideals and intentions in four
societies—two with very low fertility and two with slightly more moder-
ate fertility—aims to bring the macro-level gender context into the anal-
ysis of fertility ideals and intentions and the gap between them. In par-
ticular, we examine whether individuals’ reasoning for fertility intentions
is more reflective of issues regarding women’s labor force participation
and work/family conflict in very-low-fertility than in low-fertility soci-
eties, as gender equity theory would suggest. We are particularly attuned
to how couples’ own economic arrangement and women’s employment
shape the reasoning men and women in each country offer for their fertility
intentions.
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Four country contexts: Japan, Spain, the US,
and Sweden

Figure 1 shows the total fertility rate for each of our target countries over
the period 1960–2012.2 Japan’s fertility decline began in the late 1960s and
has been gradual compared to the rapid decline in Spain, which commenced
a decade later. The two countries’ patterns contrast with fluctuations in the
US and Sweden that resulted in fertility rates closer to replacement level by
2012, the year we conducted our interviews.

Table 1 summarizes key characteristics of each country with respect
to gender inequality and attitudes, work hours and economic conditions,
and family policies and expenditures. Japan is by far the most gender-
inegalitarian, ranking 101 out of the 135 countries included in the World
Economic Forum’s report on gender inequality (World Economic Forum
2017). The other three countries rank successively higher (with Spain at
26, the US at 22, and Sweden at 4). The gender wage gap among full-time
employees follows a similar pattern, except that Spain exhibits an unusu-
ally narrow gap. (Olivetti and Petrongolo [2008] suggest that this can be
attributed to a high degree of selectivity for women into the Spanish labor
market.) An additional indicator of women’s labor market position relative
to men’s is the share of all prime-age part-time employees who are female.

FIGURE 1 Total fertility rate in Japan, Spain, United States, and Sweden:
1960–2012

SOURCE: Human Fertility Database.
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TABLE 1 Four country-level contexts for fertility: Japan, Spain,
United States, and Sweden

Japan Spain US Sweden

Gender inequality and attitudes
Country ranking (1–135) on Gender Gap
Index (GGI) [1]

101 26 22 4

Median gender wage gap for full-time
employees (median female
wages/median male wages)a

73.5 91.3 80.9 84.9

Percent of all employees aged 25–54
working part-time who are female

83.5 80.3 75.2 69.0

Percent disagreeing with the statement:
“On the whole, men make better
business executives than women do”
[2]

42.7 81.7 86.6 89.7

Percent disagreeing with the statement:
“Being a housewife is just as fulfilling
as working for pay” [2]

7.5 45.1 24.2 48.4

Work hours and economic conditions
Percent of male employees working more
than 50 hours per week, 2013 [3]

38.8 8.9 15.5 1.9

Unemployment rate, men and women
aged 25–34 b

5.4 27.6 8.4 8.0

Family policies and expenditures
Percent of children aged 0–2 enrolled in
formal childcare and pre-school, 2010

25.9 37.9 25.8 46.7

Childcare leave (in weeks) with partial or
full wage replacement

52 0 0 52

Public expenditure on families as percent
of GDP

1.7 1.5 1.2 3.6

aThe gender wage gap is unadjusted and is defined as the ratio of the median earnings of women divided by the
median earnings of men. Data refer to full-time employees and the self-employed. For explanation of Spain’s
low gender wage gap, see text and Olivetti and Petrongolo (2008).
bMale and female unemployment rates for this age group are very similar; we report the total unemployment
rate.
SOURCE: All data except as otherwise indicated are for 2011 or 2012 and are from the 2013 OECD database
http://stats.oecd.org/. [1] World Economic Forum. The GGI is a composite measure of gender inequality based
on economic participation, educational attainment, health and survival, and political empowerment. [2] World
Values Survey (WVS), Wave 6. [3] OECD Social Protection and Well-Being, 2013: Better Life Index table.

Here again, Japan has the highest proportion, followed by Spain, the US,
and Sweden.

To measure the strength of gender essentialism (the belief that men
and women are suited to different tasks and social roles), we rely on two
attitude questions from the World Values Survey: disagreement with the
statement that “On the whole, men make better business executives than
women do” and with the statement that “Being a housewife is just as fulfill-
ing as working for pay.” On the former question, Japan is once again an out-
lier, with a much lower fraction of people (42.7 percent) disagreeing than in
the other three countries (with more than 80 percent disagreement). Dis-
agreement with the statement about women’s fulfillment as housewives is
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greater in the two European countries than in the US, and is much lower in
Japan. Thus, while Japan’s position as the most gender-essentialist regime
among the four countries is consistent, ambivalence in the US over whether
women can be fulfilled as housewives suggests heterogeneity in Americans’
attitudes toward married women’s work.

In short, despite the fact that Japan and Spain have much lower fertil-
ity rates than the US and Sweden, the former two countries differ sharply
with each other in the degree of gender inequality and the extent of gender-
essentialist attitudes. Spain has undergone rapid liberalization in gender-
role attitudes over the past two decades (Arpino, Esping-Andersen, and
Pessin 2015; Esping-Andersen, Arpino, and Baizán 2013), and as our qual-
itative interview data suggest, highly educated Spanish men’s and women’s
assumption that men will be the sole breadwinners in the family now ap-
pears to be quite weak.

In terms of work hours and economic conditions, Japan stands apart
in that nearly 40 percent of male employees work over 50 hours per week,
a far higher percentage than in the other three countries. This renders
work/family balance for Japanese men very difficult, consistent with what
research has shown (Nagase and Brinton 2017; Takahashi et al. 2014; Tsuya
et al. 2013). Men’s long work hours indirectly exert a strong impact on
wives; studies consistently find that married Japanese women do an aver-
age of 80 percent of the housework and childcare (Fuwa 2004; Nagase and
Brinton 2017; Tsuya and Bumpass 2004). In terms of the economy, Spain
is distinct from the other three countries in its level of economic insecurity.
Spain’s unemployment rate (27.6 percent for people aged 25–34 in 2012)
is five times higher than Japan’s and more than three times higher than in
the US or Sweden.

Turning to family policies, at least one-quarter of very young children
are in formal childcare or pre-school in all four countries, with this figure
approaching 50 percent in Sweden. Japan and Sweden offer a substantial
number of weeks of paid childcare leave, but Spain offers only unpaid child-
care leave (although paid maternity leave) and the US has no mandated
paid childcare leave. Public spending on families as a percentage of GDP is
highest in Sweden.

To summarize, Japan is marked by large distinctions between the
working conditions of men and women, a high gender wage gap, and strong
beliefs about gender essentialism compared to the other three countries.
It has a system of childcare leave with partial wage replacement, compar-
ing favorably to the situation in Spain and the US. Spain has high unem-
ployment rates for both men and women, but gender-role beliefs are quite
egalitarian and are similar to those in the US. The US has low unemploy-
ment but, like Spain, poor structural conditions in terms of parental leave
and public expenditures on families. Sweden has a high degree of gender
equality and generous benefits for families.
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These features of the four countries are critical elements of the context
inwhich young partnered adults form their fertility intentions. Japan clearly
has the greatest gender inequality, Sweden the least. Spain does not neces-
sarily fit the dominant characterization of very-low-fertility societies in the
gender equity literature, as Spanish gender-role beliefs are more egalitarian
than would be predicted (although structural conditions make work/family
balance difficult). The US is also a mixed case, with gender-role beliefs that
are clearly not gender essentialist but nevertheless prioritize mothers’ care
of children, and with no paid family leave system.

We turn now to our interview data to explore the correspondence be-
tween the fertility ideals and intentions of highly educated young adults in
each of these countries and the underlying reasoning individuals offer.

Data and methods

Our data consist of over 200 in-depth interviews with highly educated, ur-
ban, native-born adults aged 24–35 years who are in stable heterosexual
partnerships (marriages or long-term cohabitations) with no children or
at most one child. We define higher education as the completion of post-
secondary education (either a vocational or university degree). We chose
the age range 24–35 years to capture the life-cycle stage when fertility
planning is highly salient. Our research design represents a departure from
the individual case-based (person-centered) methodology implicit in survey
data analysis, where the effects of individual- and contextual-level charac-
teristics on individual intentions and behaviors in one or a small number of
countries are assessed in a multiple regression framework. Instead, we ask
interviewees in countries in each of four distinct cultural settings (North-
ern Europe, North America, Southern Europe, and East Asia) about their
fertility ideals and intentions and follow each question with an open-ended
prompt to elicit individuals’ reasoning for their answers. This approach gen-
erates responses that reflect interviewees’ location within the context of
couplehood andwithin the larger social, cultural, economic, and policy con-
text.

We conducted approximately 50 structured in-depth interviews in
each country in 2012, resulting in 207 interviews in total. Each country
sample is stratified by sex (equally distributed) and life-course stage (indi-
viduals in a union and childless, and individuals in a union with one child).
In all four countries, male and female samples were collected separately,
and none of the interviewees are in unions with each other. While we did
not specify an age range for the first child, nearly all are under five years
old. We measured union status based on the prevailing patterns in each
country. For Spain and Sweden, we considered both cohabitors and mar-
ried individuals to be eligible for the sample, given that stable long-term co-
habitation is prevalent in both countries and childbearing is not necessarily
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dependent on marriage (Dominguez-Folgueras and Castro-Martin 2013;
Oláh and Bernhardt 2008). In our sampling of cohabitants, we included
only those who defined their partnership as stable. The vast majority of
these interviewees have been in their current cohabitation for at least two
years.

Among highly educated young people in the US, serial cohabitation is
common and cohabitation is generally viewed as a trial stage before decid-
ing to marry (Sassler and Miller 2011). Childbearing during cohabitation
is quite rare among highly educated young Americans (Wilcox, Wolfin-
ger, and Stokes 2015). Cohabitation has gradually increased in Japan but
remains much less common than in most Western countries, and non-
marital childbearing accounts for less than 5 percent of all Japanese births
(Hertog 2009; Rindfuss et al. 2004). For these reasons, stable partnership
status was defined as marriage for the purposes of sampling in Japan and
the US.

Interviewees were recruited through an indirect snowball sampling
procedure using independently selected initial contacts (White, Judd, and
Poliandri 2012), each of whom could refer up to two potential interviewees.
Snowball sampling is an effective method for recruiting respondents for in-
depth interviews when the research design calls for a homogeneous sample
of people with similar characteristics, as ours does (Coast, Mondain, and
Rossier 2009). It does, however, put the burden on the researcher to check
for obvious sources of bias. Accordingly, we conducted a number of checks
to assess whether our samples are skewed in any way.

First, we used quantitatively coded responses to ten World Values Sur-
vey (WVS) questions in the interview to perform cluster analysis (using
both single- and median-link methods) to test for potential clusters in each
country sample. The absence of a hierarchical structure in any of the sam-
ples indicated that individuals did not cluster into distinct groups. Second,
we compared mean fertility ideals and intentions between each country
sample and a sample we constructed from nationally representative data
for that country after controlling for as many of the relevant demographic
characteristics as possible (age, sex, education, union status, urban resi-
dence, etc.). These comparisons reassured us that the fertility ideals and
intentions of individuals in our data set are generally in line with country-
level data.3 We also compared attitudes on the WVS questions we embed-
ded in the interview protocol to results from nationally representative data.
Finally, we compared the economic arrangement of couples with the eco-
nomic arrangement of partnered adults in the same demographic group in
each country.

While these comparisons of our interviewees with nationally repre-
sentative samples in each country suggest that our data are not skewed
in any identifiable way, it is nevertheless important to remember that
the goal of qualitative demography is not to draw population-level
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inferences from relatively small samples. Rather, the strength of qualitative
in-depth interviews in demography lies in the greater leverage they pro-
vide for understanding “perceptions, processes, constraints, dilemmas and
uncertainties,” all of which are more difficult to grasp using survey research
methods (Coast, Mondain, and Rossier 2009: 9).

Interview protocol and procedures

The interview covered five principal topics: characteristics of the intervie-
wee’s and partner’s current (or most recent) job and workplace, fertility
ideals and intentions, household and childcare division of labor (actual and
anticipated), gender-role attitudes and ideology, and knowledge and atti-
tudes concerning work/family policies. This article draws mainly on three
sets of questions: 1) “How many children in total would you ideally like to
have? Why?” (fertility ideals and reasoning); 2) “How many do you think
you will actually have? Why?” (fertility intentions and reasoning); and 3)
“If there is a discrepancy between your ideal number and what you think
will happen, could you explain the reason?” (perceived conditions or obsta-
cles). By simultaneously asking about individuals’ ideal and intended num-
ber of children and their reasoning for both, we are able to capture their
thinking about these dimensions of fertility plans at one point in time. Be-
cause all interviewees are currently in heterosexual unions and are either
married or in a cohabitation they define as stable and long-term, intentions
are expressed in the context of the couple. An additional question asked
about the interviewee’s life goals for the next three years, followed by a
question about any obstacles or conditions he or she perceived in reaching
those goals. These questions naturally elicited interviewees’ further reflec-
tions on fertility plans.

The interview protocol was written in English and translated into
Japanese, Spanish, and Swedish by a native speaker of each language. We
back-translated questions to check for accuracy. We also inserted identical
interviewer prompts in each country’s interview protocol. After conducting
pilot interviews in each country, we finalized the protocol through exten-
sive discussions among research team members.

Face-to-face interviews were conducted by a small number of native
speakers in each country whom we trained for the project. All were highly
educated and in a similar age range as the interviewees. Interviews were
carried out in individuals’ homes or workplaces or in public spaces such as
cafés or restaurants, with no other family or household members present.
Interviews typically lasted between 40 and 90 minutes. All interviews were
voice-recorded with the consent of the interviewee and were later tran-
scribed by a native speaker. Interviewees also filled out a socio-demographic
background sheet and current personal and household income information.
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Coding and analysis

We constructed structural codes to demarcate sections of the interview.
After coding the numeric answers for fertility ideals and intentions, we
inductively coded the reasons interviewees offered for their ideals, inten-
tions, and the ideals/intentions gap (if any). Coding was done using the
qualitative software packages Dedoose and Nvivo. We also wrote detailed
memos during the coding process. The richness of our data with regard
to many aspects of individuals’ circumstances, such as their employment
situation, their views on the “best” work/family arrangement for raising
small children, their current and desired household division of labor and
childcare, and their expectations of their partner, allowed us to situate in-
dividuals’ fertility reasoning within the couple context.

Findings

Fertility ideals and intentions

While our central focus is on the reasoning individuals offer, we first look
briefly at the magnitude of ideals and intentions and the prevalence of an
ideals/intentions gap among interviewees in each country.

Fertility ideals in all of the country samples center on two children,
consistent with the two-child norm reported by Sobotka and Beaujouan
(2014). To examine intentions, we grouped interviewees into: 1) those who
reported wanting less than two children (“0 or 1,” “1,” or “1 or 2”; no in-
terviewees indicated they definitely intended to have no children); and 2)
those whose intention is two or more children. While we emphasize cau-
tion in interpretation due to the small sample sizes of our in-depth inter-
view study, we take the opportunity to explore differences in intentions by
sex and parity of interviewees. While some studies have analyzed fertility
intentions across different life-course stages and parities, few have com-
pared men’s and women’s intentions. An exception is Liefbroer (2009). Us-
ing panel data from the Netherlands, Liefbroer found that men’s fertility
intentions are slightly lower than women’s, a difference that disappeared
once he restricted the comparison to married individuals. He also found fer-
tility intentions to be significantly higher for individuals in their early 30s
with one child rather than no children, controlling for sex, marital status,
education, and working hours. Consistent with this, Harknett and Hartnett
(2014) found that controlling for women’s age, those with children were
more likely than those without children to state the definite intention to
have a child in the next three years.

Figure 2 shows the pattern of fertility intentions for each of our coun-
try samples and, within each sample, the patterns by sex and parity. Given
Japan’s and Spain’s very low total fertility rates, we could expect more
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FIGURE 2 Proportion of interviewees with intentions for two or more
vs. less than two children: Japan, Spain, United States, and Sweden

NOTE: Seven interviewees did not express intentions and are therefore excluded from these figures.
SOURCE: Project interviews
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FIGURE 3 Number of interviewees with or without a fertility ideals/
intentions gap, by sex: Japan, Spain, United States, and Sweden

NOTE: Seven interviewees did not express intentions and five did not express ideals; they are therefore
excluded from this figure.
SOURCE: Project interviews

interviewees in these countries than in the US and Sweden to have fer-
tility intentions below two children. This is true for the Japanese sample
but not for the Spanish (Panel A). Panel B shows the pattern by intervie-
wee sex. In all four countries, more men than women express the intention
to have less than two children. Finally, Panel C shows the pattern by inter-
viewee parity. Here too we see a consistent pattern across the countries:
interviewees with one child are less likely to express the intention to stop
at one child. This mirrors the findings of Liefbroer (2009) and Harknett and
Hartnett (2014).

Figure 3 shows the proportion of male and female interviewees in each
country with a fertility ideals/intentions gap. We define a gap as a higher
ideal than intended number of children, suggesting unmet fertility goals.4

We would expect the number of interviewees with such a gap to be larger
in the two very-low-fertility countries than in the US and Sweden. Our
interviewees’ reports only partially support this expectation. More than half
of Japanese and Spanish interviewees express a gap, but this is also the
case in the US. There is less evidence of an unmet fertility demand among
Swedish interviewees.

Exploration of gender patterns in interviewees’ ideals/intentions gap
shows that more women than men in Spain, the US, and Sweden express a
gap, but not so in Japan. Japanese female interviewees have particularly
low ideals compared to those in the other three countries (not shown),
and this combination of low ideals and low intentions translates into fewer
of them expressing a gap. Furthermore, Japanese male interviewees stand
out (Figure 2, Panel B) as being the most likely among all the groups
to have sub-replacement fertility intentions. Spanish interviewees tend to
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have both higher ideals and higher intentions than the Japanese. Compari-
son of nationally representative data on fertility intentions in the two coun-
tries is consistent with our sample data (for Japan, see National Survey on
Family and Economic Conditions; for Spain, Fertility and Values Survey).
Reflecting this, it was common for Spanish interviewees to say “two will be
okay” in response to the fertility intentions question, indicating that they
would be content with two children even if they preferred three. A much
more common expression among Japanese interviewees was “I think we
will manage to have two,” implying that two children was their upper limit.
In fact, 15 Spanish interviewees expressed an intention to have more than
two children (2–3, 3, or 3+), while this was the case for only four Japanese
interviewees.

To summarize, our exploration of interviewees’ fertility ideals, inten-
tions, and the ideals/intentions gap is consistent with much of the survey-
based literature but also yields some surprises. As in quantitative research,
interviewees’ fertility ideals in all four countries center on two children.
Fewer interviewees overall in the US and Sweden have an ideals/intentions
gap. But we did not expect to find that American and Swedish female
interviewees would be as likely to voice an ideals/intentions gap as fe-
male interviewees in the two very-low-fertility societies, Japan and Spain
(Figure 3). On the face of it, this finding seems inconsistent with gender eq-
uity theory, unless American and Swedish women have unusually high fer-
tility ideals (which is not the case in our samples). And female interviewees
in Japan, the most gender-unequal society in our research, are the least
likely among women in the four countries to express an ideals/intentions
gap, partly due to the fact that they hold particularly low ideals to begin
with.

We turn now to our central focus: comparing how interviewees in the
four countries explain the reasoning behind their ideals, intentions, and the
gap. We first briefly examine the similarities and differences in patterns of
reasoning across the four settings. We then consider whether discussions
of work/family conflict and gender inequality are more evident in intervie-
wees’ reasoning in the very-low-fertility societies, which we would expect
based on gender equity theory.

Reasoning for ideals and intentions: Country
similarities and differences

We find broad consistency in interviewees’ explanations of their fertil-
ity ideals, both across country samples and across male and female in-
terviewees. The most common reason interviewees gave for their ideals
was the desire to replicate their own or their partner’s natal family ex-
perience. However, among interviewees who were only children, the de-
sire to have two children often surfaced. This was accompanied by their
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descriptions of the two-child ideal as “normal” or “standard,” correspond-
ing to many demographers’ interpretation of the two-child ideal as a social
norm. Another frequently mentioned reason for wanting more than one
child was the belief that an only child would be lonely. A third type of rea-
soning for ideal family size was the preference for a certain gender combi-
nation. In most cases this reflected the desire to have a boy and a girl, in
line with findings from quantitative research (e.g., Andersson et al. 2006).

There were also many common themes in the reasoning expressed by
interviewees across the four countries when they discussed circumstances
and constraints underlying their fertility intentions. Financial considera-
tions were dominant in every country, despite the fact that all of our in-
terviewees are highly educated and the large majority have middle- or
upper-middle-class incomes for their age group (except in Spain, where
close to 40 percent of our interviewees are either unemployed or have
an unemployed partner). Interviewees’ concern with the cost of raising
children is consistent with the findings of other studies (Schoen et al.
1997; Werding 2014) and with demographers’ emphasis on parents’ in-
terest in child quality (Becker and Lewis 1973; Easterlin 1976). In Spain
and Sweden, financial concerns were generally expressed in terms of
the importance of securing a stable job. This mirrors research on the
two countries that mentions the norm of achieving a stable income be-
fore having children (Ahn and Mira 2001; Andersson 2002). In Swe-
den, wage replacement during parental leave is currently set at 80 per-
cent, but only permanent workers are guaranteed the right to return to
the same or a similar job (Oláh and Bernhardt 2008). This factor consti-
tutes a strong incentive to secure a stable, well-paying job before having a
child.

Housing (Kulu and Vikat 2007; Vignoli, Rinesi, and Mussino 2013),
education (De la Croix and Doepke 2004), and childcare costs are all men-
tioned in the fertility literature, and we found some country patterning
with regard to the prevalence of these themes. On balance, the mix of spe-
cific child-associated costs raised by interviewees was not unexpected given
country-level conditions. For instance, educational costs were raised exclu-
sively by Japanese and American interviewees. This is not surprising, given
that in Spain and Sweden free primary and secondary education is guar-
anteed and college education is very affordable. The cost of childcare was
voiced as one of the main worries by Japanese, Spanish, and American in-
terviewees in relation to plans for a second child, especially if they antic-
ipated that both members of the couple would be in the labor force. The
absence of this concern among Swedish interviewees likely reflects the fact
that Sweden offers high-quality state-subsidized childcare and paid child-
care leave (Oláh and Bernhardt 2008), whereas the US and Spain lack such
policies. Many Japanese interviewees expressed worry over the long wait-
ing lists in urban areas for public childcare, anticipating that this mightmake
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it necessary to pay a substantial amount for private childcare or to rely on
grandparents.

Fertility intentions and the ideals/intentions gap:
The role of gender inequality

What is the role of gender inequality and work/family conflict in shaping
interviewees’ reasoning for fertility intentions in the two very-low-fertility
countries and the two low-fertility ones? Our most general observation is
that gender inequality concerns per se were barely evident in the reasoning
offered by male and female interviewees in any of the countries. This led
us to dig deeper into why this is the case and to examine whether and
how gender relations are reflected in interviewees’ discourse. As the most
gender-unequal society among our four countries, Japan is a particularly
important case to examine.

Notably, virtually no Japanese female interviewees mentioned heavy
housework or childcare responsibilities as limiting their fertility intentions.
Yet almost all of them reported elsewhere in the interview that they did a
very large share of household work (about 80 percent on average), consis-
tent with quantitative research on the household division of labor in Japan
(Brinton 2017; Nagase and Brinton 2017; Tsuya and Bumpass 2004). To un-
derstand the role of gender relations in shaping Japanese fertility intentions,
we lookedmore closely at the economic arrangement of couples; this proved
helpful in understanding gendered concerns in the other three countries as
well.

Table 2 shows that among Japanese female interviewees, fewer were
working full-time and more were working part-time at the time of the

TABLE 2 Couples’ employment status: Japan, Spain, United States, and
Sweden

Japan Spain US Sweden

Dual-earner couple (both partners working) 45 36 47 42
Both employed full-time 20 29 41 30
Both employed part-time 0 1 0 4
Male works part-time 1 3 1 2
Female works part-time 24 3 5 6

Dual-earner couple (unemployed female)a 0 11 4 2
Dual-earner couple (unemployed male) 0 5 0 2
Single-earner couple (employed male) 6 0 2 1
Single-earner couple (employed female) 0 0 0 0
Both partners unemployed 0 1 0 0
Unknown employment status for one partner 0 0 0 3
Number of interviews 51 53 53 50
aEven in the case of unemployment, a couple is considered to be dual-earner if the interviewee explains that
the unemployed partner is typically in the labor force.
SOURCE: Project interviews.
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interview than in the other countries. While not shown here, more
Japanese interviewees (of both sexes) in full-time dual-earner couples
had sub-replacement fertility intentions (under two children) than other
Japanese interviewees. Among the male interviewees in such couples,
many stressed that their own long work hours prevent them from con-
tributing to housework and childcare. As some men put it, “it [housework
and childcare] all falls on her.” These men generally held more gender-
egalitarian attitudes than the Japanese men in our sample whose wives
worked part-time or had left the labor market. Some of the Japanese men in
full-time dual-earner couples mentioned that they wanted to be supportive
of their wife’s desire to work, saying that she enjoyed developing a career
and they did not expect her to be a stay-at-home wife. But the possible pos-
itive effect on fertility intentions of these men’s more egalitarian attitudes
was generally negated by the impact of their long work hours on reducing
their household labor share (see Nagase and Brinton 2017 for a quantitative
analysis). Similarly, Japanese women who expressed their commitment to
full-time work often had higher fertility ideals than intentions, saying that
they simply would not be able to “have it all.” This reflected their perception
of the likely impossibility of combining full-time employment and childrea-
ring, especially for more than one child.

In sum, instead of explicitly questioning the highly gender-unequal
household division of labor or citing it as a reason for lower fertility inten-
tions, nearly all Japanese female interviewees took gender specialization in
the household as a given. This tended to translate into lower fertility inten-
tions in couples where the wife worked full-time. The remaining majority
of Japanese women were adapting their employment situation to their fer-
tility intentions, either leaving the labor force or cutting back to part-time
employment. Nevertheless, these women’s intention to work less or not at
all often exacerbated the couple’s concern with the cost of raising children,
given that they would be relying only on men’s income. Thus, despite the
anticipation of having more time for childrearing, women’s fertility inten-
tionswere low. This analysis of the interplay betweenwomen’s employment
and fertility intentions illustrates the dynamics behind the higher propor-
tion of interviewees in Japan than in the other countries who expressed
sub-replacement fertility intentions (Figure 2, Panel A).

Our analysis of the interviews suggests that gender considerations in
Spain, the other very-low-fertility country in our study, take quite a dif-
ferent form. While many Spanish interviewees with low fertility intentions
discussed women’s employment, they framed it in a distinctly different way
than the Japanese interviewees. Most Spanish interviewees expressed the
belief that women as well as men should invest in their careers and strive to
accumulate job experience in order to avoid future unemployment and eco-
nomic instability. Spanish interviewees stressed that both partners would
need to be employed in order to provide economic support for the family.
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While self-fulfillment throughworkwasmentioned by a number of Spanish
women, this was in addition to—not in place of—the economic responsi-
bility they felt toward the household.

Table 2 shows that more Spanish than Japanese interviewees are in
couples where both partners work full-time.Moreover, the employment sit-
uation for the remainder of interviewees is quite different in the two coun-
try samples. While all wives in our Japanese sample who are not full-time
workers are either in part-time work or are non-employed, more Spanish
female interviewees are unemployed than working part-time. None of the
women in the Spanish sample are stay-at-home partners, nor did any ex-
press the desire not to be in the labor force over the long term (in contrast
to some Japanese females). Similarly, all of the Japanese men in our sam-
ple work full-time, whereas the Spanish sample includes men who work
part-time or are unemployed.

The interpretations offered by our Spanish interviewees for their fer-
tility intentions and the ideals/intentions gap, together with their actual
employment situation as shown in Table 2, illustrate the high level of la-
bor market uncertainty in Spain. Characteristics of our Spanish sample are
consistent with quantitative data showing that economic insecurity is a ma-
jor phenomenon even among highly educated young adults (OECD 2017).
For most young couples in Spain, the idea that women will not work once
they become mothers is not realistic, nor is it considered desirable. In con-
trast, our Japanese interviews reflect the fact that highly educated men and
women in that country are well-positioned in the labor market and have
a much lower risk of unemployment or precarious employment than their
Spanish counterparts.5 The effect of labor market conditions on the fertility
goals of highly educated Japanese interviewees asserts itself instead through
long working hours (as shown in Table 1), which limit men’s availability for
housework and childcare and pose an either/or decision between employ-
ment and childbearing for manymarried women (Schoppa 2006; Takahashi
et al. 2014).

Coupled with the rapid changes in gender-role ideology in Spain dis-
cussed earlier, the Spanish economic context pushes couples strongly to-
ward a dual-earner–dual-carer model. We suspect that the embrace of this
model is one reason for the higher fertility intentions of our Spanish than
Japanese interviewees. Another line of reasoning that we heard from some
Spanish males but no Japanese males was that the couple might consider
havingmore children if he commitsmore time to household labor and child-
care. Some Spanish female interviewees indeed express their desire for this
outcome, in contrast to Japanese female interviewees’ implicit acceptance
of a highly skewed household division of labor.

Turning to the US and Sweden, gender equity theory would suggest
that fertility intentions will more closelymatch ideals, especially for women.
In cases where they do not, we expect that interviewees would not express
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gender inequality considerations to the same extent as in very-low-fertility
societies. Our analysis of the interviews in these two countries reveals some
unexpected insights into this.

As Table 1 showed, gender-role attitudes measured for nationally rep-
resentative samples in the WVS suggest that Americans feel more ambiva-
lence on average toward married women’s employment than Spanish or
Swedish respondents. In our own data, most American male and female
interviewees state their assumption that women will be the primary care-
givers. Many American female interviewees say they do not expect their
husbands to share childrearing equally or to adapt their employment to par-
enthood. Interviewees stressed that high-quality childcare is difficult to find
and, when available, very costly. This leads some of the American women in
full-time dual-earner couples (Table 2) to anticipate leaving the labor force
to become stay-at-home mothers for at least some period of time. Among
women who plan to continue working full-time, many expressed worry
about potential work/family conflict and the risk of incurring a motherhood
wage penalty (Budig and Hodges 2010; Budig,Misra, and Boeckmann 2015;
Waldfogel 1997).

While the work/family dilemma is not as stark as for Japanese women,
American female interviewees expressed their anxiety over it to a much
greater extent than Japanese female interviewees. Our findings from the
US sample echo the discussion in the American gender inequality literature
of a stalled revolution in gender roles (England 2010). The work/family
conflict expressed by American female interviewees is consistent with the
emphasis of gender equity theory not only on the importance of gen-
der egalitarianism in the household division of labor but also on the sup-
port of social institutions and policies for combining work and family
(McDonald 2000a, 2006, 2013). The lack of such institutional support
for American dual-earner families is reflected in interviewees’ (especially
women’s) perceptions of how difficult and expensive the work/family bal-
ancing act is likely to be.

Sweden is the case where gender equity theory would predict the least
discussion by interviewees about work/family conflict. Our interviewees’
employment situations (shown in Table 2) are consistent with the com-
mon image of Sweden as having a predominance of dual-earner couples.
Swedish social norms prescribe that both men and women should engage
in paid employment (Oláh and Bernhardt 2008), and many of the Swedish
interviewees mentioned that neither they nor their partners could imagine
staying home. Similar to Spanish interviewees’ reasoning, Swedish intervie-
wees often raised concerns about not having a stable full-time job, although
in Sweden this was mentioned by many more women than men (in con-
trast with concern among both sexes in Spain). As mentioned earlier, this
may reflect Sweden’s generous parental leave scheme, which provides an
incentive for women to secure a well-paying job before becoming pregnant.
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As we mentioned earlier, job security after leave (i.e., the right to return to
the same or an equivalent job with the same employer) is guaranteed only
for workers with a permanent contract.

The majority of Swedish male interviewees had permanent job con-
tracts, and the rest were either self-employed or in a temporary contract
but working full-time. In contrast, fewer than half of Swedish female inter-
viewees were in jobs with a permanent contract; almost as many had tem-
porary contracts, and the remainder were self-employed or unemployed. A
number of Swedish female interviewees also expressed worries about the
negative attitude some employers have toward women with care respon-
sibilities, and voiced fears of becoming caught in the “part-time [employ-
ment] trap.” Some also voiced concern over whether it would take so long
to acquire a stable job that they would “run out of time” to become preg-
nant.

Discussion and implications

Demographers have established that the two-child fertility ideal persists
even in postindustrial countries where total fertility has fallen well below
population-replacement level. Drawing on over 200 structured in-depth in-
terviews with purposive samples of highly educated young partnered adults
in two societies with very low fertility (Japan and Spain) and twowithmore
moderate fertility (the US and Sweden), we examine the reasoning indi-
viduals offer for the gap between their fertility ideals and intentions. Our
endeavor differs from survey-based research, as we elicit individuals’ own
perceptions about what they feel is facilitating or hindering the fulfillment
of their near-term fertility goals.

Gender equity theory posits that very-low-fertility countries are char-
acterized by a relative lack of support for women’s dual roles in the house-
hold and labor market. Our qualitative interviews allow us to examine the
expectation that highly educated women in such societies will have par-
ticularly low fertility intentions and will be likely to explain these inten-
tions with reference to the lack of social policy and household support for
work/family balance.

Japan and Sweden, when viewed at the macro level, would seem to
be textbook cases for gender equity theory. On the one hand, Japan is char-
acterized by very low fertility, a high degree of gender inequality in the
labor market, strong gender-essentialist beliefs that prioritize women’s role
as wives and mothers, and unusually long work hours for full-time work-
ers. Sweden, on the other hand, is characterized by relatively higher fertil-
ity, less gender inequality and less gender essentialism, shorter work hours,
and family policies and state expenditures that facilitate a dual-earner–dual-
carer model. Spain and the US are intermediate cases, with the macro-level
picture mixed with regard to which country is more gender-egalitarian.
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Our analysis produces both expected and unexpected findings with
regard to how gender inequality seems to shape fertility plans. As expected,
more interviewees in Japan and Spain have an ideals/intentions gap than
in the US and Sweden. But on the other hand, female interviewees in the
US and Sweden are as likely to have a gap as those in Spain, and even fewer
Japanese women have a gap. Our in-depth interview data are instrumental
in illuminating this unexpected finding.

More female interviewees in the American and Swedish samples than
in the Japanese and Spanish samples explained their fertility intentions
with reference to existing or anticipated work/family conflict. On the face
of it, this contradicts gender equity theory’s assumption that such reasoning
would be more apparent in the two very-low-fertility societies. But ironi-
cally, the conflict expressed by female interviewees in the US and Sweden
seems to be due precisely to the fact that they expect to participate as con-
tinuously as possible in the labor market and to develop their careers.

In the US, many female interviewees voice hope but uncertainty as
to whether they will be able to “have it all” (combining work and fam-
ily). Their expectations are tempered by the ideology of intensive mother-
hood (Blair-Loy 2005), which surfaces in the commonly voiced assertion
of American male and female interviewees that women will play the pri-
mary role in childrearing. Without high-quality, reasonably priced childcare
or paid childcare leave, highly educated American couples face expensive
market-based childcare options or women’s exit, temporary or otherwise,
from the labor force (Stone and Lovejoy 2004). These limited options seem
to lie behind the frustrated fertility ideals of many American female inter-
viewees.

In Sweden, the strong social norm that both men and women should
engage in paid employment appears to put pressure on women to develop
a career that will ensure their ability to secure a permanent contract. Per-
ceived difficulties in obtaining a permanent job temper some Swedish fe-
male interviewees’ fertility intentions, as they foresee delaying their first or
second birth in order to become established in a career. Our first general
conclusion from our interviews is that the Swedish and American envi-
ronments generate a different type of work/family conflict for highly edu-
cated women than in gender-unequal countries such as Japan. Ironically,
work/family conflict in the former two societies, both of which have some-
what more moderate fertility, is more pronounced in individuals’ narratives
because of the greater taken-for-grantedness of mothers’ employment.

Turning to our interview data from Japan and Spain, the two very-
low-fertility countries, we see different underlying gender dynamics from
the US and Sweden and also from each other. Our interviews with Japanese
women strongly suggest that a highly skewed household division of labor is
taken for granted. Only in a minority of Japanese couples does the woman
plan to continue full-time employment, and fertility intentions among those
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couples are particularly low. Most Japanese male interviewees whose wives
work full-time express doubt that they themselves would be able to strike
a better work/family balance in order to help their wives if the couple were
to have a second child. In this sense, the pressure that working conditions
exert on Japanese men clearly exacerbates work/family conflict.

In contrast, women’s employment in Spain is generally supported by
progressive gender-role norms. Some male interviewees state that in order
to have two or three children they need to contribute more to household
labor. Both male and female interviewees express the view that women’s
employment is necessary for the household, given the unfavorable macro-
economic environment. Thus, work/family conflict does not surface among
Spanish interviewees to the extent that gender equity theory would pre-
dict. This leads to our second general conclusion: Our interviews suggest
that the dynamics of gender inequality may be more important in gener-
ating lower fertility intentions among the highly educated in Japan than
in Spain. This conclusion suggests distinctiveness among very-low-fertility
countries.

Our analysis simultaneously demonstrates the limitations and the pos-
sibilities of using in-depth interviews to study fertility decision-making. On
the one hand, critics of interview data point out that researchers should
exercise caution in drawing a direct link between what people say during
an interview and what they subsequently do (Jerolmack and Khan 2014).
Only by re-interviewing people at a later time can one determine whether
intentions have translated into action. But in this respect, survey data on
intentions do not necessarily represent an advantage over interview data
unless they, too, involve a follow-up.

On the other hand, in-depth structured interviews offer the oppor-
tunity to hear individuals’ interpretations of their own situation and the
conditions they think will help or hinder the ability to reach their goals.
When analyzed carefully, such interviews can also reveal the taken-for-
grantedness of everyday life. The Japanese interviews are particularly illus-
trative in this regard. Our realization that Japanese female interviewees do
not explicitly trace their low fertility intentions to issues related to gender
inequality in the home or in the broader society led us to revisit the inter-
views in their entirety.6 Only by doing this could we see that the majority of
these interviewees were weighing the consequences of their husbands’ long
work hours, their own choice between leaving the labor force and continu-
ing to work, fertility intentions, and housework and childcare responsibili-
ties. It is doubtful whether survey data could have led to this analysis of the
mechanisms throughwhich the gendered nature of employment conditions
and the implicit acceptance of highly gendered household roles influence
fertility goals. Similarly, our data reveal the very different nature of the con-
cerns motivating low fertility among highly educated Japanese vs. Spanish
interviewees.
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This study’s findings suggest that the influence of gender inequality
is more complicated in postindustrial settings than existing theory would
suppose. We hope that future studies will continue to explore innovative
ways to compare the formation of fertility intentions across low- and very-
low-fertility settings and also across the large number of very-low-fertility
countries.
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1 An additional reason to focus on the
highly educated is that some demographers

point to this group as the usual forerunners
of fertility behaviors in a country (Skirbekk
2008).

2 Given its relationship with tempo ef-
fects (Bongaarts 2001; Bongaarts and Feeney
1998), the TFR is not without problems as a
measure of country-level fertility. Neverthe-
less, it is the most widely available indicator
and is generally used for cross-country com-
parisons.

3 These comparisons are available upon
request from the first author.

4 The few cases of a “reverse” gap (in-
tentions higher than ideals) are merged into
the “no gap” category.

5 Unemployment and precarious em-
ployment among Japanese young adults are
heavily concentrated among graduates of
high schools and specialized two-year train-
ing schools (Brinton 2011).

6 We are grateful to an anonymous re-
viewer for encouraging us to do this.
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