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Abstract 
 
This article examines the characteristics of women and men who got a child despite 
declaring no such wish up to three years before the pregnancy. We compare these 
unintended or sooner-than-intended parents with those who got a child as intended and 
those who, in line with their intentions, did not increase their family size. Using the first 
and second wave of the Generations and Gender Survey for six low-fertility countries 
(Austria, Bulgaria, France, Hungary, Italy and Poland) we conduct bivariate analysis and 
(multinomial) logit models. Our results show that not realising negative fertility intentions 
is linked more to a particular stage in one’s life course and finding a new partner than to a 
disadvantaged socio-economic status. Thus, most of the unintended or sooner-than-intended 
births are probably neither unintended nor sooner-than-intended, but are a result of change 
in one’s life circumstances between the time of measuring the fertility intentions and their 
realisation. 
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Didn’t Plan One But Got One: Unintended and Sooner-
Than-Intended Births among Men and Women in Six 

European Countries 
  

Zuzanna Brzozowska, Isabella Buber-Ennser, Bernhard Riederer, Michaela Potančoková 
 
 

1 Introduction 
 

The theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen 1991; Ajzen and Fishbein 2005), which sees 
intentions as a motivation to act, has sparked a widespread interest in studying the link 
between short-term fertility intentions and their realisation. Evidence on factors affecting 
the realisation of the intention to have a child in the near future is rich and includes the 
individual-level characteristics like sex, race, age, education, employment, parity, 
partnership, marital status or ideals (e.g. Morgan and Rackin 2010; Philipov 2009a; Schoen 
et al. 1999), the couple-level variables like (dis)agreement between partners on having 
(more) children (e.g. Testa 2012; Thomson 1997) or partner’s characteristics (e.g. 
Dommermuth et al. 2015; Kapitány and Spéder 2012), and the socio-institutional context 
(e.g. Spéder and Kapitány 2014; Vignoli and Régnier-Loilier 2011). In contrast, surprisingly 
little research has been conducted on factors influencing the realisation of the intention not 
to have a child in the near future. The scarce evidence available (i.e. a study conducted on 
US women in the 1990s) suggests that getting a child despite expressing no such intention 
some time before the pregnancy cannot be simply classified as an unwanted or mistimed 
birth(Williams et al. 1999). It does not, however, provide much information on how people 
who get such an ‘unexpected’ birth differ from those who successfully realise their fertility 
intentions, positive (the intention to have a child) or negative (the intention not to have a 
child). 

 
This article examines the characteristics of women and men who got a child despite 

declaring no such wish up to three years before the pregnancy. We compare these 
unexpected1 parents with two other groups: those who got a child as intended (hereafter 
called intentional parents) and those who, in line with their intentions, did not increase their 
family size. We use cross-national panel data for six low-fertility countries representing 
different social, cultural, economic and institutional settings: Austria, Bulgaria, France, 
Hungary, Italy and Poland. Three of them – Bulgaria, Hungary and Poland – are post-
socialist countries, which have been shown to have lower realisation rates of positive 

                                                      
1 We follow Williams et al. (1999) and Spéder and Kapitány (2009) who, within a context of panel 
surveys, used the adjectives unexpected, unintended and sooner-than-intended to describe births that 
had not been planned at the first survey wave. We are aware that the terms might be misleading as 
they suggest the births are unwanted or mistimed, which is not necessarily the case. More 
appropriate terms, however, seem not to exist. 
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fertility intentions (Brzozowska and Mynarska 2017; Buber-Ennser 2014; Spéder and 
Kapitány 2014). Examining the childbearing behaviour of those not planning a child in the 
near future further enhances our understanding of the East-West differences in 
reproductive decision-making.  

 
In the next part we review the empirical evidence on the characteristics of women and 

men who intend to have a (further) child within the next three years and who do not. In 
case of the latter ones, we distinguish between those who do wish for a/ another child but 
later than within the three-year horizon and those who do not want to have any (more) 
children at all. In the following section we summarise the previous findings on factors 
facilitating and hindering the realisation of short-term fertility intentions. Then, we 
hypothesise how unexpected parents might differ from intentional parents and from those 
who succeed in realising their intention not to have children within the next three years. 
Next, we describe the data and method used, and present our results. We conclude with a 
summary and a discussion of our findings. 

 
 

2 Who Intends To Have a (Further) Child within a Three-Year 
Horizon and Who Does Not: Overview of Empirical Findings 
 

When asked whether they intend to have a (further) child in the near future (i.e. within the 
next two or three years), most respondents at reproductive age declare no such intention. 
Their share is surprisingly stable across the European countries, varying between 67% in 
Hungary and 73% in Austria and Poland (Brzozowska and Mynarska 2017 for Poland; 
Dommermuth et al. 2015 for Norway; Kapitány and Spéder 2012 for Bulgaria; Kuhnt and 
Trappe 2016 for Germany; Spéder and Kapitány 2009 for Hungary; Testa 2014 for Austria)2. 
In other words, only a minority (between 27 and 33%) wishes for a child in the near future. 
However, these figures are substantially higher among childless respondents and parents 
of one child (Billingsley and Ferrarini 2014; Brzozowska and Mynarska 2017; Vignoli and 
Régnier-Loilier 2011).  

 
The association between age and short-term fertility intentions largely reflects the effect 

of parity. Women and men at advanced reproductive age tend to have reached their desired 
family size and do not wish for further children. However, the relationship is not linear. 
Teenagers and, increasingly more often in low-fertility countries, people in their early 20s 
usually intend to have their first child not within the next three years but later in time 
(Riederer and Buber-Ennser 2016). This results mostly from the social norm of sequencing 
life course events, which in times of prolonged education and labour market uncertainty 
translates into later family formation (Balbo et al. 2013; Ní Bhrolcháin and Beaujouan 2012). 

                                                      
2 Respondents answering questions on their fertility intentions are usually between 18 and 50 years 
old; in some surveys the age range is narrower, from 21 (e.g. Hungary, Estonia and the Netherlands) 
up to 45 (e.g. Austria, Hungary, Estonia and the Netherlands) (Beaujouan 2014). The cross-country 
variation thus would probably weaken if adjusted for the differences in the age range.  
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On the other hand, people in their late 30s and in their 40s might be discouraged from 
intending (more) offspring also by social and/or biological age limits for having children 
(Billari et al. 2010; Liefbroer et al. 2015; Mynarska 2009). Exactly for this reason, however, 
those who would still like to extend their family, will be more inclined to wish to do so 
sooner rather than later (Beaujouan and Sobotka 2014).  

 
Another demographic factor crucial for short-time childbearing intentions is partnership 

status. The two-parent family is widely considered as far the best environment for having 
children, so people with a co-residing partner are much more likely to wish for a (further) 
child in the near future than those without a partner in the household (Billingsley and 
Ferrarini 2014; Philipov et al. 2006). Interestingly, not having a partner seems much more 
inhibiting for women’s short-time fertility intentions than for men’s, especially when it 
comes to wish for a second or third child (Billingsley and Ferrarini 2014). 

 
Education and employment status are frequently listed as key socio-economic factors 

affecting short-term fertility intentions. It has been found that university graduates tend to 
wish for a child in the near future more often than their less educated peers (Billingsley and 
Ferrarini 2014; Mills et al. 2008), though it is not clear how the effect of education varies by 
the institutional and cultural context. The impact of employment is far more equivocal and 
depends heavily on country and parity. For instance, in France, being unemployed has been 
found to suppress the desire for a first child, but not for further children (Pailhé and 
Régnier-Loilier 2017), whereas in Austria, it seems not to play any role (Hanappi and Buber-
Ennser 2017). Studies analysing different aspects of employment (e.g. its security and 
protection) report similarly ambiguous results (Begall and Mills 2011; Fahlén and Oláh 
2015; Pailhé 2009).  

 
Whereas individual characteristics are crucial for short-term fertility intentions, the 

institutional context, i.e. the type of family policy a country pursues, might also play a role. 
Billingsley and Ferrarini (2014) show that active policy, supporting either traditional or 
earner-carer families, seems to be conducive to intending a first child in the near future, 
both for women and men. Furthermore, women living in countries favouring gender-equal 
family model are more likely to wish for a second child.  

 
 

3 Realisation of Short-Term Fertility Intentions  
 

An overwhelming majority of the scholarship on the realisation of fertility intentions 
focuses on fulfilling the intention to have a (further) child in the near future. Typically, 
intentional parents are compared to those who declared short-term fertility plans but failed 
to carry them out and, when re-interviewed three to four years later, either still wished for 
a child in a short-term perspective (postponers) or abandoned their initial plan 
(abandoners) (Spéder and Kapitány 2009).  
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In such a study set-up, age and partnership status are the only factors whose effects have 
been found unequivocal: partnered people and those in their 20s and early 30s repeatedly 
turn out to have higher realisation rates than singles and the late 30- and 40-year-olds, 
respectively (Dommermuth et al. 2015; Kapitány and Spéder 2012; Riederer and Buber-
Ennser 2016; Spéder and Kapitány 2009, 2014; Vignoli and Régnier-Loilier 2011). In contrast, 
the role of parity seems to be more ambiguous. In some countries childless people are more 
successful in realising their intention to have a child than one-child parents (e.g. Bulgaria 
and Hungary), whereas in other countries it is the other way round (e.g. Italy, Austria and 
Switzerland) or there are no differences between childless respondents and one-child 
parents (e.g. France); parents of two and more children have usually the lowest realisation 
rates (Kapitány and Spéder 2012; Spéder and Kapitány 2014; Vignoli and Régnier-Loilier 
2011; Riederer and Buber-Ennser 2016).  

 
The effects of education and employment depend heavily on the institutional and 

cultural context and so the evidence is mixed. Education seems to be positively correlated 
with the likelihood of realising the intention to have a child in the near future (Spéder and 
Kapitány 2009; Testa and Toulemon 2006; Vignoli and Régnier-Loilier 2010), but some 
studies do not find any significant relationship (Kuhnt and Trappe 2016; Spéder and 
Kapitány 2014), and others suggest the strength of the relationship varies by parity 
(Dommermuth et al. 2015). Being employed has been found to increase the chances of 
fulfilling the intention to have a child among men, but among women it either exerts an 
opposite effect or none (Kapitány and Spéder 2012; Kuhnt and Trappe 2016).  

 
The institutional context itself can facilitate or hinder the realisation of positive short-

term fertility intentions. The realisation rates tend to be higher in countries that make it 
easier for women and men to combine family and professional career (Dommermuth et al. 
2015; Kapitány and Spéder 2012; Spéder and Kapitány 2014; Vignoli and Régnier-Loilier 
2011). Furthermore, the stability of the institutional context has been also found to matter: 
in post-socialist countries, characterised by constant institutional changes during the 
transition to market economy, the link between the positive reproductive intentions and 
behaviour is weaker (Spéder and Kapitány 2014). The authors posited that it reflects “the 
differential pace of social changes” (p. 414) with structural conditions changing much faster 
than values and attitudes. 

 
The evidence on factors affecting the realisation of negative fertility intentions is much 

scarcer. Overall, those who do not wish for a (further) child have been found far more 
successful in carrying out their plans than those who intend a(nother) child (Hanappi et al. 
2017; Kuhnt and Trappe 2016; Spéder and Kapitány 2009; L. Williams et al. 1999). 
Consequently, the group of respondents failing to fulfil their negative reproductive 
intentions is consistently reported as the smallest one.  

 
We are aware of three European studies that include analyses of the realisation of 

negative short-term fertility intentions: Spéder and Kapitány (2009) for Hungary, Kuhnt 
and Trappe (2013) for Germany and Hanappi et al. (2017) for Switzerland. They have found 



6 
 

that the likelihood of carrying out the plan not to have any (more) children in the near future 
increases with one’s age and the number of children one already has, with the main 
difference being between those with at most one child and those with at least two children. 
Further, not having a partner facilitates the realisation of the plan. The effect of education 
and employment on the probability of fulfilling the intentions not to have a (further) child 
was evaluated only for Germany: education turned out not significant, whereas being 
unemployed or employed only part-time had a positive effect, but only for men; for women, 
employment did not play a role. The division into former West and East Germany did not 
affect the chances of realising the negative fertility intentions but people who did succeed 
in realising their plan not to have (further) children lived more often in former West 
Germany (Kuhnt and Trappe 2016). 

 
In the US context, Williams et al. (1999) examined directly how women who fail to realise 

their short-term intention not to have a (further) child compare to those who declare their 
pregnancy as unwanted or mistimed. The picture they got was mixed. On the one hand, the 
sooner-than-intended mothers shared some characteristics typical of women who 
experience a mistimed pregnancy: they tended to be in their late teens or early twenties 
with at most high school education, have already children and live in households with 
income below the poverty level. In other words, they showed some signs of a negative 
selection known for unplanned pregnancies. On the other hand, the results were not fully 
consistent with previous and later literature on unwanted and mistimed pregnancies. For 
instance, women aged 35 and older were found less likely to experience an unintended birth 
than women in their 20s, whereas other studies show that the risk of unwanted pregnancy 
rises at advanced reproductive age (Finer and Henshaw 2006; Henshaw 1998). Further, race, 
one of the strongest determinants of unwanted childbearing in the United States (D’Angelo 
et al. 2004; Finer and Zolna 2016; Kost and Forrest 1995; Williams 1991), turned out not 
significant, and never-married women were less likely to get a sooner-than-intended birth 
than married ones which contradicted the repeatedly proved positive link between 
mistimed pregnancy and the fact of being unmarried in the American context (Finer and 
Henshaw 2006; Finer and Zolna 2016; Henshaw 1998).  

 
Williams et al. (1999) concluded that the discrepancies between their and others’ findings 

most probably resulted from differences in the study design. Typically, analyses of 
pregnancy intendedness are based on retrospective studies which suffer from 
“underreporting of unintended pregnancies or the over-reporting of intended ones” (p. 
220). Williams et al. (1999) applied a prospective approach which does not create the 
misreporting problem, but which is sensitive to changes in life circumstances possibly 
leading to modification of fertility intentions: the sooner-than-intended or unintended 
births do not necessarily result from an unwanted or mistimed pregnancy, but they might 
simply be a respond to new living conditions like having a new partner.  

 
Regarding country differences, it has been found that in Eastern and Southern Europe 

the share of women using effective contraception is lower than in Western Europe 
(Dereuddre et al. 2016; Dereuddre et al. 2016; United Nations 2015). This does not 
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necessarily indicate that Eastern and Southern Europeans are less able to plan their 
reproductive behaviour and, consequently, experience unwanted or mistimed pregnancies 
more often. On the contrary, life-course planning has been found more deliberate in 
countries with higher institutional instability and in worse economic condition (Hellevik 
and Settersten 2013). In fact, in adverse circumstances, in a context in which “it is never a 
good time to have a child” (Gribaldo et al. 2009, p. 578), relying on traditional instead of 
modern contraceptive methods can be a way of ‘planning’ births “in a setting where 
planning ‘too much’ is unacceptable, and the optimal conditions for childbearing 
(education, stable employment, couple stability, home-owner) are impossibly hard to 
obtain within the desired timeframe” (Gribaldo et al. 2009, p. 578).  

 
 

4 Anticipated Differences between Unexpected Parents and Those 
Who Successfully Realise Their Fertility Intentions  

 
Based on the existing evidence on short-term fertility intentions and their realisation we 
have the following expectations towards the characteristics of unexpected parents.  

 
We hypothesise that sooner-than-intended parents, i.e. those who got a (further) child 

sooner than planned at the first survey wave, are younger and have fewer children than 
both unintended parents (i.e. those who got a child despite expressing no such intention at 
wave 1) and intentional parents. However, when it comes to unintended parents, we expect 
them to be older and to have more children than the intentional ones. Compared to those 
who succeeded in not having a child just as planned, unexpected parents, both sooner-than-
intended and unintended, should be on average younger, if not for any other then for 
biological reasons: it is usually easier to get pregnant in one’s 20s than in one’s 40s and late 
30s. Also for biological reasons all the above mentioned age effects might be weaker for 
men than for women which would be in line with Spéder and Kapitány’s (2009) findings. 

 
A positive link between a situational change, like entering a new union, and the 

likelihood of an unexpected birth would support Williams et al.’s (1999) hypothesis of 
alteration of fertility intentions. If, however, unexpected births were indeed unwanted or 
mistimed, they would happen more often to less educated people than to better educated 
ones and, as education and employment positively correlate with each other, more often to 
unemployed than to employed.  

 
Finally, based on previous findings on contraceptive use and the effect of the economic-

institutional context, we assume unexpected births to take place more frequently in Eastern 
and Southern than in Western Europe. 
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5 Method 
 
5.1 Data 
 

We use the first and second wave of the Generations and Gender Survey (GGS) (Vikat et al. 
2007) for Austria, Bulgaria, France, Hungary, Italy and Poland3. The GGS was carried out 
in the 2000s and 2010s, with a three-year (Bulgaria4, France and Italy) or four-year (Austria, 
Hungary and Poland) span between the waves. In Austria and France, data were collected 
through face-to-face computer-assisted interviews; in Bulgaria, Hungary and Poland, 
paper-and-pencil personal interviewing was performed; this method was also applied for 
the first wave in Italy, whereas for the second wave computer-assisted phone interviews 
were conducted (technical information on the survey is available at www.ggp-
i.org/data/methodology/). In the majority of countries in our study, the questions about 
fertility intentions were asked to women and men aged between 18 and 50 years old. 
However, in Austria and Hungary the age range of respondents was narrowed to 18-45 and 
21-45, respectively. We therefore restrict our analysis to women and men aged 21 to 45 at 
wave 1 with valid information on childbearing intentions. Further, we exclude respondents 
who were infecund or had an infecund partner5. Our analytical sample comprises 14,337 
female and 10,893 male panel respondents. 

 
Panel attrition rates among respondents fulfilling these criteria range from 22% in 

Austria and Hungary to 43% in Poland and are slightly higher than for the unrestricted 
samples (between 21% and 38% in Hungary and Poland, respectively); in Italy, only one-
fifth of the sample was intended to be re-interviewed and so it is not possible to compute 
the attrition rates (for details, see the documentation for Italy at http://www.ggp-i.org ). 
Although quite high in some countries, the attrition did not produce any substantial bias in 
the distribution of short- and long-term fertility intentions: the deviations are usually lower 
than one percentage point (see Table A1 in Appendix).  

 
 

  

                                                      
3 We restrict our analysis to these six countries because they applied comparable filters to questions 
about fertility intentions and used similar question framing. Other countries with GSS data available 
for two waves used different filters and/ or non-comparable questions; see Beaujouan (2014) for 
details. 
4 In Bulgaria, the data collection within the second wave started two and a half years after the first 
one. 
5 In France, they have been filtered out automatically as they were not asked about their fertility 
intentions. In Italy, questions about fecundity were not included in the questionnaire. 

http://www.ggp-i.org/data/methodology/
http://www.ggp-i.org/data/methodology/
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5.2 Measures 
 

5.2.1 Fertility Intentions  
 

We use two questions on fertility intentions implemented in wave 16. Respondents were 
first asked about their short-term fertility intentions: Do you intend to have a/another child 
during the next three years? Possible answers were: probably yes, definitely yes, probably not, 
definitely not; in France a fifth option was given (don’t know), whereas in Hungary only three 
answers were suggested (yes, no and don’t know). Women and men intending no child in the 
near future (i.e. answering probably not, no or definitely not) were further asked about their 
long-term fertility intentions: Supposing you do not have a/another child during the next three 
years, do you intend to have any (more) children at all? Possible answers were specified in the 
same way as for short-term fertility intentions. For our analysis, we dichotomise the 
answers so that childbearing intentions are either positive or negative.7 (See Table A2 in 
Appendix for the unweighted distribution of short- and long-term fertility intentions). 

 
 

5.2.2 Classification of Respondents According To Fertility Intentions and 
Their Realisation 

 
Partly following the terminology used by Spéder and Kapitány (2009), we group 
respondents according to their fertility intentions expressed at wave 1 and their fertility 
outcomes between wave 1 and 2 (see Figure 1).  
 

The group we focus on are respondents who intended no child within the following 
three years at wave 1 but got one by the second wave. It includes unintended parents (UPs) 
and sooner-than-intended parents (STIPs). The former consists of respondents who did not 
want any (further) children at all whereas the latter comprises those who did not want a 
child within the following three years but later. Throughout the paper, we alternatively use 
the terms unintended/ sooner-than-intended parents (USTIPs) as well as unexpected births to 
describe this group. 

 
Respondents who wanted to have a child within the following three years at wave 1 and 

realised this intention by wave 2, are denoted intentional parents (IPs). Postponers and 
abandoners (PAs) are defined as those who by wave 2 did not realise their intention to have 
a child within the following three years and at wave 2 either kept their childbearing plans 

                                                      
6They were not asked to respondents expecting a child at wave 1. In Italy, however, respondents 
were not asked about their/their partners’ current pregnancy. Therefore we excluded from the 
analysis those who must have known about their/their partner’s pregnancy at the time of the 
interview, i.e. those who got a child within 26 weeks after the interview.  
7 For a small number of respondents (around 1%), short-term fertility intentions were missing, but 
long-term fertility intentions were given. In such cases we recode the short-term fertility intentions 
as negative and classify the respondents according to their long-term fertility intentions.  
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(postponers) or gave them up (abandoners); we do not further investigate this group in our 
analyses, but kept it for the overall classification. Men and women who at wave 1 wanted 
a child later than within the following three years and who did not get one by the second 
wave, are named later intention, no kids (LINKs). The fourth group, labelled no intention, no 
kids (NINKs), consists of respondents who did not wish for children within any time 
horizon and did not get any by wave 2. The distribution of women and men in each group 
is shown in the upper panel (Realisation of fertility intentions) of Table 1. 

  
When analysing whether a baby was born between wave 1 and 2, we adopt two different 

approaches depending on the time span between the waves. In countries where it was three 
years (Bulgaria, France and Italy), we include all births taking place between the two survey 
waves and all pregnancies reported at wave 2. Where the second wave was conducted four 
years after the first one (Austria, Hungary and Poland), we count only those births that 
occurred up to 3.5 years after wave 1, and we exclude pregnancies reported at wave 2. 
Throughout the study, we analyse whether any children were born between wave 1 and 2, 
without counting the number of babies born. 

 
Figure 1  
Classification of respondents according to their realisation of fertility intentions 
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Table 1 Panel sample characteristics, unweighted data 
 Austria France Italy Bulgaria Hungary Poland 
 Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men 
Realisation of fertility intentions (%)             

Unintended parents (UPs) 1 1 2 2 1 1 1 1 2 2 3 3 
Sooner-than-intended parents (STIPs) 2 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 3 4 2 2 
Intentional parents (IPs) 12 10 13 11 8 8 4 5 7 8 7 10 
Later intention, no kids (LINKs) 15 21 9 10 15 25 10 18 16 27 8 15 
No intention, no kids (NINKs) 50 37 51 47 55 43 64 47 48 34 57 46 
Postponers and abandoners (PAs) 15 22 17 18 18 19 16 23 16 18 17 18 
Unknown 6 6 7 10 3 4 4 4 8 7 6 6 

N (total) 1,931 1,364 1,619 1,211 2,716 2,099 2,849 2,159 2,723 2,265 2,499 1,795 
Excluding Unknown and Postponers and abandoners from the sample 

Explanatory variables (%)             

Age at w1             

20-29 29 33 27 25 19 25 25 31 36 43 24 28 
30-35 24 22 25 22 21 19 29 23 22 23 26 23 
36-45 48 46 47 53 60 55 47 46 42 34 50 49 

University education at w1  20 19 43 32 14 11 25 11 21 14 29 22 
Unknown - - - - - - 0 0 - - 1 1 

Employed at w1 68 85 71 85 59 84 65 67 61 79 53 75 
Parent at w1 68 54 72 66 72 55 87 68 73 52 83 65 

Unknown - - - - 9 13 - - - - - - 
Partnership status at w1 and w2             

Partnered at w1, same partner at w2 63 57 61 62 71 58 66 52 57 46 68 61 
Partnered at w1, single at w2 5 4 4 2 0 0 3 3 6 4 2 2 
Partnered at w1, new partner at w2 2 3 3 5 1 0 10 12 8 9 4 4 
Single at w1, partnered at w2 14 16 11 11 4 6 5 11 10 14 7 8 
Single at w1 and w2 16 19 20 20 24 36 15 23 19 27 19 25 

N (total) 1,541 983 1,228 863 2,147 1,626 2,283 1,575 2,063 1,702 1,937 1,362 
Note: The ‘-’ sign denotes no missings, whereas ‘0’ stands for values below 0.5%. 
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5.2.3 Socio-Demographic Characteristics of Respondents 
 

We use the following respondents’ characteristics measured at wave 1 as explanatory 
variables in our bivariate and multivariate analyses: age (21-29, 30-35 and 36-45), education 
(university vs. non-university), employment (employed vs. not employed), number of 
children (0, 1 and 2+). We also include information on partnership status and its change 
between the waves and differentiate whether the respondent (1) had the same partner at 
both waves (partnered at w1, same partner at w2), (2) had a partner at wave 1 but not at wave 
2 (partnered at w1, single at w2), (3) had different partners at wave 1 and 2 (partnered at w1, 
new partner at w1), (4) was single at wave 1 and partnered at wave 2 (single at w1, partnered 
at w2) or (5) was single at both waves (single at w1 and w2). We classify a respondent as 
partnered if living with a partner, irrespective of being married or not. (See Table 3 for the 
unweighted distribution of all variables by country and gender.)  

 
 

5.2.4 Analytic Approach 
 

We conduct our analyses separately for women and men. First, we examine the socio-
demographic characteristics of unexpected parents and compare them to intentional parents, 
LINKs and NINKs. For these descriptive analyses, we apply post-stratification weights. 
Second, we evaluate the differences between unintended and sooner-than-intended parents and 
test our hypotheses as formulated earlier in this article. To this end, we apply logistic 
regression models on the pooled data comprising all countries, using a dummy variable to 
differentiate between Eastern (Bulgaria, Hungary and Poland) and Western European 
countries (Austria, France and Italy).  

 
Then, in order to examine to what extent a) unintended parents (UPs) differ from 

intentional ones (IPs) on the one hand and from the NINKs on the other hand and b) sooner-
than-intended parents (STIPs) differ from intentional ones (PIs) as well as from the LINKs, we 
apply multinomial logit models. 

 
 

6 Results 
 
6.1 Descriptive Analysis  
 

6.1.1 Frequency of Unexpected Births 
 

The distribution of respondents with respect to the realisation of their short-term fertility 
intentions confirms previous findings (Figure 2): in all countries, becoming an unintended 
or a sooner-than-intended parent is a rare event. Its frequency ranges from 2% among women 
and men in Italy to 6% among Hungarian men. However, when focusing only on those 
respondents with new-borns between wave 1 and 2, the share of unexpected parents turns 
out much more substantial, varying between 16% among French women to 39% among 
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Hungarian women (Figure 3). Figures are higher in the post-socialist countries than in the 
Western countries (on average 37 and 21%, respectively). This East-West division is visible 
among both sexes, but is particularly clear-cut for women. Furthermore, in Austria, France 
and Italy women become unintended or sooner-than-intended parents usually less often than 
men, whereas in Bulgaria, Hungary and Poland the shares of unexpected births are higher 
among women than men. 

 
Figure 2  
Realisation of fertility intentions between wave 1 and 2, weighted data  

 

 
Source: GGS, authors’ computations. N = 25,230. 
Note: The numbers do not sum up to 1 because the categories Postponers and abandoners and Unknown 
are included in the denominator albeit not shown in the figure.  
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Figure 3  
Share of unexpected births among all births between wave 1 and 2, weighted data 

 

 
Source: GGS, authors’ computations. N=2,933. 
Note: All multiple births are counted as one. If more than one pregnancy/birth had been declared, 
we count only the first one. 

 
 

6.1.2 Socio-Demographic Characteristics of Unintended/ Sooner-Than-Intended 
Parents 

 
The unintended/ sooner-than-intended parents do not differ from the intentional parents in terms 
of age except in Italy where intentional mothers are on average two years younger than 
mothers with unexpected births (Figure 4). As expected, however, unintended/ sooner-than-
intended parents are typically younger than the NINKs, i.e. those who declared no intention 
to have (further) children at wave 1 and correspondingly did not get any by wave 2, but 
older than the LINKs, i.e. those who wanted children later than within three years and who 
were successful in realising this intention. Further, those who have experienced an 
unexpected birth are almost universally less often childless than the NINKs, but more often 
than the LINKs (Figure 5). Compared to intentional parents, the unexpected ones do not stand 
out with respect to childlessness except in Poland, Hungary and, among women only, Italy 
where unexpected parents have children more often. However, when it comes to the average 
family size among parents, it is larger among unintended/ sooner-than-intended parents than 
among intentional parents in all analysed countries (Figure 6). Differences are particularly 
strong in Eastern countries, where unexpected parents have, on average, markedly more 
children compared not only to intentional parents, but also to the LINKs. 
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Figure 4  
Mean age of different respondent groups at wave 1 together with 95% confidence 
interval (whiskers), by country and sex, weighted data 

 

 
Source: GGS, authors’ computations. 
 
 

Figure 5  
Share of parents at wave 1 together with 95% confidence interval (whiskers), by 
respondent group, country and sex, weighted data 

 

 
Source: GGS, authors’ computations. 
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Figure 6  
Mean number of children among parents at wave 1 together with 95% confidence 
interval (whiskers), by respondent group, country and sex, weighted data 

 

  
Source: GGS, authors’ computations. 
 

Surprisingly, there are not many systematic differences between unexpected parents and 
the other respondent groups regarding partnership status and its change. Those who 
between wave 1 and 2 experienced an unintended or sooner-than intended birth were, at 
wave 1, more often partnered than the LINKs, but usually differed neither from the NINKs 
nor from the intentional parents (Figure 9 in Appendix). Moreover, unexpected parents tended 
to have had a new partner by wave 2 roughly as often as intentional parents and the LINKs; 
only in comparison to the NINKs were they more inclined to find a new partner (Figure 7). 

 
Of the two socio-economic characteristics included in the analysis – education and 

employment – only education acts as a discriminating factor (results for employment not 
shown). Unintended/ sooner-than-intended mothers in post-socialist countries and Italy have 
a university degree substantially less often than intentional ones (Figure 8). There are no 
differences between the unexpected parents and the other two groups.   
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Figure 7  

Share of respondents with a new partner at wave 2 as compared to wave 1 together with 
95% confidence interval (whiskers), by respondent group, country and sex, weighted 
data 

 

 
Source: GGS, authors’ computations. 
Note: The graph shows the share of respondents who either were partnered at wave 1 and 

changed their partner by wave 2 or were single at wave 1 but partnered at wave 2. 
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Figure 8  
Share of university educated at wave 1 together with 95% confidence interval (whiskers), 
by respondent group, country and sex, weighted data  

 

 
Source: GGS, authors’ computations. 
 
In view of the observed differences between post-socialist and Western countries with 

respect to education and parity, we include interactions between these variables and the 
variable East in the multivariate analysis (section 6.2). 

 
 
6.2 Multivariate Analysis 
 

6.2.1 Differences between Unintended and Sooner-Than-Intended Parents 
 

We first examine whether there are any differences between unintended and sooner-than-
intended parents. To this end, we carry our logistic regressions for women and men who 
experienced an unexpected birth. The reference category is sooner-than-intended parenthood, 
so that the coefficients presented in Table 2 indicate the chances of becoming an unintended 
parent as opposed to a sooner-than-intended one. Positive and negative coefficients denote 
higher and lower, respectively, log odds of experiencing an unintended birth.  

 
Our analysis shows that unintended and sooner-than-intended parents differ from each 

other mainly with respect to age and the number of children (Table 2): women and men 
who had not planned any (more) children in the near future but got one nevertheless are 
on average older and have more children. Compared to respondents aged 21-29 those in 
their late thirties and early forties have much higher chances to get an unintended rather 
than a sooner-than-intended child. The age effect is particularly strong for women, among 
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whom it is significant already for the 30-35 year-olds and much higher in the age group 36-
45 than among their male peers. Further, the unintended parents (UPs) tend to have more 
children than the sooner-than-intended ones (STIPs). The chances of being an UP rather than 
a STIP increase markedly already when having only one child against having none, and 
with two or more children they are much higher. Among women, this effect seems stronger 
in the Eastern countries than in the Western ones.  

 
Compared to women living together with the same partner at both waves, women who 

remained single are more likely to get an unintended baby than a sooner-than-intended 
one. For men, this effect is not possible to estimate due to lacking cases men remaining 
single among unintended fathers. 

 
Table 2  
Estimated β-coefficients for experiencing an unintended pregnancy among unexpected 
parents (ref.: sooner-than-intended parents) 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 women  men 
(Intercept) -2.23***  -1.99*** 
Age (ref.: 21-29)    

30-35 0.95***  0.37 
36-45 2.61***  1.49*** 

Parity (ref: parity 0)    
Parity 1 1.21*  1.91** 
Parity2+ 2.67***  2.28*** 

Partnership (ref.: partnered with the same partner at both waves) 
Partnered at w1, single at w2 0.36  / 
Partnered at w1, new partner at w2 0.04  0.52 
Single at w1, finding partner at w2 0.34  -0.71† 
Single at w1, staying single at w2 1.02*  / 

Education (ref.: non-tertiary)    
Uni edu 0.13  -0.16 

Employment (ref.: not employed)    
Employed 0.04  0.28 

East-West (ref.: West)    
East -0.58  0.64 

East x Uni edu -0.74  -0.98 
East x Parity1 1.04  -0.95 
East x Parity2+ 1.78*  -0.09 
AIC 438  393 
-2Log 408  367 
N 471  385 

Reference categories: age 21-29; childless; partnered at w1, same partner at w2; no university 
education; not in employment; West. 
Note: † p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. The sign “/” denotes ‘no cases in this category’. 
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6.2.2 Unintended and Sooner-Than-Intended Parents Compared To Intentional 
Parents 

 
Although the unintended (UPs) and sooner-than-intended parents (STIPs) do not seem to 
drastically differ from each other with respect to the characteristics included in the analysis, 
distinguishing between these two groups proves valuable for their comparison with 
intentional parents (IPs) (Models 1a and 2a in Table 3 and Models 3a and 4a in Table 4). In 
line with the results shown in Table 2, when compared to the intentional parents, the 
unintended ones are typically older and the sooner-than-intended ones, especially fathers seem 
to be younger.  

 
Furthermore, an unintended birth happens far more often to people who are already 

parents. Having one child raises the chances of being an UP rather than an IP almost three-
fold for women and nearly four-fold for men; having two or more children further amplifies 
the odds (Models 3a in Table 4). For women, the positive relationship between the number 
of children and the likelihood of becoming an unintended parent as opposed to an intentional 
one gets even stronger in the post-socialist countries (Model 3a in Table 4). In case of the 
sooner-than-intended mothers, the effect of children is also more marked in the East than in 
the West, but overall it is more moderate and significant only for those having at least two 
children (Table 3, Model 2a). Irrespective of the East-West division, fathers of at least two 
children are around four times more likely than childless men to be a sooner-than-intended 
parent rather than an intentional one (not significant for women); having one child only does 
not seem to play any different role than having no children (Table 3, Model 1a and 2a).  

 
In line with our expectations, women and men single at wave 1 but with a partner at 

wave 2 experienced far more often an unintended or a sooner-than-intended birth rather 
than an intentional one as compared to those who had the same partner at both waves (Table 
3, Models 1a and 2a and Table 4, Models 3a and 4a). For women, also changing the partner 
exerts a positive (though weaker) effect on the odds of becoming an UP or STIP rather than 
IP (not significant for men); in addition, women who at both waves declared not to live with 
a partner have markedly higher chances of an unexpected birth than for an intentional one 
(for men, this effect is not possible to estimate).  

 
The effect of education seems stronger for the unintended parents than for the sooner-than-

intended ones. A university degree decreases the chances of experiencing an unintended 
birth as opposed to an intentional one both among women and men. For women, it is 
further strengthened in the East (not significant for men). In case of the sooner-than-intended 
parents, they have tertiary education less often than the intentional parents, but this holds 
only for women; for men, there is no significant effect. The second socio-economic 
characteristic, employment, acts as a discriminating factor only for the odds of becoming 
an unintended mother: employed women have lower chances to get an unintended birth 
than an intentional one. 
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As hypothesised, the unintended and sooner-than-intended births tend to happen more 
often in the post-socialist countries. This East-West division seems stronger for women than 
for men. 

 
Table 3  
Estimated β-coefficients of becoming an intentional parent or a LINK (ref. category: 
sooner-than-intended parent), multinomial regression models  

 

Ref.: Sooner-than-intended parents 
Women  Men 

Intentional 
parents 

LINKs  Intentional 
parents 

LINKs 

 M1a M2a M1b M2b  M1a M2a M1b M2b 
(Intercept) 2.42*** 2.3*** 1.62*** 1.65***  2.15*** 2*** 1.35*** 1.3*** 

Age (ref.: 21-29)          
30-35 0.3 0.31† -0.01 0.02  0.51* 0.52** -0.24 -0.24 
36-45 0.77 0.75 1.67*** 1.69***  0.75* 0.73* 0.86** 0.87** 

Parity (ref: parity 0)          
Parity 1 -0.2 0.02 -0.37† -0.75*  -0.08 0.24 -0.09 -0.20 
Parity2+ -0.51† -0.07 0.45† 0.58  -1.37*** -0.93* -0.11 0.06 

Partnership (ref.: partnered with the same partner at both waves) 
Partnered at w1, single at w2 -0.85 -0.89 1.65** 1.64**  / / / / 
Partnered at w1, new partner at w2 -0.64* -0.68* 0.03 0  -0.15 -0.19 0.11 0.10 
Single at w1, finding partner at w2 -1.73*** -1.75*** 0.23 0.24  -1.66*** -1.69*** 0.49* 0.49* 
Single at w1, staying single at w2 -1.05*** -1.08*** 1.88*** 1.88***  / / / / 

Education (ref.: non-tertiary)          
Uni edu 0.4* 0.35 0.15 0.14  0.28 0.34 0.22 0.33 

Employment (ref.: not employed)          
Employed 0.19 0.17 -0.26† -0.26  0.1 0.08 -0.11 -0.11 

East-West (ref.: West)          
East -0.89*** -0.6* -0.26† -0.34  -0.65*** -0.35 -0.19 -0.13 

East x Uni edu  0.13  -0.01   -0.07  -0.17 
East x Parity1  -0.5  0.57   -0.55  0.18 
East x Parity2+  -1.06*  -0.24   -0.81  -0.27 
AIC 4,331 4,314 4,331 4,314  3,046 3,049 3,046 3,049 
-2Log 4,283 4,254 4,283 4,254  3,006 2,997 3,006 2,997 
N 3,102  3,339 

Note: † p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. The sign “/” denotes ‘no cases in this category’. 
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Table 4  
Estimated β-coefficients of becoming an intentional parent or a NINK (ref. category: 
unintended parent), multinomial regression models  

 

Ref.: Unintended parents 
Women  Men 

Intentional 
parents NINKs  

Intentional 
parents NINKs 

 M3a M4a M3b M4b  M3a M4a M3b M4b 
(Intercept) 4.68*** 4.21*** 2.38*** 2.4***  3.35*** 3.51*** 0.84* 1.28** 
Age (ref.: 21-29)          
30-35 -0.5** -0.53** 0.48** 0.46**  0.08 0.08 0.76*** 0.73*** 
36-45 -1.83*** -1.84*** 2.19*** 2.17***  -0.54* -0.55* 2.29*** 2.28*** 

Parity (ref: parity 0)          
Parity 1 -1.76*** -1.03** -0.52† -0.42  -1.27*** -1.36** 0.06 -0.5 
Parity2+ -3.98*** -3*** -0.15 0  -3.4*** -3.15*** 0.77* 0.46 

Partnership (ref.: partnered with the same partner at both waves) 
Partnered at w1, single at w2 -1.4* -1.37* 1.09* 1.12*  / / / / 
Partnered at w1, new partner at w2 -0.65* -0.6* -0.3 -0.28  -0.25 -0.28 -0.12 -0.1 
Single at w1, finding partner at w2 -2.02*** -2.06*** -1.09*** -1.09***  -1.06** -1.08** 0.58 0.66† 
Single at w1, staying single at w2 -2.01*** -2.12*** 0.21 0.22  / / / / 

Education (ref.: non-tertiary)          
Uni edu 0.54** 0.08 -0.06 -0.6*  0.6* 0.15 0.06 -0.38 

Employment (ref.: not employed)          
Employed 0.52** 0.51** 0.45** 0.44**  0.27 0.21 0.26 0.25 

East-West (ref.: West)          
East -1.01*** 0.2 -0.01 0.07  -0.66*** -0.76† -0.02 -0.87† 
East x Uni edu  0.8*  0.88*   0.79  0.77† 
East x Parity1  -1.65**  -0.26   0.04  1.06† 
East x Parity2+  -2.39***  -0.31   -0.59  0.69 
AIC 5,457 5,386 5,457 5,386  3,744 3,730 3,744 3,730 
-2Log 5,409 5,326 5,409 5,326  3,704 3,678 3,704 3,678 
N 9,620  5,686 

Note: † p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. The sign “/” denotes ‘no cases in this category’. 
 

6.2.3 Unintended and Sooner-Than-Intended Parents Compared To Links and 
Ninks 

 
In line with our hypotheses, unexpected parents tend to be younger than those who fulfilled 
their plan of not having (further) children, at least within the next three years. The effect of 
age is weaker and present only later in life when comparing the sooner-than-intended parents 
(STIPs) with the LINKs: compared to the 21-29 year-olds, the chances for STIPs diminish 
substantially for the 36-45 year-olds, but not change for the 30-35 year-olds. The odds of 
getting an unintended baby as opposed to not having children correspondingly to one’s 
plans (i.e. being a NINK) decrease with age much more quickly, starting already in the early 
30s. Against our expectations, age affects women more strongly than men only in case of 
the STIPs; in case of the UPs it does not differ between the women and men.  
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Mothers of one child are more likely than childless women to get a sooner-than-intended 
baby (Models 1b and 2b in Table 3). This effect, however, might hold only in the Western 
countries: it gets stronger in the model with interactions and the coefficient of the 
interaction has an opposite sign (though it is not significant). Parity does not seem to play 
a role for the chance of becoming a sooner-than-intended father rather than a LINK. In 
contrast, being a father of at least two children decreases the odds of getting an unintended 
child as opposed to not having further children as planned (i.e. being a NINK), whereas it 
is not significant for women (Models 3b and 4b in Table 4).  

 
Women who have experienced a partnership break-up are much more likely to realise 

their intention to have no (further) children in the near future or ever (Models 1b and 2b in 
Table 3 and Models 3b and 4b in Table 4). Remaining single raises the chances to become a 
LINK, but plays no role in the odds of being a NINK. Both effects were not possible to 
estimate for men. Women who did not have a co-resident partner at wave 1 but have found 
one by wave 2 are three times more likely to get an unintended child than to stick to their 
intention of not having any further children. This finding does not hold for the sooner-than-
intended mothers. However, contradictory to our expectations, men who were single at 
wave 1 but partnered at wave 2 have 60% higher chances to be a sooner-than-intended father 
than a LINK. 

 
Both education and employment affect only women’s chances of becoming unintended 

mothers; they do not play any role in case of men or the sooner-than-intended parents. Being 
employed diminishes the odds of becoming an unintended mother as opposed to not having 
any (further) children as planned. In contrast, highly educated women are more likely to 
experience an unintended birth. However, this holds only for the Western countries. In the 
post-socialist ones the relationship goes in the opposite direction: university degree 
diminishes the odds of being an unintended mother rather than a NINK. Overall, highly 
educated women in the East are two and a half times more likely to be NINKs as opposed 
to unintended mothers than university graduates in the West.  

 
 

7 Conclusions and Discussion 
 
 

This analysis provides insight into who fails to realise short-term intentions of not having 
a child in six European countries, including three post-socialist ones. We distinguished 
between those who got a child sooner than intended and those who got one despite stating 
no intention to have any. We found that the main difference between these two groups lies 
in their demographic characteristics: unintended parents tend to be older and to have (more) 
children than the sooner-than-intended ones. Further, both the unintended and sooner-than-
intended parents are younger than the NINKs and LINKs, respectively, i.e. those who 
succeeded in fulfilling their negative fertility intentions. Compared to intentional parents, 
the unintended ones are on average older and the sooner-than-intended ones are usually 
younger.  
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Our analysis also shows that partnership context affects women’s childbearing 

intentions more strongly than men’s. Both changing partners and finding a new one after 
being single vastly raises the odds of an unexpected birth (compared to having the same 
partner at wave 1 and 2) against an intended one among women, but among men only the 
latter one, i.e. the transition from being single to being partnered, matters. Entering a new 
union after being single makes women also more likely to get an unintended baby than to 
become a NINK, whereas for men it increases the chances of being a LINK than a sooner-
than-intended father. Thus, women’s intention to have a child is more contingent on having 
a partner or on having the right one than men’s: women are more likely than men to change 
their initially negative family plans or to start making family plans once they meet a new 
partner.  

 
Women and men also differ when it comes to the effect of employment. For men, being 

employed was not significant in any of the estimated models. For women, however, it 
substantially lowered the odds of becoming an unintended mother as opposed to both an 
intentional one and a NINK. We can interpret this as a tendency of employed women to plan 
their childbearing more cautiously than their unemployed peers. This could partly explain 
the importance of partnership change for women: as unintended mothers are less likely than 
the intentional ones or the NINKs to be employed, they might be more often in need of a 
partner who would provide the family with income. 

 
In line with Williams et al.’s results (1999) we also found that having one child as 

opposed to none increases the chances of getting a second one sooner than initially planned. 
This effect, however, holds only for one-child mothers. Among men the likelihood to be a 
sooner-than-intended father rather than an intentional one increases when they have at least 
two children; this makes also an unintended fatherhood less likely as opposed to NINKs (in 
both cases the chances are compared to those of respondents who had no children at wave 
1). Overall, however, having children (especially two or more) affects most strongly the 
chances of becoming unintended parents instead of intentional ones: for both women and men 
it seems that third and further births are rather rarely intentional, often representing excess 
fertility. 

 
Our results further show that it is more difficult for the Eastern Europeans to realise not 

only their intentions to have a child but also the intentions not to have one. Compared to 
Western Europe, living in a post-socialist country makes it more likely to experience an 
unexpected birth as opposed to an intentional one. It does not matter, however, for the odds 
of being a sooner-than-intended or an unintended parent against being a LINK or NINK, 
respectively. This finding makes the conclusions formulated for Italian women (Gribaldo 
et al. 2009) plausible also in case of post-socialist countries: in a context where it is never a 
good time to have a child (because of the institutional and economic instability and, in 
particular in the ) no explicit planning is more socially and psychologically acceptable than 
rigorous and careful planning. In both Southern and Eastern Europe the adverse conditions 
include high housing cost, lacking childcare for pre-kindergarten children and a precarious 
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labour market, which in the South translates into job instability and high unemployment 
among young people, whereas in the post-socialist countries the difficulties pertain rather 
to institutional instability (frequently changing laws and regulations) and low wages. Both 
regions typically occupy the bottom positions in European rankings measuring the family 
friendliness of the labour market, possibilities of combining work and family, or gender 
equality (e.g. OECD 2018). 

 
Further, in Eastern Europe we observe educational differences between unintended and 

intentional parents, which are absent in Western Europe. In Bulgaria, Hungary and Poland 
unintended parents, notably mothers, have less often a university degree than intentional 
parents. This might be another indicator of particularly adverse circumstances for having a 
family in post-socialist countries. Both sexes face very demanding and competitive labour 
market with little employment protection. In addition, in case of women the pressure on 
and the need for their labour force participation clashes with relatively traditional attitudes 
towards the gender-role division in the family. Consequently, university graduates, who 
have already invested more in their education than their less educated peers and who might 
have more expectations both about their professional careers and about what is needed to 
be a good/successful parent, are probably particularly careful in their family planning. 

 
The East-West division is also visible in the effect of parity on the likelihood of becoming 

an unexpected mother. In post-socialist countries, having at least two children instead of 
being childless raises the odds of becoming a sooner-than-intended mother as opposed to 
an intentional one. This effect is absent in the West. In case of unintended mothers, both in 
the West and in the East they have more often children than the intentional ones, but living 
in the East strengthens this effect. It might reflect a weaker selection into parenthood but a 
stronger one into having more than one child: in post-socialist countries one-child families 
are becoming increasingly popular, far more than in Western Europe where people rather 
tend to have either at least two children or none (Brzozowska et al. 2017).  

 
To our knowledge, this is the first comparative analysis of unintended and sooner-than-

intended births examined from a prospective perspective. Besides finding clear differences 
between the two types of unexpected births (the unintended and sooner-than-intended 
ones) and identifying factors that are (un)favourable to becoming an unexpected parent we 
contribute to the debate on what the questions on short-term childbearing intentions in fact 
measure. However, the analysis suffers from some limitations. First, we were not able to 
take into account aborted pregnancies. Consequently, we do not capture those pregnancies 
which had the highest probability of being unwanted or mistimed. Second, the sample size 
did not allow us to distinguish between the certain (definitely not) and less certain (probably 
not) fertility intentions. We expect that respondents who definitely had not intended to have 
a child were more successful in fulfilling their plan than those who only probably had not 
intended a child. Third, again due to a low number of cases we included only a limited 
number of factors in our analysis. These were mostly specified as binary variables and could 
not be included in a more nuanced way due to small numbers. 
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Our results show that not realising negative fertility intentions is linked more to a 
particular stage in one’s life course and finding a new partner than to a disadvantaged 
socio-economic status. Thus, unintended and sooner-than-intended births, when analysed 
in a prospective set-up, should not be understood as unwanted or mistimed, but rather as 
a result of change in one’s life circumstances between the time of measuring the fertility 
intentions and their realisation. Such births should not be labelled as unintended or sooner-
than-intended, either, as they are likely to be neither unintended nor sooner-than-intended. 
There is certainly a need for a new, more neutral term.  
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Appendix 
 

Table A1  
Distribution of fertility intentions in the original sample and in the final panel sample 
(in %), unweighted data 

 

 Fertility intentions, wave 1  Fertility intentions, final panel sample 

 
Later than 
within 3 

years 
No Yes, within 

three years 
No 

answer 
 

Later than 
within 3 

years 
No Yes, within 

three years 
No 

answer 

Austria 20 45 29 6  19 46 29 6 

Bulgaria 15 55 25 5  15 58 24 4 

France 11 50 30 8  10 51 30 9 

Hungary 26 43 24 8  24 44 24 8 

Italy 20 51 26 3  20 51 26 3 

Poland 15 51 28 6  13 56 26 6 

Note: Respondents aged 21-45, fecund and, if partnered, with fecund partners. 
 

Table A2  
Distribution of long- and short-term fertility intentions, unweighted final panel sample 

 
Do you want to 
have a child 
within the next 
three years? 

Do you want to have a child at all? 

definitely 
not 

no 
probably 

not 
definitely 

yes 
yes 

probably 
yes 

no 
answer 

not 
asked 

ALL 

definitely not 7,441 0 777 493 0 612 88 0 9,411 
no 0 2,192 0 0 1,198 0 0 0 3,390 
probably not 432 0 1,839 811 0 1,112 66 0 4,260 
definitely yes* n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 1,984 1,984 
yes* n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 1,120 1,220 
probably yes* n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 3,371 3,371 
no answer  160 0 28 82 0 56 1,268  1,594 
ALL 8,058 2,192 2,662 2,049 1,198 2,190 1,422 6,475 25,230 

* According to the guidelines, the question “Do you want to have a child at all?” should not have 
been asked to those who (definitely/probably) wanted to have a child within the next three years”. 
Nevertheless, in Bulgaria the filters were not implemented entirely correctly, and some were asked 
this question. These were recoded as n.a. (not asked) in our analyses and do not impose any 
consequences or bias for our analysis. 
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Figure 9  
Share of respondents with a partner at wave 1 together with 95% confidence interval 
(whiskers), by respondent group, country and sex, weighted data 
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