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Introduction 

 

Never before was the mean age at first birth as high as today which makes the 

current situation historically unique (Beets, Schippers et al. 2011). In 2004 when 

the author first started to study the issue of fertility in Austria the author was 

confronted with the fact that fertility rates across Europe had declined 

remarkably in the past few decades. These very low levels of fertility are 

reducible to the fact that in general individuals have been postponing their 

fertility after 1990  – no matter their age or marriage duration (Lesthaeghe 

2001). Considering a historical perspective we can see that the average age of 

first birth before the Second World War was somewhat higher than after the war 

(Beets 2011). However, the mean age of first birth has never been as high as in 

the current cohort (Beets, Schippers et al. 2011). It is argued that especially the 

postponement of the first child is one of the most prominent features of fertility 

patterns during the last three decades in developed countries (Sobotka 2004, 

Sobotka 2011). However, recent quantitative studies point in the direction that 

the postponement seems to slow down or will even come to a halt (Goldstein, 

Sobotka et al. 2009). 

 

However, even if the postponement of fertility should slow down we want to look 

at this quantitatively already well researched issue from another point of view 

and use qualitative methods to get a better understand why individuals act the 

way they do. This re 

search wants to answer the question which factors influence individuals’ 

behaviour. Which social structures guide their behaviour and in what way? How 

do individuals consider big life course decisions in general and how does their 

individual approach become obvious with respect to fertility. The life concept 

theory gives answers to these questions and will show what guides individual 

behaviour in different social settings.  

 

The literature offers various explanations for the fact that people delay 

childbearing. Scholars agree that this issue is highly connected to other life 

course elements such as partnership, education and work or uncertain 
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economic conditions (Spielauer, Schwarz et al. 2003; Sobotka 2004; Sobotka 

2008). Education is described as crucial when it comes to explaining the 

postponement of fertility (Marini 1984.; Rindfuss, Morgan et al. 1996; Hotz, 

Klerman et al. 1997; Liefbroer and Corijn 1999; Buber 2001). This shows 

especially for women who entered higher education and constitute now more 

than half of the graduate and postgraduate students in many European 

countries (Sobotka 2004). It can be concluded that education has a major 

impact on postponing childbearing as well as on family formation plans, 

regardless of gender and country. 

 

Additionally, findings indicate that being in the upper earning quarter is 

associated with having a child later in life (Henwood, Shirani et al. 2011). 

However, postponing parenthood does not affect only well educated individuals: 

Nowadays, also women with less education have their children later in life. The 

postponement started with higher educated women, was then well received and 

adopted by women with lower education. One can argue that postponement is 

easy and popular today (Beets 2011), culturally accepted or even approved 

(Rindfuss, Morgan et al. 1996; Sardadvar 2010; Sardadvar 2011). However, not 

only fertility is affected, quantitative studies have shown that also other life 

course transitions like marriage are postponed (Baxter and Evans 2013). 

Behaviour has changed as living on one’s own, unmarried cohabitation, or 

having a child out of wedlock  have become more popular in Europe (Billari and 

Liefbroer 2010). 

 

In the last years birth rates have been increasing after the age of 30 (Smock 

and Greenland 2010) but fertility on the whole has decreased. The question to 

answer is whether fertility has decreased because norms and desires have 

changed or because structural conditions have increased opportunity costs 

(Friedman at al. 1994). One can assume that both elements have affected 

fertility. However, it is not easy to disentangle them.  

 

When it comes to fertility the focus in the literature is very often on women. 

However, not only the age of the mothers has shifted but also the age of the 

fathers and fathers are in general even older than mothers (Beets 2011; 
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Henwood, Shirani et al. 2011). Recently, also males have increasingly moved 

into the focus of interest regarding fertility behaviour. Additionally, scholars 

concentrate more and more on the couple perspective (Eckhard and Klein 

2006) and argue that people have linked lives (Elder 1994).  

 

Why is it important to study fertility behaviour? One reason is that many 

scholars agree that childbearing delay leads to a higher level of foregone 

childbearing  (Gustafsson 2001; Smock and Greenland 2010). However, the 

issue is complex and has a gender asymmetry. In a longitudinal study in the US 

it was shown that women who were enrolled in college had a 33% higher 

probability to end up with fewer children than intended compared to their peer 

male students. Men somehow seem to have fewer problems with “having it all” 

(Quesnel-Vallée and Morgan. Philip 2003). A similar result is true for a large 

study in Germany that shows that for well educated males in contrast to low 

educated ones postponement of fertility does not lead to forgone childbearing. 

Whereas, again, the picture is the opposite for women (Helfferich, Klindworth et 

al. 2006).  

 

Parenthood has become a choice (Doorne-Huiskes and Doorten 2011) and 

does not constitute a necessity any longer: it is only one possible way of how to 

design one’s life (Sevón 2005). It is argued that modern contraception has 

made the fertility decline possible (Bongaarts and Watkins 1996) as it has led to 

the situation that children need to be considered, reflected on and decided for 

(Kapella and Rille-Pfeiffer 2004). Nevertheless, parenthood is still valued high 

and most of the young people want to have children (Henwood, Shirani et al. 

2011, Thomson, Winkler-Dworak et al. 2013) and a family of their own. 

However, parenthood is not compulsory anymore (Burkart 2007) and to make 

the decision to have a child does not seem to be an easy one. Huinink et al. 

(2008) found in their research that people have a high willingness to have 

children; however, there is a huge discrepancy between wishing and actual 

behaviour. Many people do not achieve the fertility level as intended at young 

age. In general, having fewer children than intended is more common than 

overachieving (Quesnel-Vallée and Morgan 2003). 
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Various studies show the relation between labour-force participation and fertility 

rate (Kohler and Kohler 2002; Engelhardt and Prskawetz 2004; Kreyenfeld 

2004). Reasons for low fertility and postponement are often assumed to be 

economic rationality as well as job insecurity (Caldwell, Caldwell et al. 2002). 

Other scholars argue more with the incompatibility of family and work. Most 

women decide to work for some time after having finished their education. They 

want to establish themselves in the labour market before having children to 

make the return to their job after parental leave easier. In particular well-

educated women tend to postpone parenthood when entering the labour market 

(e.g. Kreyenfeld 2004). The professional possibilities for women have raised a 

conflict between career and motherhood and in many countries it seems to be 

very difficult to combine the roles of mother and worker (Borchardt and Stöbel-

Richter 2004). Engelhardt and Prskawetz (2004) point out that if there are no or 

only few supporting facilities, it is mainly the women who work less in the labour 

market and take care of the children.  

 

That women are solely responsible for household and children was only the 

case in rich families before the twentieth century as poorer families couldn’t 

afford to lose the income of the mother. Only during the twentieth century 

women staying at home became the norm for all social classes (Doorne-

Huiskes and Doorten 2011). During the last decades there has been a sharp 

increase of female labour force participation and this has been mainly caused 

by mothers joining the labour force (Wernhart and Neuwirth 2007). Today, 

working mothers are more and more accepted; however they remain the 

primary responsible care giver (Doorne-Huiskes and Doorten 2011). It is 

pointed out that women do not want to live a traditional life anymore but their 

more modern gender concept is often not supported by their male partners 

(Helfferich 2001). It can be said that nowadays women live more like men than 

vice versa (Testa and Toulemon 2006). In a representative study in Austria 

people showed an ambivalent picture regarding the issue if a mother of a child 

under three should work. Half of them agreed the other half did not. The higher 

the education of the interviewees the more likely it was that they agreed that a 

mother with a small child can work (Kapella and Rille-Pfeiffer 2007).  
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McDonald (2000a) sees the combination of liberal economy and traditional, 

male-dominated family organisation fatal for the level of fertility. It should be 

pointed out that children are valued and necessary for the whole society and not 

just for their parents. Kreyenfeld (2004) argues that welfare states have already 

responded to the changes in female labour-force participation by trying to 

support the reconciliation of work and family. A look at Europe shows that 

countries offering better facilities for combining work and family life have higher 

fertility rates. Childbearing and career are more compatible in northern Europe 

and France, and this fact is often used to explain why women have more 

children in these countries (Kreyenfeld 2004; Lutz 2005). Issues like the 

possibility to work part time , and the availability of childcare or child friendly 

policies, are mentioned (Sobotka 2004). Scholars assume that policy-makers 

should prepare more institutional support to allow mothers of young children to 

combine employment and family. Additionally, it is argued that policy-makers 

should aim to increase the gender equality and aim for more participation in 

housework and childcare for males (Caldwell, Caldwell et al. 2002). In Austria a 

good father is still seen as one who is responsible for the economic security of 

the family. However, in a quantitative study in Austria it was shown as well that 

half of the interviewees agree that a good father takes on family related duties 

(Kapella and Rille-Pfeiffer 2007).  

 

Because a lot of quantitative research has been done the author  will make a 

difference and offer insights that explain statistical patterns with the help of 

qualitative findings (Henwood, Shirani et al. 2011). Behaviour patterns can only 

be understood if they are related to the underlying processes (Willekens 1991). 

Ni Bhrolcháin and Toulemon (2005) argue that not much work has been done 

on the precise behaviour mechanism that stands behind the change in fertility 

behaviour. Nauck (2007) criticizes that the values of children are never 

satisfyingly related to the opportunity structure and barriers. Bridging 

hypotheses are missing were social action context and individual action can be 

connected.  

 

Some approaches discuss the importance of culture (Borchardt and Stöbel-

Richter 2004; Burkart 2006). Culture provides the normative and meaning-
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giving rules of how to behave (de Bruijn 2006). Social or cultural evaluation of 

family size and gender-specific role models are important to consider when 

understanding behaviour (Bühler 2006). To focus on this cultural aspect more 

was suggested by Burkart (2006).  

 

A lot is known about fertility and how possible elements like education can 

postpone childbearing. However, which mechanisms have an effect on fertility 

behaviour and how the social context affects individual thinking and therefore 

also behaviour is mainly neglected. This thesis will try to make a contribution in 

this respect and show how a life concept is handled and which elements 

influence a possible behaviour.  

 

 

Theoretical considerations 

 

In this chapter important theoretical assumptions that are relevant to consider 

when talking about the postponement of fertility and the issue of fertility in 

general will be discussed. All theoretical approaches here give us a better 

understanding of the issue under research. All of them are important in family 

sociology and demography as well as for this thesis.  

 

1.1 ‘Second demographic transition’ and ‘gender equality 

theory’ 

Several theoretical approaches have tried to explain the postponement of 

fertility as well as the decline. One of them is the concept of “the second 

demographic transition”. This theory tries to explain the phenomenon that we 

live in a society where fertility is already lower than mortality (de Bruijn 2006). 

The main assumptions are: that ‘individual autonomy’ and ‘female 

emancipation’ are the driving forces when it comes to the issue of delaying 

family formation. Since women have access to modern contraception their 

autonomy regarding fertility has increased (Lesthaeghe 2003). In general, it is 

argued that individuals have much more freedom today with respect to the 

goals they want to achieve compared to the past (Lesthaeghe 1983).  
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In this approach it is pointed out that the fact that women have increased their 

participation in education and the labour market hinders fertility. Another crucial 

assumption here is that the change in fertility is connected to a value change. 

The value of children has changed and this has strongly influenced family and 

fertility behaviour. Children are still considered important but the hierarchy of the 

value system has changed – so the assumption (van de Kaa 1987; Lesthaeghe 

2003). During the first demographic transition the relationship between males 

and females changed whereas during the second demographic transition 

women’s control over children increased constantly. Women have gained 

responsibility at work but they are still responsible at home. Men on the other 

hand do not share much responsibility inside the family but women share 

economic ones (Goldscheider 2000). Hakim (2003) assumes the real cause 

why the fertility rate has dropped is the contraceptive revolution “female control 

of fertility replaces male control” (Hakim 2003, p.350).  

 

Van de Kaa argues that people behave mainly in ways that are considered 

legitimate in a society, follow existing values and norms and do not act against 

them. To understand what is going on we have to observe their behaviour, i.e., 

how they appreciate their lives and what guides them (van de Kaa 1987; van de 

Kaa 1996; van de Kaa 2004). Even if it is assumed that people follow existing 

norms in this approach it is argued that norms are losing their directive power 

and have reduced their influence on demographic behaviour compared to the 

past. People today have a wide range of possibilities to act considering fertility 

and choices are strongly influenced by individual value orientation (Lesthaeghe 

1983; Lesthaeghe 2001; Lesthaeghe 2003). Fertility is described as an 

individual or a couple decision to satisfy private needs and not a social duty 

(van de Kaa 1997). Kohler (2001) discusses that the second demographic 

transition theory assumes fertility behaviour as an adoption to changing 

conditions in the environment.  

 

In his ‘gender equality theory’ McDonald (2000) considers gender roles as the 

most important factor when looking at fertility. Here, it is assumed that fertility 

has fallen to a moderate level once gender equality started to rise and women 
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gained power over the decision-making process of fertility. It is further assumed 

that high gender equality regarding education and labour market decreases 

fertility whereas high gender equality in institutions that deal with members of 

family can raise the fertility again (McDonald 2002). In general, it is argued that 

the status of women has altered and this also has consequences for the fertility 

rate. He argues that the low fertility level in developed societies can be 

explained by considering inconsistencies in gender equality (McDonald 2000). 

Countries with a conservative attitude towards the role of women are precisely 

those with low fertility levels. In an equal society, roles would not be determined 

on the basis of gender. Women today do not want to be financially dependent 

on their partners. Therefore, he argues they have to combine work and family, 

which is difficult in many countries. He describes the combination of liberal 

economy and traditional, male-dominated family organisation as being fatal for 

the level of fertility (McDonald 2000a).  

 

1.2 Economic theories 

A rather prominent place in family sociology as well as in demography is taken 

by economic theories. These theories explain the issue of postponement of 

fertility by assuming that individuals act rationally and calculate both, costs and 

benefits of their actions (Becker 1992). One of the representatives is Easterlin 

(1980). Here, it is assumed that concepts such as the standard of living and 

living arrangements are formed during childhood. Experiences during 

socialisation in childhood shape young people and are the basis for most of 

their ideas about the future, like their earnings prospects. It is argued that low 

unemployment rates and high wages indicate a good future, while the opposite 

will be true during recessions. People try to reach a very specific type of 

standard that was already determined in their minds during their childhood. In 

times of recessions, reaching the preferred standard of living will take longer 

with the consequence that fertility will be postponed (Easterlin 1978; Easterlin 

1980). 

 

Another theory to be discussed here is the “new home economics” approach 

(Willis 1973; Becker and Lewis 1974; Becker 1992). The main assumption is 
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that people aim to maximise their lifetime utility. The decision for a child is made 

by calculating all costs and benefits to maximise the personal utility. Fertility 

decisions are understood as a function of individual preferences and costs of 

children. An interaction between quantity and quality of children is assumed in 

this connection (Becker 1992). When talking about fertility, the cost of time 

should also be considered in detail. When income is rising, the time spent on 

childcare gets more valuable as well (Becker 1965). Following this argument an 

increased educational level of women has a strong positive effect on the quality 

of the education their children receive but a strong negative effect on the 

number of children (Becker 1992). Additionally, it is assumed that the standard 

needs of a child are getting higher and higher, and to have children has thus 

become a really expensive issue these days (Becker and Lewis 1974). 

 

As we have already seen in other approaches the fact that female education 

and employment rates have increased, is directly connected with the declining 

fertility. Here, the idea of opportunity costs is used to explain why the decision 

for a child is not that easy. It is assumed that not only wages as such are 

considered when making a fertility decision but also the fact that one is losing 

income when taking maternity leave or working part time (Becker 1965). The 

opportunity costs are interconnected with education. Higher educated women 

lose more income than lower educated ones if they reduce their working hours 

or leave the labour market for childbearing (Willis 1973; Hotz, Klerman et al. 

1997). People have to invest a lot in their education and it can be assumed that 

they want to get something in return, for instance, a good salary. In particular 

well-educated women want to get settled in their jobs before entering 

motherhood. It is assumed that the costs of a child immediately after having 

completed one’s education are high. The issue of the right timing is considered 

as crucial again, especially for women with a high level of education. When 

thinking about fertility, costs and benefits of having a child have to be 

considered and this includes the optimum timing of childbearing (Becker 1992; 

Hotz, Klerman et al. 1997). Additionally, the standard new home economics 

theory considers preferences to be constant (Willis 1973). 

 

The effect of wages on female fertility decisions is especially strong on first 
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birth. Looking only on wages, however, would be too short sighted. Economists 

argue that also the expected further earning has to be considered as well as 

policies that influence behaviour. Economists assume allowing women to stay 

as shortly as possible out of the labour market to increase their life time income 

would increase fertility (Gustafsson 2001). 

 

It is pointed out that the economic approaches cannot fully explain fertility 

behaviour. Especially norms and social conventions are not considered 

adequately within economic approaches (e.g., Engelhardt and Prskawetz 2004; 

Liefbroer and Corijn 1999) as well as the process and the actual decision-

making that are very often neglected (de Bruijn 1999).  

 

1.3 Theory of Planned Behaviour 

The social-psychological “theory of planned behaviour” (TPB) was invented by 

Ajzen and Fishbein (Ajzen 1988, 1991; Ajzen & Fishbein 2005).This theory is 

based on assumptions about decision-making and is not only used when talking 

about fertility decisions. The aim is to describe the factors that influence a 

decision to predict behaviour. Intentions are assumed to be good predictors of 

behaviour, especially when people have their behaviour under volitional control 

(Ajzen and Fishbein 2005). Fertility intentions are assumed to be specific ideas 

which refer to a concrete fertility plan. In their assumption intentions – which are 

assumed to capture motivational factors – are the crucial elements of individual 

planned behaviour. The TPB defines intentions as something that refers to a 

concrete outcome, like having a child in a special time frame. In this respect 

intentions are seen as conscious actions that are understood as reflected 

decisions (Ajzen 1991).  

 

According to the TPB approach, fertility intentions are directly influenced by 

three independent determinants: attitudes towards behaviour, social norms and 

perceived behavioural control. Beside these three determinants there are the 

background factors. They consist first of individual factors: like personality, 

experiences or emotions. Second of social factors: like education, age or 

gender and third of information factors: like knowledge or media. These factors 
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do not influence intentions and behaviour directly but they influence the 

intention by affecting attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural 

control (Ajzen and Fishbein 2005).  

 

It is assumed that fertility is mainly a result of choices. However, the decision for 

a child needs to be seen in a specific time frame. Parity and period specific 

intentions are better predictors of behaviour and it is assumed that the fertility 

decision is a couple’s joint decision (Billari and Philipov et al. 2009). 

 

Different from the economic theories, here it is assumed that individuals do not 

act rationally but reasoned and make systematic use of the information 

available to them. People consider the implications of their actions before they 

decide to engage or not engage in certain behaviours (Ajzen and Fishbein 

1980). Decisions are made after one has considered their implications carefully. 

Ajzen and Fishbein assume that also emotions play a role as background 

factors. (Ajzen and Fishbein 2005). 

 

Previously, researchers criticised the fact that the TPB individual and emotional 

level are not considered adequately. They criticised that in this theory of 

planned behaviour the action is described as too rational and human behaviour 

cannot generally be described as reasoned (Gibbons, Gerrard et al. 1998; 

Armitage and Conner 1999). It is argued that human action is too much 

simplified. Additionally, it is discussed that it is not clear what happens between 

the intention and the decision itself and which factors interact here (Perugini 

and Bagozzi 2001).  

 

1.4 Miller and Pasta approach 

Based on the above shown criticism of the TPB Miller and Pasta (1995) 

developed their own model to explain how people make their fertility decisions. 

They first argue that in different studies and surveys intentions are 

operationalized in different ways. Several kinds of questions concerning fertility 

intentions were asked in surveys and all of them have been interpreted as 

intentions. Researchers often use the terms desires, preferences, intentions 
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and expectations as synonyms without giving good and clear definitions, which 

neglects the necessary and important differentiation (Miller and Pasta 1995).  

 

In their approach they distinguish between desires which are what people want 

to do and intentions which are considered as what people plan to do (Miller 

1995; Miller, Severy et al. 2004). It is argued that motivations, attitudes and 

beliefs lead to desires. Desires are wishes and do not directly lead to action. 

They further assume that attitudes and norms do not influence intentions 

directly but desires and only via them affect intentions. One important difference 

of desires to attitudes is that a desire can be satisfied but an attitude cannot and 

this is especially interesting when it comes to fertility decisions (Miller and Pasta 

1995). Also other scholars argue and have shown that desires should be 

focused on when talking about decision making (Perugini and Bagozzi 2001). 

Hoffman and Hoffman (1973) discuss that values affect the desire to have 

children. Bühler (2006) argues that people formulate their intention on the basis 

of their desires and their situational circumstances. People change their 

intentions because of changing situations. 

 

Desires represent what a person wants. These wishes do not directly lead to 

action but they need to be translated first into an intention which is a conscious 

commitment to act in a certain way and a specific time plan. This means they 

have a concrete idea to act in a certain way. They point out that the influence of 

significant others especially of the spouse is extremely important when talking 

about fertility decisions and the timing of a child (Miller and Pasta 1994). Fertility 

decisions must be considered as a couple’s decision. Individuals take into 

account the perceived desires of significant others as well as situational factors 

in order to formulate their intentions. In this definition planning takes also 

situational conditions into account (Miller and Pasta 1995).  

 

Miller and Pasta (1995) distinguish between different intentions. Intentions 

about a child should be considered differently than the intentions about the 

timing of childbearing. They also argue that the number of children should be 

considered separately. Miller and Pasta (1995) point out that especially for the 

first child the issue of timing is crucial. For additional children this issue is not 
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that important anymore.  

 

1.5 Life course approach 

The most promising approach for this thesis is the “life course approach” and 

the assumption about how people consider the issue of fertility in their life 

course. The approach gives this research a very important theoretical 

orientation. Most of the assumptions shown now will be taken as the base line 

for the “life concept theory”. The theoretical orientation came from the desire to 

understand social pathways, their effects, and their relation to social conditions 

(Elder, Johnson et al. 2003). The life course is defined as several transitions of 

events or roles that individuals experience as they age from birth to death 

(Mayer 2004; Jackson and Berkowitz 2005). Fertility behaviour is one special 

event in life and especially the timing is a fundamental element as it shapes the 

life course (Billari 2005). Huinink and Kohli (2010, p.1) define fertility behaviour 

as something that “… is embedded in a changing multi-level pattern of socio-

structural, institutional and cultural, conditions of the life course (external 

conditions), and influenced by (stable or dynamic) biological states and 

physiological conditions, cognitive capabilities and subjective dispositions 

(internal condition)”. Fertility can be understood as an interdependent act of a 

multidimensional process. 

 

 

Three assumptions can be named:  

 

1. First, the life cycle is a process and so is human development. Previous 

decisions and experiences shape meanings as well as expectations and 

therefore also actions (Birg 1987, Huinink 2000; Elder, Johnson et al. 2003; 

Mayer 2004; Huinink and Kohli 2010). Experiences restrict and broaden future 

decisions (Blossfeld and Huinik 2001). However, even if we consider this as 

important, previous experiences and their effect on the life course are hardly 

known (Huinink and Kohli 2010).  

 

2. Second, a person lives in different life spheres. They are not only 
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interconnected butdepend and compete with each other (Huinink 2000, Huinink 

and Kohli 2010, Huinink and Feldhaus 2009). Huinink (2000) argues that 

different phases in life have different social conditions. The aim on which people 

focus and want to concentrate on in future is very important for their behaviour. 

As we can see, fertility represents one element in a person’s biography, 

however, it is interlinked and depends on other parts of the life course like 

career or partnership (Höpflinger 1997). 

 

3. Third, the life course of one person is connected to others as one belongs to 

a social group and behaviour is orientated on values and norms of the society 

itself ( Birg 1987, Huinink 2000; Mayer 2004, Huinink and Feldhaus 2009). It is 

assumed that there exists some kind of pattern that people try to follow; social 

frameworks that influence behaviour and culturally structured ideas about a 

good life are seen as giving direction (Burkart 1994). The time and the place 

people live in shape the life courses. The social-historical influence is expressed 

through the social network (Elder et al. 2003).  

 

We further have to understand that these three assumptions interact with each 

other. The life course approach is time and context related. Social history and 

personal biography depend on each other. An interplay of experiences and the 

socio-historical context in a multilevel process is assumed as a life course is 

highly affected by the time and the space where this process takes place (Elder 

and Caspi 1990). Further, we have to consider that there are intra-cohort 

variations as well. Members of one cohort can react in different ways to social 

circumstances. However, there is some kind of period specific social 

understanding and framework of boundaries of roles, relationships or identities 

(Cohler and Hostetler 2003). Social normative regulations constrain possible 

sequences or virtual biographies. The virtual biography is influenced and 

changed by already made experiences (Huinink 2000).  

 

The existence of norms is emphasized within the life course approach 

(Settersten and Mayer 1997). It is assumed that there are norms concerning 

timing and sequencing of demographic behaviour, which lead to an informal 

structuring of the own life course. Höpflinger (1997) argues a decision for a child 
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is something individual but that there are social norms which shape the opinion 

when it seems to be preferable to have a child. An age-appropriate behaviour 

which is guided by age-related informal norms is assumed. The life course is 

described as externally shaped and normatively expected. These issues 

address one’s own interests and responsibilities and accordingly regulate the 

decision (Diewald and Mayer 2008).  

 

Blossfeld and Huinink (1991) assume that normative expectations exist in 

society. That young people attending education should not enter parenthood 

would be one example. They further assume that finishing education is an 

important step into adulthood which will further lead to parenthood. Settersten 

(2003) discusses that it is often assumed that people have a ”cognitive map” 

about their life course in their minds. This gives people the possibility to prepare 

themselves for coming experiences. These expectations guide and evaluate 

behaviour. Birg (1987) assumes a virtual biography. This is the perceived set of 

possible action strategies an individual is able to realise and which is not stable 

but changes constantly, based on made experiences and conditions. Huinink 

and Kohli (2010) assume that there is a variation of life course patterns between 

different social classes as well as between gender and generations. One point 

that is unclear is how people manage to deal with conflicting norms from 

different groups (Settersten 2003).  

 

Scholars have been arguing that stable structures bring forward a decision 

more easily. It is assumed that individuals who follow social organised pathways 

are more likely to encounter success (Furstenberg 2005). Even if we assume 

such pathway with some kind of social order (Kohli 2003), it is argued that the 

life course today is open for acting and interpreting and more than that, it is a 

necessity to deal with it individually. People need to deal and to plan their own 

life scripts. Because of this flexibility individuals tend to lose stability (Kohli 

2003). There is the assumption that individuals face a greater complexity of 

possible life paths than in the past (Widmer and Ritschard 2009).  

 

Connected to this some researchers discuss the idea of the de-standardization 

of life courses. Here, it is argued that traditional normal biographies lose their 
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normative power (Schröder 2007). Today, in private life no clear or strict 

“norms” exist to shape the life course (Brückner and Mayer 2005). Beck (1986) 

argues that people today lack traditional safety and guiding norms. However, 

now there are other institutions which shape the life course. There is pressure 

to design the own life course which means that one needs to take over 

responsibility and makes decisions for oneself. Hogan and Astone (1986) argue 

that in modern societies fewer direct pressures for social conformity exist and 

that older people face stronger age norms than younger ones. The new 

freedom for designing one’s life course brings the risk that it can also more 

easily collapse. Young people have to deal with absence of institutional support, 

normative control and a clear life script (Settersten 2003). Especially when one 

takes pathways that are not widely shared important support is missing. 

Individuals need to play a much more active role especially regarding decisions 

because of the lacking structure (Settersten 2007). We have to note that great 

national differences regarding de-standardisation were found as well as the fact 

that social groups or gender are differently affected by it (Widmer and Ritschard 

2009). 

 

One example is that today the self-evidence of family and partnership that hold 

a lifetime is not given anymore the decision process is extremely difficult and 

very complex. Long term planning for children is therefore more and more 

complicated (Huinink 2000). People consider if and when to have a child quite 

intensively but they often face conflicts regarding their decision (Huinink, 

Schröder et al. 2008). Individualisation broadens individual acting possibilities 

but on the other side asks for one’s own initiative assertiveness. The own life 

history needs more and more reflexivity and needs to be planned (Burkart 

2007). Huinink (2000) argues that especially men but women as well slowly 

reduce the normative structures toward family. People have to follow fewer 

norms connected with partnership and family than in the past. That is seen as 

strongly connected with the emancipation of the women. As a consequence 

individuals get in conflict between the wish for a child and the low desire for a 

long-term close link, that can hinder the career ideas of a woman (Huinink 

2000).  
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On the one hand they argue that partnership has also gained importance in the 

last years but on the other hand they discuss that a partnership is hindering 

individual freedom. They see that family is losing its importance because the 

individual needs and social acceptance and status which are mainly gained via 

work would be bound by having a family (Huinink 2000). Education as well as 

career are becoming attractive patterns for action that make the decision to start 

a family unattractive (Schröder 2007). However, individuals will try to make their 

actions also safe for the future. Questions of combining family and work but also 

which social status a person wants to reach have to be considered (Huinink 

2000). 

 

As already mentioned, a life course needs to be understood as a process during 

which people change from one status to another. The dimension of time is very 

important. Life time is a central and restricted resource. A decision about an 

action is a decision about how to use time. The different life spheres of a person 

are very often in conflict with each other (Huinink 2000). To get all the 

information to make a decision needs time. What is important is very often 

connected with a special time horizon which can create pressure. The 

consequences of a long time and far reaching decision have to be considered 

very well (Huinink 2000). Fertility is assumed to be highly affected by time and 

age related programs inside a society (Huinink and Kohli 2010). 

 

It is further assumed that people are pushed to get goals in a special time 

frame, like their education or children (Huinink and Kohli 2010). The life course 

is conventionalized as transitions that are connected to age. Settersten (2003) 

discuss that people seem to share knowledge about the right timing of 

experiences and roles by other members of the same group. The experiences 

are restricted to a special period of life. These so called “social clocks” are 

known and considered regarding the own timing (Settersten 2003). Not only the 

institutional level but also the social network of a person has a huge influence 

on individual behaviour (Huinink and Kohli 2010). 

 

Huinink and Kohli (2010) point out that the issue of timing needs to be 

discussed with the partner. If different ideas about the right timing exist fertility is 
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delayed. Huinink and Kohli (2010) assume that people consider their fertility 

plans quite intensively, because the consequences of a child are quite far-

reaching. People want to be sure about their future expectations and plans 

before having the first child. Then they really can take over responsibility and 

make sure that they can combine other elements in life with parenting. As in 

many other theories it is also here assumed that people consider caring for 

children as something that needs a good economic and personal basis. To have 

stable economic circumstances would be important to get prepared in this 

respect (Huinink, Schröder et al. 2008).  

 

Settersten (2007) makes clear that young people today cannot achieve 

economic and even more important psychological autonomy in the same way 

as the cohorts before them. The models of the past do not fit the conditions and 

the behaviour of today. However, people still have ideas about age-related 

behaviour and orient their lives accordingly.  

 

Huinink and Kohli (2010) describe that the decision for a child is connected with 

constraints. At first one needs to have a suitable partner and even if this partner 

exists one might be confronted with biological infecundity. Huinink (2000) 

assumes that partnership and parenthood today are relevant for most people 

because of the psychological benefits. However, how people manage to 

combine the different wishes and needs during their life time and how they 

combine the various activities are difficult questions. To concentrate on special 

things is one solution. In a rather short time period individuals need to deal with 

several competing demands. It is assumed that for example education and 

labour market entry have temporal priority over fertility (Huinink and Kohli 2010).  

 

People try to realize individual ideas about their lives. Which aims they will 

realize depends on costs and utilities, so the assumption. These aims are often 

not easily combined because the areas of life have different foci. When we 

consider children and work we have the additional problem that these costs and 

utilities are very different to calculate against each other because they are 

based on different grounds. It is argued here with opportunity costs. A decision 

for a family is therefore assumed to be connected with many conflicts. People 



24 

will not decide for a child as long as the balance of costs and benefits are not 

clear (Huinink, Schröder et al. 2008). Additionally to the rationally calculated 

decision also normative and emotional feelings play a role and it is argued that 

a mostly rationally thinking person will make the decision not to have a child 

because costs and benefits are not totally possible to calculate (Huinink, 

Schröder et al. 2008). 

 

Burkart (1994) argues that calculating rationally is often not of importance when 

it comes to the decision for a child. However, normative considerations that are 

connected to motherhood and career are very crucial. Huinink et al. (2008) on 

the other hand assume that there is always a rational decision behind 

behaviour. However, they admit that it is likely that calculating pros and cons of 

this decision will not always lead to a clear decision.  

 

Hogan and Astone (1986) are convinced that plans of young people affect their 

transitions later in life. Blossfeld and Huinik (2001) make clear that purposes, 

motives and plans of an individual are different compared to the realized future. 

For example, not everybody who wants to have a career will be able to put 

his/her plan into action. Helfferich (2002) points out that the plan for someone’s 

life is often modified and the decision for a child is postponed rather often.  

 

Huinink and Kohli (2010) criticise that the life course approach misses a 

coherent theory. A dynamic theory of individual action does not exist. It has to 

be noted that people not only switch from one sequence to another but that the 

question of what people do and how they do it is very important (Jackson and 

Berkowitz 2005). Another missing interlink is the one between psychological 

dispositions and social constructed life courses (Mayer 2009). Blossfeld and 

Huinik (2001) point out that “soft” data about the structure in which a decision is 

taking place are often missing. Therefore it would be interesting to understand 

the decision-making process. The subjective decision-making process has been 

mainly neglected until now. Blossfeld and Huinik (2001) argue that a 

combination of qualitative and quantitative research can help to understand 

better what is going on. Settersten (2007) argues that we have much to learn 

from young adults with respect to how they plan their transitions, set their goals 
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and decide for strategies to meet their dreams.  

 

This research is trying to make a difference here. Taking the assumptions of the 

“life course approach” as the base line the author will show how fertility 

behaviour at parity zero is considered. The “life concept theory” is a concept 

that needs to be seen in the framework of the “life course approach”, however, 

goes one step further in showing how social and individual mechanisms are 

interplaying.  

 

1.5.1 Critic on rational acting 

Not only the economic literature in most of the demographic theories assumes 

that individuals act rationally when intending to optimise their utility function 

(Johnson-Hanks 2007). Rationality is considered as behaviour that calculates 

costs and benefits to maximise personal utility over time (Becker and Murphy 

1988). It is the appropriate use of reason to make the best choice while taking 

into account what is really the best interest under the given circumstances 

(Tomer 2008).  

 

Kohler (2001) argues that the economic approach has been criticised by the 

assumption that preferences are well defined because of rational decision-

making. He points out that economic incentives are important elements in 

making a fertility decision, however, they are not the only ones. It is also argued 

that the principle of utility maximisation does a very poor job when judgements 

are mainly emotionally driven (Johnson-Hanks and Walchuk 2005). Simon 

(1978) criticises that people are not able to evaluate and to learn about all 

possible alternatives and therefore are not in possession of all information. They 

want to satisfy their aspiration but do not want to maximise their utility. 

 

Another critic refers to the assumption that individuals act rationally when it 

comes to fertility behaviour: Burkart (2006) argues that the rational action is 

seen as a simple assumption that cannot be proven with empirical research. 

One problem while analysing rational behaviour is that we never know what is 

considered to be the costs and benefits and how people calculate it (Zintl 1989). 
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To make a decision is rather often connected with inconsistencies; to assume 

rational behaviour is criticised as unlikely in such situations. Because individuals 

rather often face a dilemma where they have difficulties to judge which one of 

the alternatives they should decide for as well as being overstrained by too 

many things to consider (Burkart 1994). It happens rather often that people 

sense different utilities that compete with each other at the same time. 

Assuming rational behaviour in such a situation is therefore difficult (Fennell 

2006). Another argument against rational behaviour is that several studies have 

shown that pregnancies are often unwanted or unintended and therefore cannot 

be assumed to be grounded on rational decisions (Schröder 2007).  

 

It is argued that neither the rational utility maximising individual nor the passive 

one who is blindly following cultural values is an adequate assumption. We 

further have to assume that the motivation of individuals is beyond pure 

economic interests (Joshi and David 2006). Additionally, it is argued that not all 

decision makers are equally capable of analysing a situation in the same way 

and will come to different conclusions even if the information that is provided is 

the same for all (Miljkovic 2005). Miljkovic’s solution is to set aside the question 

of whether a person acts rationally or not because other questions would be 

more interesting to answer.  

 

 

1.6 Social networks 

1.6.1 Network and interaction  

We can assume, as already argued, that an individual’s behaviour depends on 

the structural and personal surroundings. Wasserman and Faust (1994) argue 

that social actors are embedded in a social network with social relationships 

and cannot be understood as isolated individuals. Structures are considered to 

have an influence on behaviour as well as other actors and should not be 

neglected when observing behaviour (Jansen 2003, Marsden and Friedkin 

1993). Social interaction is an interplay between actors and the behaviour of 

one person refers to others. Scientists who follow the SI focus on social acting 

and interacting (Vester 2009). To get a better understanding of people’s social 
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environment, it seems interesting to study their social networks.  

 

Some studies in demography have focused on the social influence of network 

partners and their effect on fertility decisions. Individuals are embedded and 

connected to a social network that influences their preferences and opinions – 

also when talking about fertility decisions. (Bühler and Philipov 2005; Behrman, 

Kohler and Watkins 2001) Bongaarts and Watkins (1996) discuss that during 

interaction with network partners ideas are shared and these influence fertility 

decisions. Reflecting on the social network partners as well as on the 

surroundings will help us to understand why and how individuals and couples 

reach their fertility decisions. 

 

Rindfuss et al. (2004) assume that the social influence of network partners is 

strong, with the effect that people orientate their behaviour toward persons 

within their network. When other network partners have already taken a special 

decision, e.g. to have a child, one as well will take this decision more likely. This 

phenomenon is defined in the literature as “homogeneity”. The social network is 

defined by many people that one has chosen freely, except family members, 

work colleagues, or neighbours, people rather often have friends who are of the 

same age, have a similar status and very often also a similar living situation 

(Hollstein 2001). Ajzen and Fishbein argue that the “…normative component 

refers to his perception that most people who are important to him think he 

should or should not perform the behaviour”. (Ajzen, Fishbein, 1980, p.60). 

 

It is argued that couples often consider their fertility decision as a private matter, 

however, their ideas and behaviour are connected to the behaviour and ideas of 

other people in their surroundings (Bernardi 2004). Even if we assume 

childbearing is a couple’s decision we need to have a deeper look at the way 

how friends react and have an impact on the decisions. Settersten (2007) 

discusses that the older young adults get, the more their decisions are 

connected and depend on other important people in their lives, like their 

spouse. Of course, especially this person is relevant when talking about fertility 

behaviour.  
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1.6.2 Social control 

Here, the focus is on social control. During the data analysis it turned out that  

mechanisms like social norms or social pressure might be important when it 

comes to fertility behaviour. Because this issue emerged   during the research a 

short theoretical discussion of the literature  seems necessary.  

 

Social control refers to mechanisms that guide and regulate individual 

behaviour within a social group. Social norms are one very important element. A 

social norm can be understood as a bunch of expectations how to behave and 

which focus should be given to a situation (Vester 2009). They are rules of 

behaviour (Bahrdt 1994) which give individuals orientation about right or wrong 

behaviour (Lamnek 2008). Socials norms are the basis for social acting. Social 

norms compel individuals to act in a special way (Schimank 2000).They give 

orientation for a relative stable and consistent acting. It is assumed that social 

norms belong to a group of people and refer to an acceptable behaviour 

(Liefbroer and Billari 2009). However, norms do not dictate a specific behaviour 

but mainly give a range of tolerable behaviour (Schäfers and Kopp 2006).  

 

There is the general assumption that norms as well as social roles are 

internalised during socialisation (Schäfers and Kopp 2006). Individuals learn 

how to behave in different situations and this gives orientation in life 

(Zimmermann 2000). In the SI it is assumed that during primary socialisation 

people learn to take over the view of significant others. One learns to see 

oneself with the eyes of others while still referring to a relative concrete group. 

The secondary socialisation is oriented toward a rather unknown and much 

bigger group. Here, it is assumed that one takes over the views of the 

generalised others. One is part of a complex social group and identifies oneself 

with their norms and rules and learns to take over the appropriate roles. 

Socialisation is a lifetime process (Vester 2009).  

 

Arguing in line with the SI it is important to note that norms are not seen as 

static elements. Individuals are not static; they are active and creative actors 

who do not blindly follow roles and norms (Koob 2007). Individuals can 

reproduce, shape or negotiate norms and values to their personal benefit (Joshi 
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and David 2006). It is assumed that norms and rules guide the behaviour of 

individuals but again not in a static way. Norms are more seen as giving 

orientation than strict rules of behaviour. Furthermore, norms are assumed to 

be too abstract to give clear acting instructions (Koob 2007).  

 

Each person acts according to social roles (Schäfers and Kopp 2006). A social 

role is connected to a social position (Vester 2009). A person who carries a 

social role is confronted with expectations regarding a special set of behaviour 

possibilities. These expectations can also change (Schimank 2000). Once a 

person has internalised the expectations connected with their role there is no 

need for sanctions because the person will take care of the fact that all 

expectations are fulfilled (Schimank 2000). Roles are defined by social norms 

which guide behaviour. By acting like is expected people confirm the existing 

roles (Schäfers and Kopp 2006). It is argued that an inter-role conflict can 

occur, which means that different roles get in conflict with each other (Vester 

2009). 

 

It is assumed that individuals follow norms mainly because they fear sanctions 

(Lesthaeghe 1983). Not fulfilling the norms is guided by negative sanctions 

(Bahrdt 1994). Sanctions can be rather mild or very drastical (Lamnek 2008) 

from a nasty look up to being arrested. Sanctions are a part of social control 

(Vester 2009). Liefbroer and Billari (2009) assume that most sanctions are 

inflicted by close network members like parents or friends.  

 

Social control is an effort to influence a person in all day social situations or it 

shows in sanctions by formal institutions like the police. Social desirable 

behaviour is the aim (Schäfers and Kopp 2006). However, there can be social 

control without sanctions as well. This is the case when individuals follow norms 

that they have internalised during socialisation. This refers to the tendency that 

external control is more and more transferred to internal control (Vester 2009). 

This internalisation is argued by Elias (1982). In his study about rituals and 

behaviour in former ages he explains that external control via societal power 

has been transformed over the centuries into internalised norms for behaviour 

(Elias 1982). Social control so to speak includes also guidelines which are 
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internalised and belong to a personality. It is pointed out that in our society more 

and more norms are internalised and so behaviour is guided (Schäfers and 

Kopp 2006). Based on this idea it is argued that when internalisation of norms 

occurs there are no sanctions needed to bring individuals to fulfil these norms. 

Social norms become what people desire and there is no discrepancy between 

the interests of an individual and a group. The norms become the ends that 

people desire. Once norms are internalised no differences between norms and 

a personal values as well as social- and self-interests are assumed. 

Internalising social norms has the effect that people will follow these norms 

even without social pressure (Horne 2001; Horne 2003) and the self-control 

mirrors social control (Helle 2001).  

 

In connection to this it is argued that cognitive biographical scripts about the 

normal life course become more important (Kohli 1985). Social conventions are 

transformed into institutionalised ways of thinking. It is assumed that age 

normative conceptions are internalised and guide the life course. No external 

institutional control is necessary because people orient themselves on 

internalised frames (Heckhausen 1999). 

 

Bahrdt (1994) discusses in his book that there are norm conflicts as well which 

make clear acting difficult. Additionally, it can occur that people get in conflict 

with their norms in practice and this creates a problematic situation (Horne 

2001).  

 

Values also guide individual’s behaviour. Values, however, are only general 

guidelines for acting and have no direct directive (Schäfers and Kopp 2006). 

Values point to preferences and aims people tend to follow. They give 

orientation and help to assess a situation (Vester 2009). It is assumed that 

value pluralism creates conflicts and is a burden for individuals (Schäfers and 

Kopp 2006). 

 

As already discussed one can assume that members of a social group share 

the same symbols. This helps people to act and react in ways which are 

accepted by the community. Sanctions and social pressure are the key 
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explanations why people behave according to standards (Hammel 1990). Social 

pressure has the function to make a society conform. Enough pressure will 

influence behaviour so the assumption (McNicoll 1980).  

 

Social pressure is defined as something that comes from outside, from the 

environment, and is connected with sanctions to make sure that people act 

according to socials norms (Schäfers and Kopp 2006). Social pressure can be 

described as “[t]he structure of sanctions and rewards associated with 

behaviours produces social influence when the individual considers these social 

costs and benefits as relevant and behaves accordingly” (Bernardi 2004, 

p. 536).  

 

Van de Kaa (1996) notes that fertility and family formation are strongly 

influenced by rules that refer to adequate behaviour. Although other scholars 

argue that there are changing social norms that lie behind the changes in 

fertility behaviour. Social norms help to explain variation in behaviour – between 

and within different societies (Joshi and David 2006). Liefbroer and Billari 

(2009) assume that social norms regarding demographic behaviour are still 

present. They argue that there are age norms for life events and role transitions 

and these norms indicate in which age range a behaviour should occur and 

when it is inappropriate to perform certain behaviour because one is being too 

young or too old to become a parent, for example. There is not only a biological 

clock but also a social one as normative concepts about timing are shared by 

the social group. That leads to the situation that people conceive good and bad 

times for events. A chronological age structure provides meaning to the life 

span (Heckhausen 1999). Age deadlines seem to be internal timetables to keep 

people on track with regard to the social-clock (Settersten 2003). Settersten 

further argues that age norms seem to be gender-specific.  

 

Additionally, there are age-sequential structures that limit potential sequences 

(Heckhausen 1999). These sequencing norms regulate in which order events 

should occur. Like after finishing one’s education one should gain some 

experiences in the labour market instead of immediately aiming for a child. 

Liefbroer and Billari (2009) point out that expectations about appropriate fertility 
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behaviour are important for shaping one’s life course. Sanctions, however, are 

considered to be rather mild and only connected to specific norms.  

 

To sum-up,, several theories try to explain how fertility decisions are made and 

which issues influence this decision. Additionally, the author also wants to  shed 

light on the topic of social control, because it appeared to be an important issue 

in the data. Now the situation of Austria will be discussed to show which 

elements are of importance and to get a better understanding in which frame 

the data should be seen.  

 

 

Short description of Austria 

The situation of Austria at hand will be discussed in the following chapter. In the 

years between 2000 and 2008 Austria had a TFR (total fertility rate) – which is 

the mean number of children born during one calendar year – of 1.4. The PAP 

(period average parity) – an indicator of total fertility based on period parity 

progression ratios – was between 1.5 and 1.6. Figure 1 shows the TFR and the 

PAP. The TFR is one of the most used period fertility rates, however, this rate 

does not precisely reflect the actual fertility level and is not very close to the 

completed fertility rates of one birth cohort in a given period of time. The PAP 

has the advantage that it is controlling for the actual parity composition and is 

less affected by issues of timing one’s childbearing (Zeman, K., T. Sobotka, et 

al. 2010). 
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Figure 1: PAP: Period Average Parity and TFR: Period Total Fertility Rate, 

1984-2009 

 

Source: VID – Hompage, Geburtenbarometer – Annual data on births and 

fertility rates in Austria and Vienna, 1984 – 2009 (Sobotka, Zeman et al. 2010) 

 

Onecan say that Austria is one of the countries with a very low fertility rate. 

Considering Vienna foreign-born women contribute a great deal to the fertility 

rate in Vienna. Whereas the TFR of Austrian-born women is 1.11, for foreign-

born women it is 1.38 (Zeman, Sobotka et al. 2010). 

 

Considering fertility in a historical perspective we can say that there was a steep 

fall of fertility after the First World War and during the economic crisis and a 

steep increase after the Second World War. After 1963 there was again a steep 

decline of the total number of live births. (Prskawetz, Sobotka et al. 2008). The 

1910 cohort had a low completed fertility of 1.75 based on a high level of 

childlessness and one child families. During the baby boom a sharp increase of 

larger families as well as a decrease of childlessness occurred. One child 

families have been rather stable since the 1960 and the group of women with 

no children has increased to some extent, however, the numbers have not 

reached the very low level of the cohort of 1910. The norm of having two 

children has constantly increased since the 1910 cohort (Sobotka 2005).  

 

The number of 4th birth and higher dropped by 81% from 27.600 in 1962 to 

5.200 in 1990. The TFR dropped from 2.82 1963 to 1.46 in 1990. Austria is one 
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of the countries with high childlessness (Prskawetz, Sobotka et al. 2008). 

Vienna shows – in several respects – different fertility patterns than the rest of 

Austria. In Vienna the rate of childfree women is higher than anywhere else in 

Austria (Zeman, Sobotka et al. 2010). 25% of the women born between 1955 

and 1960 who live in Vienna are childfree whereas this is true for only 16% in 

the whole of Austria. Also, the cohort born between 1931-35 in Vienna had a 

completed fertility of 1.68 children whereas in the whole of Austria it amounted 

to 2.45 (Prskawetz, Sobotka et al. 2008).  

 

Fertility is very often linked to social class which is operationalised with 

women’s education as well as to their increasing labour market attainment 

(Smock and Greenland 2010). This is interesting to study because some 

scholars point out that highly educated people tend to the extremes compared 

to the lesser educated: they more often want more children and at the same 

time more often want to stay childfree (Smolka 2005). In general, the tendency 

to have three or more children has decreased constantly. Today, in many 

European courtiers women want to have two, one or even no child at all (Velde 

2011).  

 

As figure 2 shows the mean age of mothers at birth has risen constantly over 

the last decades. The mean age in 1985 was 26.7 years whereas in 2008 it was 

29.5 years. The age of the first birth was rising during this time from 24.3 years 

to 27.8. Fertility above the age of 30 has been raising constantly during the last 

years (Sobotka 2005) Mothers are getting older these days. This rise in age is 

mainly due to the increase of fertility rates above the age of 35 and a decrease 

of mothers at very young ages under 25. (cf. VID-Homepage). 
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Figure 2: Mean age of mothers at birth and first birth in Austria 

 

Source: Statistik Austria, Statistik der natürlichen Bevölkerungsbewegung, Marc 

2011. 

  

The peak in fertility has shifted to the age of 28-30. Especially an increase in the 

postponement of first birth is observable. Microcensus data show that higher 

educated women frequently postpone their fertility plans up to their late 30ies 

(Sobotka 2009). However, the increase of age can be observed in all 

educational groups (Prskawetz, Sobotka et al. 2008). Considering Vienna the 

age of first birth shows a very diverse picture with more births at very young and 

at high ages (Zeman, Sobotka et al. 2010). 

 

Even if the mean age at birth was rising constantly during the last years there is 

evidence that postponement of fertility runs its course. Postponement exists but 

it seems to be slowing down. Austria is a country that is considered to be one of 

the “lowest-low” fertility countries (Goldstein, Sobotka et al. 2009). These are 

countries with a TFR of 1.3 or lower (Kohler, Billari et al. 2002). Many European 

countries were counted in this group. New numbers show that the TFR of 

Austria has risen. It is still at a low level, however, it has – for the first time since 

the 1960s – increased not only in Austria but across the whole developed world 

(Goldstein, Sobotka et al. 2009). This leads to the assumption that the 

postponement of fertility is a phenomenon that will likely come to an end 

because women cannot postpone indefinitely as there are biological limits 



36 

(Kohler, Billari et al. 2002). 

 

While the TFR had been going down since the 1960ies the female labour force 

participation had been going up and reached a level of 65% in 2003. Women 

with tertiary education even had a percentage of 82% (Prskawetz, Sobotka et 

al. 2008). However, Austria is far from having a fair share of labour inside and 

outside the household. As Table 1 shows, over 95 percent of males who live in 

a partnership and have a child work full time whereas only 38 percent of the 

women do so. Here, more than 60% of the women work part time whereas only 

4 percent of the men do  

 

Table 1: Employment of mothers and fathers with children under 15 years in 

percent 

Eltern mit Kindern unter 15 

Jahren nach Erwerbstatus 

Full time Part time 

Fathers within a partnership 96 4 

Mothers within a partnership 38 62 

Source: Statistik Austria, Familien und Haushaltsstatistik, Ergebnisse des 

Mikrozensus, Annual Average 2006.  

 

Maternity leave is a social right in Austria. Women have the right to leave their 

work place during a certain time – in Austria 16 weeks – and return to the same 

workplace. It starts 8 weeks before the calculated due date and lasts until eight 

weeks after the birth of the child. At this time women get 100 percent of their 

earnings. Austria was the first country to permit women to take a six months 

unpaid leave in addition to maternity leave in 1957. In general, it has a long 

tradition in Austria to encourage mothers to exit the labour market in order to 

care for their children (Neyer 2003). 

 

In 2002 there was a change in the parental leave regulations. Since then it was 

no longer connected with the previous work experience and it could be taken up 

to 30 months with a fix amount of 436€ per month no matter how long one took 

the leave (Prskawetz, Buber et al. 2006). This motivated many women to stay at 
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home longer with their children (Riesenfelder, Sorger et al. 2006). This 

regulation was operative during the time of the interviews and especially women 

referred to this system as being too conservative and not supporting their ideas.  

 

Since 2008 the parental leave payment regulations got more flexible. Now, one 

can choose between three variations, one with a maximum of 18, 24 or 36 

months after the birth of the child if the partner takes also parental leave for at 

least 3, 4 or 6 month. Otherwise the money is only being paid for 15, 20 or 30 

months. Depending which variation one chooses the payment is around 800€, 

624€ or 436€ (Prskawetz, Sobotka et al. 2008). Since 2010 there is a new 

regulation that gives parents a fourth alternative. One can take 14 month 

parental leave; again the partner needs to take 2 months otherwise it is only 12 

month of payment. The payment is 80 percent of the wage that was earned in 

the year before parental leave. (Accessed on 22.7.2011: 

http://www.femail.at/infomappe-elternkarenz-kinderbetreuungsgeld.html) 

 

The older their children the more mothers are integrated in the labour force and 

the more children a woman has the less she works. In general, the number of 

women working part time increased during the last years. It can be said that 

better educated women stay shorter at home with their children and return 

quicker to their paid work than lower educated women (Wernhart and Neuwirth 

2007).  

 

Table 2: Employed mothers or being on parental leave, their working hours and 

the age of their youngest child in percent. 

Women with 

children at the 

age of 

Parental leave Under 16 

hours 

16-35 hours 36 and more 

hours 

0-2 53 15 19 13 

3-5 0 18 59 23 

6-14 0 11 51 39 

Source: Statistik Austria, Familien- und Haushaltsstatistik, Ergebnisse des 

http://www.femail.at/infomappe-elternkarenz-kinderbetreuungsgeld.html
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Mikrozensus, annual average 2006.  

 

What we can see here is that mothers with children under 6 years are mainly 

part time employed. For children between 0 and 2 years more than half of their 

mothers are on parental leave. Only when children are getting older the share of 

full time employment is rising, however, also here mothers return to work mainly 

part time. Single mothers have a higher chance of working full time but only 53 

percent of them work full time once their children are 6 years or older. 

 

Considering the regulatory framework, both mothers and fathers have the same 

right to take parental leave (Scambor and Fasshauer 2006). Detailed data on 

parental leave are missing, only data from the social insurance are available. 

They show how many men and women received parental leave allowance. The 

respective picture is not very detailed, however, because women in general 

take more months of parental leave than fathers. The share of men who 

received parental leave allowance has risen slightly during the last years. In 

2004 only 4 percent of fathers received allowance and 5 percent in 2009 . 

However, the share of males being responsible for their children at home is still 

very low. Table 1 shows the share of males who take parental leave by type of 

parental leave allowance.  

 

 

Table 3: Parental leave allowance, by sex and duration type in percent 

all December 

2009 
36 months 24 months 18 months 

female male female male female male female male 

95 5 96 4 95 5 90 10 

Source: Bundeskammer für Arbeiter und Angestellte, Wirtschafts- und 

sozialstatistisches Taschenbuch 2009. Access: 22.07.2011. 

 

The shorter the time of parental leave the more males participate. Ten percent 

of the males took parental leave when the shortest version of the possibilities is 

used whereas only four percent decided for it when the parental leave was 36 
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month. Sweden had a very effective family policy which aimed to increase male 

participation in child care and parental leave. With the effect that in 2001 70 

percent of males took parental leave (Scambor and Fasshauer 2006).  

 

Childcare centres become more available and are nowadays better accepted in 

the US as in the past (Rindfuss, Morgan et al. 1996). In contrast, in Austria a 

representative quantitative value study shows that institutional child care is only 

accepted for children of three years or older and that 60% of the respondents 

believe that a mother should be together with her children the whole day when 

they are under one and a half years old (Kapella and Rille-Pfeiffer 2007). These 

points of view are also visible when we look at the data of childcare under three. 

In Austria children under three are mainly cared for in non-institutionalised 

arrangements. The attitude that institutionalised care will harm children is 

widespread. Because the number of children under three in daily childcare is 

obviously rather small the council of the European Union, as part of the Lisbon 

package, recommended to follow this fact in Austria (Plantenger and Remery 

2009).  
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Figure 3: Percentage of children in institutionalized daily childcare from 0 to2 

years in Austria and Vienna. 

 

Source: Statistik Austria, accessed, 22.07.2011.  

 

In Austria institutional care is to a large extend provided part time or full time 

with a lunch break and mainly starts from the age of three. There are large 

differences by provinces. The best supply for children until two years is given in 

Vienna where mothers have the highest chance to work also fulltime soon after 

having their baby (Neyer 2003).  

 

To conclude Austria is a country with a low TRF. Many women decide to have 

no children at all, however, the biggest group are still women with two children 

and this group has been growing during the last decades. On the other hand the 

number of families with many children (3+) has been decreasing rapidly and 

one child families have stayed rather constant. As in the whole developed world 

the mean age at birth has risen. However, it is likely that this phenomenon will 

come to a hold. Mothers in Austria participate in the labour marked mainly 

working part time whereas fathers mainly work full time. Especially with younger 

children women stay at home or work only some hours a week. The share of 

males who take parental leave is very low in Austria with around five percent. 

As well as the share of children who attend an institutionalised childcare under 

three is low.  
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After describing Austria and its important elements the author is now going to 

define the research question, as well as the method with which the author of 

this thesis wants to answer this question.  

 

  

Research question 

 

The fact that people in most parts of the world postpone fertility is well 

documented however the explanations why this is the case are often not 

satisfying. The starting point of the dissertation was therefore the question why 

people postpone their fertility and how the social networks influence this 

decision. During the research the idea of the “live concept” emerged and the 

focus changed more in the direction which factors influence a life course 

transition. The dynamic interplay of many different elements came into focus 

and guided the research. This research wants to answer the question how 

important life course transitions are considered and which issues are narrated 

when talking about these events on the example of fertility.  

 

 

Methods 

 

1.7 The scope of qualitative methods 

Demography and quantitative research are very closely interlinked. Qualitative 

approaches on the other hand did not have much impact on research until 

recently. In the last few years this has slowly been changing. Using qualitative 

methods is a way to reflect on the complexity of a life course (Billari 2005). The 

transition to parenthood cannot be reduced to attitudes or structural conditions, 

but rather needs to be seen as embedded in individuals complex lives (Burkart 

1994). The wish for a child is considerd as ambivalent, complex and not always 

conscious, which makes it complicated to study with quanitative methodes 

(Borchardt and Stöbel-Richter 2004). Additionally, Settersten (2003) argues that 

it is difficult to get people talk about issues that are taken for granted. However, 
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here qualitative methods can help.  

 

1.8 Principles  

In qualitative research there are principles one should follow. The principles are 

openness, flexibility, slowness, gradually, preliminary, revisability, 

communication, process character, reflexivity (Berg and Milmeister 2008). 

Especially openness is a very important principle. The researchers need to be 

open to be guided by pertinence systems inside the field and not because of 

prior defined ones (Hitzler and Honer 1997).  

 

Qualitative research is most effectively done in teams (Gilgun 1999). At least 

parts of the analysis should be done with other researchers (Knoblauch 2003) 

or results shall be discussed in a group (Froschauer and Lueger 1992). The 

author tried to follow the principle of analysing in a group as good as possible. 

At the beginning and also in between whenever it was possible the data was 

analysed in a group. At the beginning the author  analysed very intensively with 

a colleague. Later the author participated in a group of several PhD colleagues 

where  analysing the data was rotated from one another. And during one 

seminar the author had the chance to analyse an interesting part of the data 

with a seminar group and Prof. Knoblauch. Thanks to all of them.  

 

In grounded theory it is postulated that people who collect data also analyse it. 

The connection to the field is essential. Whereas the objective hermeneutic 

focuses on the text and the idea that the ideal case – analysing the data without 

knowing the text – is postulated (Hildenbrand 2004). The ideal case would be to 

work in a team where one part of the team knows the data and has been inside 

the field and the other part has not. In this research separate file research and 

analysis was not possible due to personal restrictions. However, while analysing 

in a group nearly nothing was said before the analysis about the interviewee so 

some parts of the analysis were shared by people who did not know anything.  

 

It is also suggested – and was done before starting with the research at hand – 

to reflect the own ideas and knowledge about the topic. To avoid the fact of 
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having too many prejudices and to stay as open minded as possible (Knoblauch 

2003). Here, it is not the aim to verify or falsify ideas during research but to 

make sure that the researcher stays as open as possible to allow the data to 

speak and to allow other issues that were not even expected to come up.  

 

One of the most important principles from this point of view in qualitative 

research is to study circularly. That means that collecting data and analysing it 

will not follow one after the other but that they are interrelated (Corbin and 

Strauss 1990). This guaranties that new findings and ideas will influence the 

sampling so that new questions can already be dealt with during the research 

process (Knoblauch 2003). This is one strong point of this approach because it 

permits permanent reflection (Flick 2002). With this concept there will be the 

chance to test new hypotheses that emerge during the analysis. It influences 

the data collection; therefore, it seems to be the right way to go about 

interweaving data collection and analysis from the start (Miles and Huberman 

1994). Not a theory is the starting point of research but an area of study and 

what is interesting to the area (Truschkat, Kaiser et al. 2005). The relationship 

between theory and social reality is very important in qualitative research. In the 

centre of consideration is the social reality and from this social reality theories 

are deduced (Froschauer and Lueger 1992). So to say, the theory is not the 

starting point of the research but the result. After each analysing phase, the 

focus may be somewhat changed as some issues appear to be more interesting 

than others. Categories are verified, falsified, modified or adjusted. First 

hypotheses are developed and at the same time tested (Lamnek 1995). After 

this step, new data are collected and analysed again. It is a circular process 

with the aim of developing and clarifying categories and hypotheses and 

therewith the emerging theory.  

 

1.9 Developing a Theory 

Qualitative methods are the most promising approach to generate a theory. 

Because theories, especially in the field of fertility decisions, are often neither 

detailed enough, nor satisfying, this strategy seems very promising. Middle-

range theories should be generated which are neither too abstract; i.e. they do 
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not lack empirical relevance nor are they too concrete; i.e. they do not lack 

explanatory significance (Pidgeon and Henwood 2004). The emphasis in 

qualitative research is on induction (Gilgun 1999), which means that a theory is 

developed inductively from the data. However, as scholars have pointed out, 

abduction is also important when discovering a grounded theory. One can 

assume that each researcher has some kind of pre-knowledge that influences 

the interpretation. Here the theoretical knowledge helps to interpret surprising 

empirical results and one is able to make an intellectual jump that adds 

something very new (Reichertz 2007). Following the ideas of Anselm Strauss 

the author considers that a theory has a dimension of extensity and density. 

Extensity refers to the possible applications and density to how detailed a 

theory is formulated (Helle 2001). The relation between theory and social reality 

is important. Theories are driven by the social reality. Qualitative research has a 

theory generating function (Froschauer and Lueger 1992).  

 

An analysis is only temporarily completed when the focus of interest about a 

specific aspect is exhausted. A theory is therefore a permanent process of 

theoretical discussion and modification. The reduction of complexity is made in 

many small steps (Berg and Milmeister 2008). A researcher must admit that 

social phenomena are complex phenomena and therefore theories need to 

allow for that. A developed theory needs to explain behaviour patterns that are 

relevant and problematic for all research questions. A theory is explored around 

one or more core categories which explain most of the variations (Strauss 

1991).  

 

The aim is to reach a conceptual level (Berg and Milmeister 2008); not only a 

descriptive level (Oevermann 2002). Qualitative research thinks conceptually 

about social phenomena (Gilgun 1999) and hence produces conceptual 

relationships (Pandit 1996). Concepts and theories should closely reflect the 

studied phenomena. The concepts need to become related with each other to 

form a theoretical narration of the reality (Strauss and Corbin 1996). 

 

During the last decades of research in family sociology there can be seen a 

stagnation in bringing theory and empirical research together. Qualitative 
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research can help here in observing small subgroups to generate theoretical 

ideas (Abraham 2006). The generated theory should challenge or enlarge 

existing theories or show new directions. In the end the own theoretical work 

needs to be related to other theories (LaRossa 2005).  

 

There need to be a clear differentiation between the method of data acquisition 

and data analysing (Oevermann 2002). More important than the method of 

interview is the analytical methodology (Oevermann 2001b). It is essential to 

explain the single steps of the analysis in detail to make it comprehensible to 

others (Berg and Milmeister 2008). The author  adhere to this viewpoint and will 

now carefully explain how the author  has analysed the data.  

 

In this study objective hermeneutic sequence analysis – in particular rough 

analysis – is linked with the coding principles of grounded theory. Froschauer 

and Lueger suggest that sequence analysis be used in the beginning if different 

methods are applied. “Sequence analysis supports (next to textual advantage) 

the sensibility for rough interpretation methods.” (Froschauer and Lueger, p.62). 

Following this suggestion at the outset, sequence analysis was used. By doing 

so, hypotheses were developed. In a second step, categories and more 

hypotheses were produced using grounded theory.  

  

1.10 The objective hermeneutics 

As the author of this thesis has already  shown, the mean age of childbearing 

has increased during the last decades. We can therefore assume that 

childbearing behaviour is socially affected. How this social structure is 

composed and how it effects the individual acting is an interesting question to 

follow. Objective hermeneutics now assumes that human behaviour is not only 

based on individual consideration but is embedded in a structure of a collective 

(Lueger 2000). Individuals face objective structures of interpretation patterns. 

Acting is always culturally shaped (Oevermann 2001a). The objective 

hermeneutics follows the idea that social arrangements are reproduced in social 

interactions (Flick 1996). Further, it is assumed that each turn in interaction 

implies a selection between possible alternatives. A social structure arises when 
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these turns of interaction are connected. Actors decide how and what to 

communicate and these decisions are not necessarily made consciously, 

however, selectivity is not contingent. Their decisions refer to a whole set of 

dispositions e.g. values, social status (Maiwald 2005). These elements are of 

interest if we want to understand how social structures affect our behaviour.  

 

Objective hermeneutics assumes that all expressions have an objective 

meaning independent of the speaking subject. These meanings are not 

manifest for the acting subject. Norms and rules are represented in these 

meanings. Each small meaning represents the structure of the social world. An 

answer is never given by chance. In a conversation there are always manifest 

and latent moments. To reconstruct the objective latent meaning structures are 

of main interest because they guide action (Froschauer and Lueger 1992). 

 

Objective hermeneutics does not want to reconstruct subjective dispositions or 

perspectives (Oevermann 2002). The aim of objective hermeneutics is to 

reconstruct the meaning structure behind actions – so to say the rules for action 

(Reichertz 1995b). The idea is that structures build reality and can be 

reproduced and transformed. Structures are the space of action that facilitate 

and restrict actions. Subjects are not aware of these structures only when they 

reflect about them (Reichertz 1995a). Additionally, structures are reproduced as 

well as transformed (Reichertz 1995b). 

 

Social structures are essentially structures of meaning which arise in the 

interplay of actions. As a result the concrete interaction ought to be analysed. 

You look at sequences which are the units of interaction and you look at the 

“Gestalt” which refers to the shape of the segment. The focus is on the overall 

structure and not on the single utterance. Especially the meaning within the 

context is of interest in objective hermeneutics (Maiwald 2005). 

 

Meaning has always collective components, because it is learned during acting 

in the social world and has therefore always also collective aspects. However, 

meaning is not always fully conscious and is not identical with subjective 

intention. The meaning of an action in a special social setting has to be 
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explored (Lueger 2000). The method is trying to get methodological controlled 

implicated meanings. Not only the manifest information of the conversation shall 

be the only focus as the latent one is important (Hitzler and Honer 1997). Latent 

structures refer to objective meanings that are generated by rules (Oevermann 

2001b). Because of these meanings it is important to be a member of the 

language and society and to have much time (Reichertz 1995a). These 

meanings will give us an understanding how fertility decisions are shaped and 

what influences individuals to postpone their fertility wish.  

 

1.11 Sequence analysis - Rough analysis:  

Starting with sequence analysis, some hypotheses and many ideas were 

developed. The author decided to start with this method because she wanted to 

develop ideas based on the data and to avoid being too much directed by 

theories that already exist. Doing rough analysis structural aspects which 

indicate latent structures are focused on. The selected sequence was split in 

small sequences. Different interpretation steps are done to analyse the data. 

Here, the focus is on the context in which an action is performed because it is 

assumed that this context influences the acting scope. The structure of the 

interaction is of interest not the subjective meaning (Froschauer and Lueger 

1992).  

 

Several interpretation steps need to be done. The first step is to make a short 

description of the content. In a second step assumptions about the intentions 

are made – what is the meaning of producing this message, what does the 

interviewee try to provoke? The next step is to focus on structural aspects. 

Issues like – what is the frame in which such a text can be produced, what are 

the norms or rules which provoke such a statement? – are analysed. The next 

step is to ask for structural consequences. What are the consequences of 

certain behaviour? How would the environment react if a person acts in a 

certain way? How does the acting context look like based on this information? 

And on the last level it has to be asked how systems stabilise or modify their 

structures. (Froschauer and Lueger 1992). In answering these questions 

carefully hypotheses on the interaction structure as well as on the social 
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structure are developed and by doing so the actual situational context becomes 

clearer (Maiwald 2005).  

 

In the course of the interpretation hypotheses are developed about the social 

environment of the person speaking and of the interview situation. These 

hypotheses are being checked against other points and reviewed all the time. 

Assumptions are adapted during the whole analysing process to reach maximal 

structural variation. How action structures are characterized and which 

correlations are visible are the elements of interest. The principles of action 

rules or the function of the rules or action patterns should become visible 

(Froschauer and Lueger 1992). With sequence analysis it is possible to look at 

the data very carefully. It allows analyses in great detail as the data are 

analysed in a very complex way (Flick 2002).  

 

1.12 Grounded Theory 

Grounded theory is strongly connected with the ideas of symbolic interactionism 

and pragmatism (Pidgeon and Henwood 2004). Glaser and Strauss are rooted 

in the Chicago school of symbolic interactionism. Symbolic interactionism is a 

language-oriented framework (LaRossa 2005). The ideas of interpretative 

sociology create the baseline for understanding society in this thesis. 

 

In this research the author  followed the guidelines of Strauss and Corbin and 

used ‘open coding’, ‘axial coding’ and ‘selective coding’ (Strauss and Corbin 

1996). Grounded theory is based on the idea that the social world consists of 

elements which are integrated and the job is to discover them and their 

connection. Therefore, grounded theory can only be discovered and not 

invented. Grounded theory can be understood as a dialog between researcher 

and data from which a storyline is developed (Berg and Milmeister 2008). 

Connected to the research question the author wants to understand what 

hinders or motivates people dealing with their life concepts, with a special focus 

on fertility.  

 

An open research question marks the starting point of the research – it is the 
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guiding idea (Böhm 2000). How much should be done and concretised at the 

beginning is a much discussed question. However, the research interest should 

be broad enough to let the data speak for themselves and change during the 

research process (Pidgeon and Henwood 2004). The motivation of this study 

was to understand what influences individuals, regarding their fertility 

preferences. 

 

Grounded theory takes always a conceptual perspective. The aim is to build a 

grounded theory which is a collection “of integrated conceptual hypotheses 

systematically generated to produce an inductive theory” (Glaser and Holton 

2004). It should be kept in mind that a theory emerges from all data. All data are 

compared to generate a concept (Glaser and Holton 2004). Additionally 

scholars argue that abduction also plays an important role when developing a 

grounded theory (Reichertz 2007). 

 

Grounded theory is often called the method of constant comparison. All 

statements are compared carefully and tested against already existing 

categories in order to find similarities and differences to build a rich theory. 

While doing so new theoretical ideas and hypotheses are generated as well as 

a complex theory that corresponds to the data because it is developed as the 

data emerges (Glaser and Strauss).  

 

The centres of interest are phenomena. It can take a long time until a theory is 

generated. Many categories will be generated during research but later 

discarded. Data are coded regarding their relevance to phenomena (Strauss 

1991). Analysing means making systematic comparisons of the existing 

categories and codes as well as on the new data. The aim is to organise all 

ideas that came up during the analysis. During analysis the theory is getting 

more and more abstract and less descriptive (Knoblauch 2003). Analysing here 

means to break down the data in an analytical way. Its purpose is to give the 

analyst new insights by breaking through standard ways of thinking about or 

interpreting phenomena that are reflected in the data (Strauss and Corbin 

1996). 
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Grounded theory is a set of categories that are centred on a core category and 

the connections between them are described carefully (Glaser and Holton 

2004). During the research the concepts are worked out in relation to the data 

with the aim to develop theoretical insights. Coding is the central process by 

which theories are built through a process of abstraction (Flick 2006). 

 

The analytical process consists of permanent comparison and questioning. 

While doing that one makes hypotheses about relations within the data. All 

ideas, categories or hypotheses are provisional and need to be approved by the 

data (Strauss and Corbin 1996). 

 

1.12.1 Theoretical sampling 

Theoretical sampling is also an important element while using grounded theory. 

This is a process of data collection for generating a theory. Gaps in the theory 

or new fields of interest guide the new data collection. The next object of 

interest is chosen by theoretical criteria. The sampling is, so to say, on 

theoretical grounds (Corbin and Strauss 1990) and the cases are selected 

stepwise (Flick 1995). It is not a random sample of persons but based on 

conscious decisions. Interviewees are chosen because of earlier theoretical 

considerations. The sampling is guided by theoretical ideas during the whole 

process (Lamnek 1995). At the beginning new categories must be generated 

from the data. After a first round of analysis new data will be gathered while the 

scope of the research has for sure already changed slightly (Pidgeon and 

Henwood 2004). Which persons will fit the study later on is decided during the 

research process and is not restricted from the beginning. In qualitative 

research one search for informants about a culture and informants are asked 

because of their cultural competence and not for their statistical relevance 

(Bernard 2002). 

 

 The collection of new data must be oriented on the analytical questions, 

hypotheses, correlations and categories which have been generated during the 

research process. While doing analysis and writing memos many new questions 

will arise and guide the sampling. The group the researcher focuses on and the 



51 

theoretical ideas behind this choice are important for theoretical sampling. 

Theoretical sampling is used to generate additional categories connected to the 

core category and the others (Strauss 1991). Oevermann (2002) suggests 

searching for cases with a potential maximal contrast. Also Strauss (1991) 

argues that it is necessary to find contrasting cases to develop a rich theory 

(Strauss 1991). 

 

The end of a qualitative research project is defined by theoretical saturation. 

The theory is developed when ‘theoretical saturation’ is reached, which means 

that new data will not bring new insights to the research field (Flick 1995). 

Collecting and analysing data will lead to a saturation of categories and their 

hypotheses (Helle 2001). Theoretical saturation is reached when the 

connections between the categories and their properties are well developed. 

The core category must be approved again and again. Conceptual saturation is 

necessary to build a good grounded theory. A rich grounded theory is generated 

when the material has been sorted. Sorting the concepts will bring theoretical 

order and often a higher conceptual level (Strauss 1991).  

 

1.12.2 Memos  

Next to theoretical sampling writing memos is a necessary element in 

developing a grounded theory. These are theoretical notes about the data and 

the connection between the elements. Substantive and theoretical categories 

are developed while writing memos (Glaser and Holton 2004). Memos can be 

about all kind of things. However, to write memos about the concept is highly 

important because multiple indicators are needed to theoretically saturate a 

concept (LaRossa 2005). Memos are written to explore and to develop the 

content. Later, more focused coding is done to develop the core categories and 

their connections. At the end the analysis should have overcome a purely 

descriptive level and reached a more abstract and theoretical level; the 

mentioned memos will help this process (Pidgeon and Henwood 2004). This 

needs to be done during the whole research process. Memos make the 

previous knowledge of the researcher explicit, or show how a document was 

developed; they make explicit what is behind the codes and detailed memos 
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give insights into the interpretation process (Berg and Milmeister 2008). By 

writing memos the theory is formulated and revisited (Corbin and Strauss 1990). 

During the whole process impressions, associations, questions and ideas are 

noted in memos (Flick 2006). Especially during the analysis it is very important 

to make breaks and write memos (Strauss 1991). 

 

1.12.3 Literature 

When to consult the existing literature is a question which has to be asked and 

answered. It is a diversely discussed issue (LaRossa 2005). In the beginning, 

extensive literature search is not recommended, however, when to turn to it 

depends on the conviction of the researcher (Knoblauch 2003). Pandit (1996) 

suggests to use the literature in the end to anchor the developed theory in the 

existing literature. What is similar or different and why should it be discussed in 

the end. On the contrary, Strauss and Corbin (1996) consider using the 

available literature already at the beginning as adequate. For them, literature 

can be very helpful in finding gaps in research. As well as answering questions 

which have not been satisfactorily answered with other methods (Strauss and 

Corbin 1996). All assumptions and information a researcher has right from the 

beginning should be reflected on in any case because this influences the whole 

research (Truschkat, Kaiser et al. 2005). the author has included the literature 

stepwise. With little knowledge about the state of the art and the existing 

theories at the beginning which increases during the research. A lot of reading 

however was done more to the end of the study.  

  

1.12.4 Open coding 

Open coding is a process for finding the right label for a phenomenon, it helps 

to ask questions such as “What is it?” and “What does it represent?” about each 

sequence, comparing the text step by step to label similar phenomena as being 

equal (Strauss and Corbin 1996). Open coding is labelling and categorising 

concepts that are found in the data. Asking questions about the data is 

necessary to label similar things (Pandit 1996). These labels are abstract. 

Phenomena are identified and concepts are grouped around these phenomena. 
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Dimensions and attributes have to be developed because these show the 

connection between the categories. Each category has its own profile with 

specific attributes (Strauss and Corbin 1996). Open coding is used to 

understand the text and to develop categories as well as to put them into order. 

Similarities and differences must be distinguished (Flick 2006). The data must 

be analysed in detail especially at the beginning. To look through the data and 

to quickly make bunches of categories is not recommended. Only later the 

researcher can decide quicker because they already know the phenomena 

(Strauss 1991). 

 

When doing open coding sequences are analysed. The aim is to develop 

concepts and their dimensions. This generates many questions as well as some 

preliminary answers. The real meaning is not that important. The aim here is to 

open the data which means that any interpretation is possible. The 

interpretation is only at this point in a trial. The researcher should believe 

everything and nothing to be as open as possible (Strauss 1991). In the 

literature this is compared with a room full of toys that should be grouped into 

clusters. The scheme which will be followed is not known from the beginning but 

developed during the process (Berg and Milmeister 2008). While doing coding it 

is not enough to get categories. The properties of the phenomena as well as 

their subcategories must be generated (Strauss 1991). 

 

During the coding process slowly developing the theory is the aim. The process 

of analysis is spiral and makes use of different procedures in order to make 

patterns visible. The theory is developed during the whole process and is not 

put on the data from the outside (Berg and Milmeister 2008). 

 

Open coding should lead to the phenomena. Actions, events and interactions 

are compared with each other to find differences and similarities. They are 

grouped into categories and given conceptual labels. Properties and 

dimensions are identified. New questions are generated by doing so that guide 

the further research (Corbin and Strauss 1990). It is important to note that each 

code is only preliminary.  
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While doing open coding codes are verified as well as saturated. Once the 

codes are saturated to some extend the researcher needs to look for the core 

category and the relations to the other categories (Strauss 1991). A very 

important aim at this point is to develop a core category (Strauss 1991).  

 

Conventional categories like age and gender should not be used at the 

beginning. They might become important during the research process but 

should not be seen as given (Strauss 1991). In the category system the issues 

of age as well as of gender appear, however, they are not present right from the 

start but gradually developed as important factors. Age seems to be very 

important when it comes to the decision when to have a child. Gender appeared 

in several categories because men and women seem to perceive and realise 

many elements differently and consequently gender seems to have an 

important impact in some respects. The author will describe this in detail in the 

theory.  

 

While doing open coding also hypotheses are developed, which explain how the 

phenomena are related to each other (Strauss and Corbin 1996). A number of 

concepts as well as their indicators are identified and in a next step linked 

(LaRossa 2005). During sequence analysing, some ideas are already 

developed. This makes the open coding much easier because several ideas are 

already in mind. The same applies to axial coding and the search for 

connections between the categories. 

 

1.12.5 Axial coding 

While the aim of open coding is to break up the data (Strauss 1987, p. 29), axial 

coding puts these together in a new way while making connections between the 

categories. Many categories and their subcategories are developed as well as 

their connections with each other (Pandit 1996). The main task in the analysing 

process is to develop hypotheses. These should give us an idea how 

phenomena might be related with each other. These hypotheses permit 

assumptions and direct the data collection (Strauss and Corbin 1996). Axial 

coding is about developing hypotheses. These hypotheses describe relations 
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between or among variables (LaRossa 2005).  

 

Here, categories are related to their subcategories and with each other. Again, 

all relationships must be considered as provisional until they are verified against 

the incoming data (Corbin and Strauss 1990). It is important to note that as 

much differences as possible should be found (Truschkat et al. 2005). A specific 

category is analysed intensively. The aim is to develop the context around a 

phenomenon (Strauss and Corbin 1996). The knowledge about the relations 

between the categories should be the aim (Strauss 1991). The strategies 

behind people’s actions should be looked at. The context is the terms under 

which interaction strategies are done. Furthermore, conditions which hinder or 

support a specific action and its consequences should be dealt with. Actions 

have consequences. Hypotheses about the consequences and the terms under 

which actions are taken are made as well as conditions why a phenomenon 

appears (Strauss and Corbin 1996). The structure of relations between the 

phenomena should be discovered here (Flick 2006).  

 

A category stands for itself as an element in the theory that represents a 

phenomenon (LaRossa 2005). Two problems can arise: first that categories are 

made from the outside and are not derived from the text and second that in the 

end there are too many categories (Berg and Milmeister 2008). In this respect 

the level of abstraction of a concept is highly important. It should be abstract to 

function as a good concept for the data but it should not be too abstract 

because it would carry too much information for one category (LaRossa 2005). 

 

Switching between open and axial coding should not be a linear process but 

rather a more circular one. Hypotheses do not emerge immediately; it takes a 

long process of searching, comparing, and finding. There is a constant interplay 

between developing hypotheses and checking them (Strauss and Corbin 1996). 

Data must be continuously compared and checked to make sure that the 

findings are stable; otherwise the categories must be changed. 

 

The author visualise axial coding as building together a watch. Whereas open 

coding is to identify the single elements, axial coding is to understand how 



56 

these elements need to be put together to make the watch work. Especially 

explaining how the gears are interlocked with each other is necessary to 

understand the mechanisms behind them. It is not enough to know all 

components; knowledge about their interaction is crucial.  

 

1.12.6 Selective coding 

Selective coding is analysing on a more abstract level. It is very similar to axial 

coding, the difference is that the core category is put in relation to the other 

categories and all the categories are also related to each other. Not all 

categories are equally relevant for the research question. The core category is a 

category with the greatest explanatory power (Pandit 1996). Here, the analysis 

is systematically about the core category. Other codes are subordinated; in fact 

only those which have a relevance for the core category (Strauss 1991). 

 

This coding process is used to synchronise the data and to make the concept 

homogeneous. The main story should be explored here. The storyline around 

which everything else is draped should be developed and described. The red 

thread should become visible. The categories connect to the core category 

which makes the categories rich in content. The main story and the most 

important problems should be discovered in this phase (Strauss and Corbin 

1996). 

 

The core category is specified which describes the central phenomenon of the 

study (Corbin and Strauss 1990). This category should be well saturated 

(Pandit 1996). The core variable is the one with the most analytical power 

because it pulls the other categories together. This needs to be a rather 

abstract one as this variable should have most of the connections to all other 

variables. This variable is very important to tell the story (LaRossa 2005). Each 

category must have conceptual density. The more abstract the concepts are the 

wider the explanatory power of the grounded theory (Corbin and Strauss 1990).  

 

Structural patterns should be visible (Corbin and Strauss 1990). Data should be 

related in a complex way, linkages and validation are the main focuses here 
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(Pandit 1996). The theory’s aim is to discover patterns in the data as well as 

conditions under which they apply (Flick 2006). Theoretical saturation is 

reached when nothing new can be found in the data and all categories and their 

relations to each other are defined (Corbin and Strauss 1990).  

 

 

1.13 Why using two approaches? 

Combining different methods increases utility because strengths can be made 

use of and weaknesses will be reduced. Linking these two approaches allows 

for a more analytical view of the issue and helps to develop a theory with a 

deep understanding of the topic. Using different analysing methods also helps 

to stay as open-minded as possible throughout the whole process.  

 

One disadvantage of objective hermeneutic sequence analysis is its big effort. 

Therefore, it is only possible to analyse very few data and connecting the 

results from several interviews is also not very well developed (Flick 1996). It is 

more difficult to build up a theory and to combine great amounts of data with 

each other (Flick 2002). A weakness of grounded theory is the potential infinity 

of options for coding and comparison (Flick 2002). As well as staying on a 

rather descriptive level.  

 

In combining these two methodologies The author has the chance to get a very 

detailed picture at the beginning of the analysis as well as checking interesting 

or unclear parts. Starting with sequence analysis has the advantage that a 

certain number of hypotheses are already developed before starting with 

grounded theory. This was very valuable when the author started to code the 

data because the author does not face the problem of ending up with too many 

codes. In addition, from the beginning the codes are not too descriptive and 

categories are easily developed. Additionally, whenever more interesting issues 

or puzzling parts emerge during the whole research process sequence analysis 

makes it possible to focus even more on the issue und to get it clearer. From 

experience the author can say sequence analysis is best used to get a very 

good idea about the phenomena, grounded theory helps to connect the data 
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and to make a theory out of it. 

 

 

Research design 

Postponement of fertility was a very big topic in demography during the last 

decade. At the beginning researchers asked the following questions: why do 

individuals postpone the issue of fertility even if they have a working relationship 

and are around thirty and how does the social network influences the decision? 

Rather often the answer to the question of postponement is that individuals 

want to focus on their work and career and this takes time. However, the author 

will show that this is only a very narrow view and cannot explain the behaviour 

in detail. Especially neglecting social norms is from this point of view 

problematic because individuals seem to orient their behaviour on internalised 

social norms. Therefore, the research question changed from the question why 

people postpone fertility to what are the important elements that influence 

important life course decisions and how they interact.  

 

The author defines postponement as an act where people are sure that they 

want to have children, but nevertheless consider the current situation as not 

optimal or good enough, for whatever reasons, to decide for a child. In this 

approach the author assumes that couples who state that they want to have 

children, however, not at the moment are considered to be postponing. 

Postponement of fertility is something rather normal today. Liefbroer and Billari 

(2009) found in their research that postponement of parenthood was not seen 

as something that is sanctioned by others. 

 

In this sample there are only couples whose partners have the same opinion 

regarding the principle decision whether they want to have children or not. 

Some of the interviewees are rather unsure if they want to have a child or not. 

However, also here it is clear that both partners perceive the situation in a 

rather similar way. These couples have not agreed on anything yet. Additionally, 

there are also some interviewees who do not want to have children at all. In that 

case also the partners argue in a very similar way. So, none of the interviewed 
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couples have different visions regarding the principle decision to have or not to 

have a child. Also in other studies it has been shown that couples often have 

general agreements about having a child or not (Schneewind, Vaskovics et al. 

1996). 

 

In line with qualitative methods the author started with only very basic 

knowledge about theories and empirical work in the field of fertility. Only after 

some time the author got more and more familiar with the existing research and 

especially theories. During this research process, selective coding and 

developing the category “life concept” the issue of postponement is more and 

more altered in the direction to show what influences the life concept of young 

individuals regarding the idea of children. The author shows a model that 

explains how different elements influence the life concept and shape behaviour. 

The author  will demonstrate which factors are important when it comes to big 

life course decisions. The “life concept” is based fully on my interview data.  

 

“Almost no attention is paid to women’s intentions, values, and motivations, and 

to how these differ from those of men” (Hakim 2003, p.351). In this research a 

lot of attention is given to these elements and how they are perceived and 

understood by gender. The author asks about the logics and patterns that form 

people’s choices considering the complex issue of childbearing. The author 

wants to spread light on the meanings that are attached to fatherhood as well 

as on motherhood and how they are connected to other important elements in 

life. The author moves beyond statistics and believe that the close listening 

increases the validity of the interpretation – an assumption shared by other 

researchers (Henwood, Shirani et al. 2011).  

 

In demography several studies as well as theories discuss the issue of fertility 

intentions (e.g., Ajzen 1991, Engelhardt 2004, Miller and Pasta 1995). In the 

theory of planned behaviour, Ajzen notes that people have intentions of 

behaving in a certain way (Ajzen 1991, p. 181). This study perceives the issue 

of fertility slightly differently. Intentions are considered to be reflected decisions. 

With regard to individual fertility they refer to a concrete plan with a clear 

outcome, like having a child in a special time frame. Intentions are very clear 
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and people know what they want. In this approach the issue is more how people 

would like to lead their lives. Even if this wish is quite clear, The author would 

not call it an intention since the future is too dependent on other factors – on 

persons as well as on changing desires. Miller (1995) has pointed out in his 

research that people often quote that they want to have a child within 2,79 

years, however, they intent to have a child in 3,01 years. That shows that 

intentions and desires are not the same thing. Also other studies have found 

that several pregnancies are wanted but not planned. Planning, wanting and 

intending seem to be different issues (Helfferich 2001). Dommermuth, Klobas et 

al. (2009) differentiate between short-term intentions that are concrete, which 

means that people want to have a child now and long-term intentions where 

they consider having a child within the next three years. It is pointed out that 

concrete intentions have a better prediction power than the other ones. In line 

with that finding others show that only short term expectations about the timing 

of fertility are significant and that they modify during the life course (Schoen, 

Astone et al. 1999). Concluding on these remarks the author does not speak 

about intentions because the “life concept” shows that fertility is not concrete 

enough to talk about intentions and because of rather vague time plans and 

ideas it is from this point of view the wrong term because people perceive the 

issue of fertility differently and not as something that is clear and well planned.  

 

1.14 Theoretical sampling 

One argument in demography is that people postpone their wish to have a child 

because of their education. Women with higher qualifications need more time to 

complete their education and also often intend to work for a certain time before 

having children (Spielauer, Schwarz et al. 2003; Sobotka 2008). However, they 

not only wait until a higher age to get children—Lutz (2005) also reports that in 

western Germany around 40 percent of women with tertiary education are 

expected to end up childless. In Austria around 30% of all highly educated 

women are childless and this figure has been relatively stable over the years in 

Austria (Spielauer 2004). Because the issue of education is so much discussed 

in the literature about highly educated persons and because the author wants to 

understand why they have chosen a childless life or are still postponing fertility 



61 

– and who or what influences them in this choice – was the starting point of this 

research. Because postponement of the first child is of interest for this research, 

it was decided to interview women and men around age 30. At this age, it is 

very likely that they have already taken some conscious decisions concerning 

fertility in one or the other direction. Other prerequisites concerning the 

interviewees are that they should have no children – an exception was made for 

two partners who already have a child, one participated in the interviews one 

not – and should live in a partnership. In a representative longitudinal Australian 

survey it was found that fertility expectations change quite dramatically also in a 

rather short period of three years. The most important factor here is the 

partnership status. Having to find or having lost a suitable partner has quite an 

effect on the own fertility expectations (Mitchell and Gray 2007). Because the 

interest is on why people postpone their fertility wishes this factor was excluded 

by focusing on individuals who are in a partnership.  

 

The author concentrated at the beginning on highly educated women she ended 

up with many well educated individuals. It was shown in other research that the 

increase of female education affects the postponement of fertility. Women with 

higher education wait longer for the birth of their first child. It was also decided 

to start with a very homogeneous group (highly educated, living and/or working 

in Vienna) but then the group diversified at a later research stage. In order to 

gain understanding about fertility decision making both males as well as 

females need to be studied (Presser 1997). These were the theoretical 

considerations at the beginning of the project. 

 

In this project, the snowball sampling method was used (Bernard 2002). The 

author wrote an email message to all people she  knew and asked them to 

forward it to their friends. Attached was a description of what the author was 

looking for. In the first round persons around 30 living in a relationship and not 

having any children so far; additionally they should not know the interviewer 

personally and should have a university degree were asked for. Interestingly 

only females replied to the email but because the interest was on the couple’s 

perspective the author asked for their partners’ views as well.  
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After having conducted the first interviews and analysing some of the 

respondents’ answers the idea that individuals have a “life concept” or put 

another way that individuals have some ideas about how life should look like 

was developed. The author wanted to know how these issues are perceived by 

individuals who do not want to have a child. In this round the author tried to find 

individuals for which children do not play a role.  

 

Later on when the life concept became clearer the author wanted to see if the 

issue of the life concept is connected to higher educated individuals only and if 

lower educated people will have a different view on these issues because it 

needs some argumentation and seems highly connected to social norms. As a 

consequence, in the last round the author searched for lower educated 

individuals.  

 

21 interviews were conducted with 13 women and 8 male partners who agreed 

to give an interview. Five partners were not interested in giving an interview, 

mainly due to time constraints and one couple split up before the author could 

conduct the interview. The interviews took place between autumn 2005 and 

autumn 2007. The interviewed women were between 24 and 34 years old and 

had been living in their partnerships for at least three years. Males were 

between 25 and 42 years old. The interviews took place at the apartment of the 

interviewees, at coffee houses, at the Vienna Institute of Demography or at the 

interviewer’s place. The interviewees decided where they wanted to be 

interviewed in order to make the situation as comfortable as possible for them. 

Each interview lasted between 60 minutes and two hours.  
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Table 4: Interview partners by education and sex 

Education University/ 

tertiary 

education 

Above high 

school/ post-

secondary 

non tertiary 

education 

High school/ 

secondary 

education 

Apprenticeship/ 

primary 

education 

Women 8 1 2 2 

Men 1 1 5 1 

 

In most cases the partner was less educated than the woman and in two cases 

the partner was still studying besides working. However, all women and men 

were working except one woman who was studying.  

 

All interviews were conducted in German, transcribed in German and analysed 

in German. The categories however had only been in German at the beginning 

and were switched into English soon afterwards. All shown quotations mirror the 

spoken words as closely as possible and the author also made an effort to show 

specialities like discontinuations or repetitions of words.  

 

  

1.15 The Problem-Centred Interview 

Concerning the methodological questions, guideline interviews – in particular 

the problem-centred interview (Witzel 2000) – seemed a useful technique for 

this research. This kind of interview has the advantage not to lose track of the 

topic, and it is also an open form which leaves enough room to allow insights 

into personal views. A problem area can be highlighted from different 

perspectives. The interviewee can still define the important aspects, however, 

the researcher can focus on special issues (Lamnek 1995). In contrast, 

standardised methods need to define the relation in advance and are restricted 

to it. What the interviewed person defines to be important cannot be understood 

with these methods (Hollstein 2001) but only with qualitative ones. 

   

The concept of problem-centred interviews has three basic principles. The first 
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one is the problem-centred orientation. This means that the focus of research is 

on socially relevant problems. The interviewer observes orientations and 

actions with the intention to understand the participant and to ask problem-

centred questions. During the interview, the interviewer is working on 

comprehending the subjective view of the respondent, thus making the focus of 

the research grow increasingly clearer (Witzel 2000).  

 

Object orientation highlights the flexibility of the method, which is needed in 

order to observe the object in optimum conditions. The combination of different 

methods is a very important instrument. The narrative part is essential to 

understand the personal views, and with the network card it is easier to 

compare and analyse the networks (Witzel 2000).  

 

Process orientation is the third principle of this concept. The focus of the 

interview is on the reconstruction of orientations and actions. The interviewee 

should get the feeling that s/he is taken seriously and that s/he can trust the 

interviewer. This atmosphere is supposed to motivate the interviewee to talk 

about memories and to motivate self-reflection. In this atmosphere of 

cooperation the participant and the interviewer should look again and again at 

different aspects of the same problem to find new formulations that allow 

various viewpoints. It also helps animating a situation where it is possible to tell 

stories to reduce the artificialness of the research setting (Witzel 2000).  

 

Witzel suggests using a short questionnaire about demographic data at the 

beginning of the interview to have also some descriptive data (Witzel 2000). 

The author  followed the suggestion of Flick (2006) and asked these questions 

in the end to prevent the interviewee of getting used to these short cut 

questions and answers as a possible consequence could be that the 

interviewee does not narrate during the interview.  

 

Reflecting on this interview method it appeared as convenient to have a rather 

detailed guideline at the beginning. This helped to capture all issue at the start 

and to give a feeling of comfort for me as a researcher. However, the more 

interviews the author conducted the clearer were the limitations of the guideline. 
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While at the beginning the guideline  had posed many “why” questions during 

the course of research the author started to focus increasingly on “how” 

questions, i.e. questions that aim for a narration and less for an argumentation. 

The problem centred interview method tends to focus on argumentations and 

less on narrations. Considering these experiences an episodic interview would 

have been more useful because it focuses more on narrations and less on 

argumentation.  

 

 

1.16 The guideline 

The problem-centred interview started with a narrative part. The participants 

were encouraged to speak about their lives. The assumption being that the 

interviewee is the expert of her/his life (Flick 2002). At the beginning a 

biographical question was asked. The starting point of the narration is the time 

when people left school. All things that have been important since then—not 

only the facts one normally tells when asked for a biography—are asked for. In 

this part the focus is on the subjective view of the past years. As long as the 

interviewee was talking the interviewer hardly intervened (Knoblauch 2003). 

After the narration, the next questions concerning topics that were not detailed 

enough were asked to be completed as well as statements that need 

clarification. Only elements that have been mentioned by the interviewee were 

discussed (Oevermann 2001b). This stage was followed by topics that were not 

mentioned but are necessary for the research (Lamnek 1995, Mayring 1990). 

Children were often not an issue in the narrations of the past so relatively often 

a question about fertility wishes had to be asked. At the beginning the author 

asked: “How do you think about children?” It became clear that this question 

does not aim for a narration and sometimes people had difficulties to answer it. 

Relatively quickly the author changed this question to: “When you think back, 

how did the issue of having a child come up the first time?” Also after this 

question immanent questions followed. This kind of question produced very 

detailed narrations. 

 

Later, after detailed narrations on the issues of children, family, education and 



66 

partnership a qualitative ego centred network was conducted. In many cases 

one about “important” persons, “emotional” close persons and “supportive” 

persons. In the end of the interview some general statements about society 

were asked: what reasons do individuals perceive for people postponing fertility 

in Austrian, or what is the ideal age of a mother? After that the interviewee was 

asked to visualise her/his life in twenty years. At the end a rather short 

quantitative questionnaire – like suggested for problem-centred interviews – 

was used, however, it brought not much additional information. Because 

interviewing and analysing were interlinked and not separated processes, the 

centre of interest changed over time but the main topics remained the same. 

The following issues were discussed during the interviews: partnership, 

education and work, family plans and children, families of origin, social networks 

as well as values and personal aims. The main part of the interview was how 

the interview partner perceives his/her situation regarding fertility at the moment 

and about future family plans.  

 

After each interview a memo was written to keep the interview situation better in 

mind. It includes, for instance, how the atmosphere was during the whole 

interview, if some questions seemed to make respondents uncomfortable or if 

they had difficulties understanding certain questions or if something or 

somebody disturbed the interview, like a phone. All interviews went smoothly. 

The author was fortunate that all interviewees seemed to feel well and most of 

the time answered the questions interestedly.  

  

1.17 Network Card 

Considering the network analysis there is the assumption that individuals are 

embedded in a social network. Structures are important social elements and 

need to be considered because they shape the acting possibilities. Individuals 

are not isolated from each other (Jansen 2003). Because the issue of social 

networks is a complex one, participants are requested to fill out a network card. 

the author followed the idea of Kahn and Antonucci (Kahn and Antonucci 1980). 

The purpose of this diagram is to provide the interviewee with some kind of 

framework to describe the social network in somewhat detail (Antonucci 1986). 
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This made the description about their social network more comfortable for the 

participants. Social networks are a complex category and “…very difficult to 

observe” (Behrman, Kohler and Watkins 2001, p. 2). Using this device, it seems 

likely that a more detailed look on the issue is in fact obtained. Figure 6 shows 

how the card looked like and in the appendix one can see how it looked once 

filled in. However, it is not a picture of a real card because of anonymity the 

author copied one of the cards but changed the names on the post-its.  

  

Figure 4: The network card. 

 

 

Participants were asked to place their network partners into this card. In the 

centre of this card there is the person him/herself. Network partners who are 

very important/supportive/close are to be noted close to the ME and persons 

who are not that important are to be placed further away. Problematic or 

unimportant persons can be also taken down on this card.  

  

ME 

     A little important 

      Important 

   Very important 

Not important Problematic 
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Ego centred networks where the individual is the only source of information 

were conducted (Hollstein 2001). They consist of information on relations of one 

particular person (Breiger 2004). The aim is not only to describe the network 

structure because the author  have not collected or analysed the alteri-alteri 

relations (Diaz-Bone 2006) but to explain how the life of the participant is 

possibly influenced by others. The author  have followed the “affective-

networks-approach”. The focus is on emotional networks, that means persons 

who are important and connected to oneself. Most of the times concentric 

circles are used (Hollstein 2001). What the participant narrates in connection to 

the issue of fertility was in my case the focus of interest. It was a tool to get a 

better understanding of the complex issue of social networks. Not the position 

per se of the network partner on the card is important but mainly what the 

interviewees narrated in combination to visualising their social network. Social 

relationships are focused on and the relation between the relationship (Hollstein 

2001). The cultural meaning of ties is interesting to look at (Breiger 2004). In the 

research the focus is on the issue of meanings of relations and in what way 

individuals consider their network partners as meaningful and how the network 

partners are narrated in connection with fertility behaviour. Because of the lack 

of space and time the author has not focused too much on the network 

analyses. However, the most important findings are included in the theoretical 

model “the life concept”. The network card but especially the narrations that 

were given to the card enriched the concept in several respects – they made it 

broader and helped to better develop it.  

 

Three different kinds of ego centred network cards were used. One that asks for 

“emotionally close persons” one about “to get support” and one about “important 

people” (see figure 6). The author  wanted to see how individuals use these 

three different cards and which one or how many are sensible to use. All cards 

are shown at the beginning of this interview section. However, during the 

interview half of the people refused to answer the third card of “importance” 

because they pointed out that they have answered the question already in detail 

and their picture would look identical to “emotional closeness”. The other half of 

the people used all three cards, however, only very few made a clear distinction 

between the cards “emotional closeness” and “importance”. In most of the 
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cases the card “importance” showed most network partners. It was argued that 

some people can be rather important without being emotionally close but it was 

not done the other way around. The conclusion is that a network card about 

“important people” would bring more insight than one about “emotional 

closeness” because during the interview the interviewees anyhow narrate their 

connection and how their relationship is working and how close people are. 

With one card about “importance” nothing and nobody will be missed. The 

distinction between “importance” and “support” however was very helpful. 

Support was in most of the cases connected with financial support as well as 

friendly turns, like helping to move. In half of the cases less people appeared on 

the support card, only two interviewees had more people on this card. 

Compared to the “important” card the closeness to the own person changed in 

many cases on the “support” card. Some pointed out that their mother is 

emotionally closer to them, however, when it comes to support they can count 

on both parents in the same way and the father was on the support card more 

often closer than on the important card.  

 

It was required from the interview partners to put only one person on a post-it 

and to stick it inside the network card. However, again and again some 

interviewees refused this command and put a group of people on one sheet. 

Rather often the parents appeared on one sheet but also whole groups of 

friends. Especially with the second and the third card people got rather 

parsimonious. In general none of the interviewees had difficulties to do what 

was asked. Most of them did it without hesitating. Some of them moved their 

alteri to another place when talking about them; in most of the cases a bit closer 

to the ego.  

 

The family is for all interview partners very important. Also other research has 

shown that family members are the most important persons when one is asked 

to explain the own social network (Grünendahl, Minnemann et al. 1997). Not 

one interviewee neglected the family in their network. Even if some parts of the 

family have been described sometimes as problematic they are still considered 

at least as important but in most of the cases as emotionally close. When both 

parents are still alive both were put into the network, as well as the siblings. Not 
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one interviewee neglected a sibling, also when the contact was described as 

not so intensive. All appeared on the card and in most of the cases rather close 

to the person. Half of the cards had more family members than other network 

partners the other half had more friends. The family of the partner was for half 

of the interview partners also important and showed up on many cards. More 

men also put their partners’ family members on their cards than the other way 

round. Only two men had no member of their partner’s family on their card and 

in both cases they had a rather intense network anyway, whereas only three 

women mentioned also some members of the family of their partner on their 

cards. Except for questions of support several female partners narrated that 

they can count on the family of their partner.  

 

The smallest network contained four persons and the biggest one about twenty. 

Six people had a network that was smaller than ten persons, nine had one 

between ten and fourteen and six people had a network of more than fourteen. 

This did not depend on gender. All interviewed individuals narrated that they are 

very happy and satisfied with their social network and feel well.  

 

Some also used the possibility to describe a person as problematic. This was in 

four cases a friend with whom they had difficulties but are still emotionally 

affected. In three cases this person was the father. This did not depend on the 

fact whether the parents were divorced or not. And in one case it was an ex-

wife, a sister and a colleague. The father and the sister however appeared on 

all cards still even if they were described as rather problematic in one or the 

other way.  

 

  

The “life concept theory” 

The “life concept” elaborates how people deal with important and huge life 

course transitions with regard to fertility. The approach is based on qualitative 

interviews with Austrian women and some of their partners regarding their 

fertility ideas. The author wants to show how people reflect their potential child 

bearing behaviour. Many elements are important for this behaviour and they 
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interact and influence each other. The author will show how individuals perceive 

their situation and what influences their thoughts about a possible behaviour. 

The theoretical concept – shown in figure 6 – changed quite tremendously over 

the research process and developed slowly to the concept as it is today. In the 

appendix the author shows some stages of the development. 

 

In this approach it is assumed that people have a life concept which helps 

individuals to navigate through their lives. The life concept consists of wishes 

and ideas people have about their lives. Children are one of these big and 

important ideas. The author does not want to speak here about intentions, as 

already argued because intentions are considered as rather clear. The “life 

concept” however is not a clear idea of the future but is changing often 

depending on circumstances and experiences someone makes. Wanting to 

have a child or to stay childfree is an important element of the life concept. 

Which role someone wants to take in the future and how life should change or 

should stay the same are the elements of this category. Because this category 

is the core category of this theory it is connected with all the other categories, 

which will be explained in detail below.  
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Figure 5: The life concept model: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the life course approach fertility behaviour is defined as something that is 

embedded in external conditions – like social-structural and internal conditions – 

like individual capacities. These conditions can be stable or dynamic; so fertility 

needs to be understood as an interdependent act of a multidimensional process 

(Huinink and Kohli 2010).  

 

Additionally, it is assumed that there is some kind of social requirements – so to 

say the external factors even if the author would not call them external – and 

personal conditions.  

 

These two factors are important and influence the individual life concept. On the 

left hand side we have categories which all can be described as social 

requirements. These are elements that are given and strongly connected to the 

society one lives in. As a consequence people have to deal with them. They 

affect their life concepts in several ways.  

Social requirements:  

 

Internalised social norms 

vs. Indirect social pressure 

Perceived 

structural 

conditions  

Age 

Responsibility 

 

Personal conditions:  

 

Direct social pressure 

 

Inconsistencies 

 

The couple perspective 

 

Shape 

Uncertainty Uncertainty 

 

Life concept 

Thinking about a child is a 

process 

Feeling ready and mature is crucial 
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The category “internalised social norms vs. indirect social pressure” explains 

which social conventions have been perceived by the interviewees. These rules 

are guiding individual behaviour and shape the life concept in a rather strong 

way. What is accepted and expected in a society and more precise in a social 

group is very important for the own ideas. It is assumed that norms are 

internalised and function as a guide for behaviour. The data point in the 

direction that these internalised norms create indirect social pressure. 

Especially when one wants to act differently to these perceived norms indirect 

social pressure is perceived. It is described rather often that no matter how one 

would behave s/he would feel social pressure because it is impossible to fulfil all 

social expectations.  

 

The “perceived structural conditions” are important because they define the 

acting scope in which a person can act. Because a person perceives only a 

special range of possible acting alternatives her/his acting is limited to them. 

Especially the working, living and financial situations are very important and 

strongly connected to individual life concepts. These factors are often the 

reason why people change their life concepts, because also the perceived 

conditions change. However, these elements are in the category internalised 

social norms because social norms seem to shape the ideas about what one 

wants to have and how the conditions are evaluated.  

 

One’s own “age” and what one should have achieved at a certain age is driven 

by shared images. In their life concepts, individuals have rough ideas about the 

ideal age for having children. Women are stressed by their own age. Especially 

those above 30 worry that they will fail to implement their life concept in time. 

Men are much more relaxed about their age, because they think they can 

postpone parenthood even longer than women. In all interviews, the woman’s 

age is more extensively discussed than that of men.  

  

The issue of “responsibilty” is presented in a gender-specific way. Whereas 

females describe that responsibility guides their behaviour, males narrate that 

responsibility is an issue that will evolve, once a child is born. In both cases 
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responsibility is a very important issue. All these elements and how they are 

perceived effect the own life concept.  

 

On the right hand side we have so called “personal conditions”. These are 

elements that are connected with personal experiences. Here, social 

interactions with others play a very important role. In particular the partner is the 

most important person regarding the issue of childbearing.  

  

“Direct social pressure” describes social pressure that is perceived from others; 

in many cases from close individuals who question the individual’s behaviour. 

Especially when the pressure is against the own life concept people realise and 

narrate it as unpleasant. However, dealing with direct social pressure was 

described as easier compared with indirect social pressure.  

 

The category of “inconsistencies” describes that rather often conflicting norms 

are perceived and that especially women have the feeling that no matter how 

they act they will lose out in any case. Everything should be perfect in all 

respects before one decides to have a child and also with a child which makes 

the decision very difficult because this can only lead to a contradiction.  

 

The issue of fertility is one that needs to be discussed at least with the partner. 

“The couple perspective” describes all the problems connected with this 

necessity. At least all interview partners in this research agreed that they realise 

the need to communicate with their partner regarding this issue. Because both 

partners do have a life concept the adjustment of these two is very crucial. 

Partners can have similar ideas or different ones. However, all interviewees 

agreed that the issue needs to be handled together, even if actual 

communication about it is very seldom the case. 

 

The category “shape” describes experiences that people have during their lives 

and these of course shape the life concepts intensively. This begins with the 

own childhood but continues all the time. What people within the social network 

experience or witness is very important for their own life concept. These 

experiences can lead people to want something in a similar way or to decide 
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that this experience is something that they do not want to make.  

 

All these categories can create or less often reduce uncertainty; an issue that 

affects the question of fertility a lot. To make a decision is not easy but when 

uncertainty is high it gets even more difficult.  

 

Considering the issue of fertility seriously it needs to be understood as a 

process that often needs time. It was described as an idea one needs to get 

used to. Very important in this respect is the fact that oneself as well as the 

partner need to “feel ready”. Here, the author talks about the inner readiness to 

take over the role of a parent. To feel grown up enough and to be ready to fulfil 

all the requirements individuals perceive to be essential with respect to fertility is 

described as something one needs to get used to. From this point of view the 

readiness is crucial for the decision to have a child.  

 

Additionally, the author has to say that gender-specificities, as well as many 

similarities connected to the issue of fertility have been found. The author is  

now going to describe the categories and their connection to each other in 

detail.  

 

  

1.18 The core category - Life Concept 

The author wants to describe the category “LIFE CONCEPT” – which is the 

core category – in somewhat more detail. It covers the fantasies, the ideas and 

the wishes that show how life should ideally look like. The author goes in line 

with the understanding that a life course is a continuum where individuals look 

backwards and forwards while making experiences (Elchardus 1984). Future 

ideas shape the life concept, however, the life concept does not need to be 

understood as a concrete plan. Monnier (1989) has assumed that because 

people constantly overestimate their future fertility they likely have only a 

possibly future in mind, rather than expressing a well thought strategy. The life 

concept needs to be understood as a concept and not as a concrete plan as too 

many things are vague and not clear and further development will affect the life 
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concept. Additionally, we can assume that people consider distant future events 

as abstract ideas considering fertility as the joy a child will bring. Only when the 

event gets closer individuals are more likely to focus on concrete issues like 

costs and time issues (Dommermuth, Jane et al. 2009).  

 

It can be argued that mainly individuals with higher education may plan their 

lives. A quantitative study has shown that childless people who stated that they 

want to have a child within the next five years were significantly more 

successful when they were higher educated (Testa and Toulemon 2006). With 

this data one cannot say who will be more successful, however, we can say that 

all individuals in this sample, no matter how high or low educated, have an idea 

about how life should be in the future; they all have a life concept. 

 

Many researchers have concluded that for most people parenthood and family 

are not questioned because they are a central element in life for them (Richter 

1995; Schneewind, Vaskovics et al. 1996, Goldberg et al. 2012). This has been 

also shown in the qualitative research of Borchardt and Stöbel-Richter (2004). 

Their interviewees discussed and considered the question when to have a child 

but the principle fact that one wants to have a child was not in question – it is a 

fixed part of their life concept. Also a qualitative research in East Germany has 

shown that in this part of Germany children belong to a normal life course. 

People did not make a big deal about conditions or consequences compared to 

people interviewed in Western Germany (Bernardi, Keim et al. 2007). In East 

Germany compared to West Germany people have considered children more a 

biographical matter of course which was not so strong connected with financial 

or personal issues. However, the authors of this quantitative study came to the 

conclusion that in general it can be said that most of the young people in 

Germany want to have children one day (Goldstein, Kreyenfeld et al. 2010). 

Stöbel-Richter and Brähler (2008) have found that children are still a relative 

stable aim in life that even increases during the life course. In this sample two 

women and one man make it clear that they do not see a child as an important 

element in their life. One couple can be identified as undecided as several 

elements are pointed out that hindered them to have a child. All other interview 

partners in this sample want to have a child in the future. 
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The desire for a child can change over time. It has been assumed that this 

desire is a combination of long-term goals and current elements (Stanford, 

Hobbs et al. 2000). Also in the narrations it is found that some people changed 

their desires depending on many different elements. 

  

The women and men in this research want to have accomplished certain things 

and several conditions should be more developed before they want to have a 

child. The interviewees have very precise visions of what the ideal conditions for 

having a child would look like (Fliegenschnee 2006). Scholars have shown that 

people want to create fundamental basic conditions for a life with a child before 

one decides to have offspring (Stöbel-Richter, Beutel et al. 2005). In this 

research men refer to their actual situation and how this situation is or is not 

compatible with a child; they present the ideas and wishes of their partners as 

very important. For both it is true to say that in their narrations the emphasis is 

not on the conditions, but on the wish to have ideal conditions, and that they 

come close to the personal life concept. These ideal conditions are connected 

to internalised social norms. Perceptions of the future can be very different. In 

this category the different elements of life concepts are shown.  

 

One wish that is uttered is that the surrounding conditions should be settled by 

the time childbearing is realized, to have the best conditions for the child 

(Fliegenschnee 2006). To have jobs and to earn enough money so both 

partners can enjoy a good life is a very clear and comprehensible wish. The 

conditions should be as good as possible because with a child a new period of 

life begins. Consequently, until individuals have the feeling that the conditions 

are not ideal, the postponement of their fertility plans is very likely. Today, it 

seems that the conditions that are wished for are becoming more and more 

demanding. Because people tend to have many ideas and wishes for the future 

the realisation of all is difficult. The question of how one will manage to satisfy 

all ideas is in most of the cases not answered. When so many elements are 

considered it is possible that an ideal solution is not likely to arise. However, in 

this sample women present themselves as responsible individuals who 

extensively try to consider all elements, to get close to their life concept. 
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“Well I mean, I do think about how I will manage all this so that it will be o.k. for 

me, and the way I imagine it.” (Nadine, female, 28) 

  

This is an issue that causes uncertainty because too many elements are 

unknown and in most of the cases they are not in the hands of the individuals. 

In general, ideas about the future are very theoretical. They are dreams of how 

life should be but they are not cost and benefit calculations. The future is too 

uncertain to make good calculations in this respect and there are too many 

elements to consider. Men in this sample narrated differently about their ideas 

concerning life with a child, at least they do not discuss so many obstacles as 

women do. Borchardt and Stöbel-Richter (2004) have argued that women 

consider children as an issue that affects their whole life concept whereas men 

consider children as only affecting parts of their life. This can be one reason 

why males have not so many ideas about life with a child compared to women. 

Women realise that they are stressed by these issues, however, this is due to 

the fact that in most cases they need to make plans because they will take over 

the care responsibilities at least for a while. The interviewees worry that their life 

concepts might not come true and that they might not have the possibility to live 

their lives the way they would like to. This was especially noticeable for women 

who want to have children. If they do not have the feeling that they will reach 

their aims, their uncertainty rises.  

 

“You see, this is my fix and I don’t know if (my ideas) are realistic, and I don’t 

know which part of it I should drop to have, let’s say, half of the things I want to 

have.” (Silva, female, 30) 

 

Although the ideas about ideal conditions and situations may differ, all want to 

meet their ideals as closely as possible. To know that some things will not be 

ideal makes them worry (Fliegenschnee 2006a). Liefbroer (2005) has found that 

it is more important for women to feel generally secure than it is for men. In this 

research we cannot conclude for whom security is more important, however 

women connected several issues with uncertainty. The life concept of how life 

with a child will be is, to a large extent, connected with worries. They mention 
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their fears that dreams and wishes might not come true or that they will not be 

able to provide the future that they imagined.  

 

Uncertainty about the future with a child can make it difficult to find an 

acceptable solution. If one wants to come close to the life concept, however, 

many issues are unclear; one strategy to avoid the issue is to postpone 

childbearing. Women as well as men want to offer their children the best 

opportunities. However, in this sample men often presented their life concepts 

not so intensively connected with worries. On the other hand men narrate 

sorrows women do not touch. They fear that they aim for the wrong things. Like 

that their ideas of upbringing are not adequate or that they will make the wrong 

decisions or that they will not be able to care for the child in the right way. They 

report a rather huge uncertainty connected with their own ideas.  

 

Worries that are connected to the life concept have been presented differently 

by gender. Women worry that they will not get what they want whereas men 

fear that their ideas in general are not the best. During the interviews, fears and 

uncertainties are spontaneously touched upon many times while narrating many 

different issues. The interview includes a question on people’s fears with regard 

to children. Only few concrete answers are given with regard to this question. 

This reinforces the hypothesis that fears are something subconscious. In other 

research it has also been found that all interviewed female participants have 

many ideas and wishes about their future and how their life should look like 

(Goebel 1997). Quantitative research has shown that women in general have 

more conditions they consider than men. Especially the readiness of the 

partner, financial safety and their own employment conditions as well as the 

quality of their relationship are of importance (Huinink, Schröder et al. 2008). In 

this sample it appeared that man refer very much to the opinion of the partner. 

In the narrations it appeared that they switch several times between their ideas 

and the visions of their partner.  

 

Women on the other hand mention the ideas and wishes of their partners rather 

seldom. These are mainly considered when the couple reports one or the other 

topic of discrepancy or when the timing is considered. One very important issue 
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regarding postponement of fertility which is mentioned in all of the interviews is 

the topic of work and career.  

 

Both men and women consider work as a very important element in their life 

concept no matter their education. Scholars have pointed out that people today 

not only work because of economic necessity but also because people want to 

work; this is especially true in better paid and interesting jobs (Hakim 1999). 

Women do think about their own employment situation much more than men. 

As scholars have shown frequently (e.g., Liefbroer and Corijn 1999; Buber 

2001; Kreyenfeld 2004; Hotz et al. 1997), the professional career is a very 

important issue with regard to postponement of fertility. Here, it is the fear of 

forgoing the possibility to find an interesting, well-paid job with a child. Not only 

needs the man a stable and safe workplace but also the woman. Both need to 

be ready and need to feel safe to start a family – this fact makes decisions even 

more complicated. Jackson and Berkowitz (2005) have found in their research 

that the typical behaviour in the US of men and women is to work first, then get 

married and only afterwards have children. This concept is even more 

consistently followed by men than by women. In this case the timing of fertility is 

strongly connected to both working situations. In this research, the career of the 

woman, or at least the work she will do in the future, is an issue that is 

considered intensively. However, Hakim (1999) has argued that highly educated 

women do not automatically put career before family life. We cannot say how it 

is for all women, but in this sample we have less educated women who are 

much more career-oriented than academics. Seeing work as not that important 

element in life or at least not as the most important one seems to make the wish 

to combine motherhood and work easier. In this sample none of the women and 

also none of the men narrate that they want to stay at home with the child for 

too long. Nobody of the sample wants to present his/her life concept as reduced 

only to childcare and household; an issue that has been also pointed out in a 

study in Poland. Also there women stated that they do not want to be only 

housewives (Mynarska 2009). Working is seen as an important element in their 

lives.  

 

Considering how the issue of work was presented, one can say that men on the 
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other hand do not talk so much about their own work with regard to their future 

children, mainly if they consider parental leave seriously. Work seems so 

intensively linked to a man’s life that no matter if they consider children or not 

they do not have the need to connect their ideas about fertility to their work.  

 

Interestingly, one idea which is discussed – nearly by all interview partners – is 

the issue of parental leave of the male partner. In a qualitative study in Vienna it 

has been found that women narrate about the financial issues as a reason for 

the decision who was taking parental leave, however, the crucial point is the 

individuals’ wishes how to live life – so most of the interviewees followed their 

own life concept (Neyer 1998).  

 

“… I would like that he also takes parental leave, but we will see … I mean if it 

[a child] were to ‘happen’ now surprisingly, this would not be possible so 

therefore I would like to postpone it for some years (laugh) …” (Isabella, female, 

30) 

  

A woman presents a clear picture and ideas about her life but also about the life 

of her partner. In her vision, her partner should take at least some parental 

leave. However, for the interviewed woman’s partner, this would not be possible 

at present, so she prefers to wait and hopes that in the future conditions will be 

different and her ideas can materialise (Fliegenschnee 2006). This holds true 

also for others. Interviewed women say that ideally their partners should also 

take parental leave. In the literature it has been argued that financial conditions 

are the main argument when it comes to the question who takes parental leave 

(Scambor and Neumayer 2006). Studies have shown that in better educated 

couples with more earnings more men take parental leave; at least for some 

time (Buber, Berghammer et al. 2011a). Additionally, it has been shown that 

higher educated people have a higher agreement about parental leave of the 

male partner (Kapella and Rille-Pfeiffer 2007). It has been assumed that in 

these units it is no problem to forego some money even if the man earns a lot 

more than the woman (Scambor and Fasshauer 2006; Scambor and Neumayer 

2006). In this study women see their partner’s parental leave as a benefit for 

their partner and children. They want that their children will have a better 
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relationship with their father than they had to their own. Different to these 

interviews a qualitative study several years ago in Vienna has found that 

women have rather negative attitudes about their husbands being with their 

children and dealing with them as well as with the household. It was rather often 

assumed that the men would not be capable to take care for the children well 

(Neyer 1998). However, in the cited study individuals with children were asked 

whereas in this sample only childless individuals are interviewed. A quantitative 

study in Austria comes to a similar conclusion and has shown that around 40% 

of women do not want that their partners take parental leave and the same 

percentage of men does not want to take it either (Riesenfelder, Sorger et al. 

2006). In contrast to these findings in this study the male interviewees point out 

that taking parental leave would be a desirable scenario in their life concept. Of 

course, we have to bear in mind that not all partners were willing to give an 

interview and some of them are leading a rather conservative life. The men who 

gave an interview, all consider parental leave to some extend as a possible 

option. Here we can assume that the picture of a modern man who is also 

responsible for caring issues is at least socially desirable or that the interview 

partners consider this picture as something the interviewer might want to hear. 

However, some are very clear about the fact that parental leave is a valuable 

and important issue for them.  

 

“For me it is crystal clear that I want to take half of the parental leave, because 

this is important for me” (Günther, male, 29) 

 

Some of them like this man are very sure that they would take parental leave 

but most talk more about it as an ideal situation. As also others have concluded 

that parental leave of the father is often only a desirable scenario because the 

percentage of fathers who are for some time responsible for their children is 

increasing only very slowly (Seward and Richter 2008). The men who consider 

their own parental leave seriously and work in a field where normally no man 

takes such decision talk a lot about their career and how such – admittedly 

interesting experience – would affect their future career. They have many 

concerns and point out that this decision would depend from the situation at that 

point. Very similar to the female interview partners the sorrows to miss good 
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working opportunities are mentioned. The ideas about parental leave are close 

to reality when women will take the main part of the leave. However, in this 

sample there is also one couple who considers that the man could take a longer 

parental leave than the woman and one couple wants to share it equally. All the 

others consider only a short time if at all.  

 

Men in the sample narrate the issue of parental leave in a rather passive way as 

something that is not in their power to decide. They point out that the situation is 

very relevant and that the job circumstances are the crucial point. They do not 

talk like it is their decision but rather they are the prisoners of the situation. Not 

only parental leave most of the issues connected to fatherhood and especially 

connected to decisions are presented by men in a very passive way. This will 

be discussed again later. Considering the political side it has been argued that 

women are still considered to be the ones who will take parental leave and 

mainly take care for the child (Mesner 2006). The perception of parental leave is 

presented gender-specific, whereas women present it as something they have 

to take, while men point out that it would be nice to take it. Women do not 

present their own parental leave as something beneficial, as so many worries 

are connected with this issue and no woman thought about the possibility not to 

take parental leave. This point will be discussed later again.  As the author has 

shown in 2009 only 5 percent of all people who got childcare allowance were 

male. This shows parental leave in Austria is still a female issue. It can be 

assumed that other mechanisms are stronger than the idea of being a father at 

home. However, during all interviews it is pointed out that in principle also the 

father taking parental leave would be the ideal scenario. This is discussed, but 

not often considered seriously, because facing many obstacles. Other research 

has shown that fathers are willing in principle to stay home for some time and 

already that matters a lot for couples (Seward and Richter 2008).  

 

One point connected to finances as well as to social norms is the issues that 

people want to offer their children very much. Both men and women narrate 

about a life with a child where the child can have all the comfort it needs. They 

want to offer their future children as much as possible. When they wait longer 

until they have children the more they are financial stable and the more they are 
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prepared and the more they can offer their child.  

 

This idea of offering children much is highly connected to social norms and will 

be discussed again. The issue of education, which has been often mentioned in 

the literature, is an important element as well. It has been shown that the level 

of education hinders the transition to parenthood for women as well as for men 

in a study about the Dutch (Liefbroer 2005). In this study all interview partners 

want to finish their education, and only afterwards children are considered as an 

issue. People want to have everything in order to somehow minimise the risks 

when stepping into a new period of life.  

 

Not only one’s own conditions and ideas are of relevance but the situation and 

the perspective of the partner as well. Because the author mainly focuses on 

people around 30 with higher education and only younger lower educated 

individuals very few were still in education. Being in education and having a 

child is described by the interviewees as irresponsible. Many of the issues in 

this category are strongly connected to the category internalised social norms. 

Especially when one wants to finish things people are rather strict in this 

respect. Several things should be concluded before a new life can be started. 

Without that the interviewees are sometimes not even willing to talk about future 

plans. Things that should be finished can also be issues that need to be clarified 

and people want them to be solved. Like the decision where they want to live in 

future.  

 

Not only education but also other difficult details need to be clear. Finishing one 

thing means also being ready for something new. To have a child is a very new 

part in life so many feel that things should be finished and clarified before. 

Acting according to their own interests is much discussed by both genders. 

Some have the idea to wait for some time so that their aims will be reached and 

a child will be welcome, however, until some of their own objectives are not 

reached a life with a child is not preferred.  

 

“At the moment, moment it would of course so to say hinder reaching my aims a 

little bit” (Walter, male, 35) 
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The own person and their aims are often presented as something that hinders 

fertility. To lose freedom and independence is an issue which is discussed. 

Liefbroer (2005) has found in his research that young well educated females 

and males in the Netherlands highly value individualisation and consequently 

have tried to avoid the far-reaching commitments of family life. Also in this 

research freedom is valued high – at least in a special age range. Men refer 

very much to the issue of individualisation and point out that they are aware of 

the fact that with children they will lose their freedom and would have to give up 

their independence. They report that they are afraid of not being able to fulfil 

their needs when having a child. A child constrains freedom and being ready for 

this different phase in life is crucial.  

 

Having a child means to place another person in the centre of interest and this 

of course reduces personal freedom, an issue that men presented as central 

regarding the fertility question. Also other scholars have concluded to decide for 

a child and become a parent today is a complete break of one’s biography. 

Especially for women it means to forgo many things that constitute the modern 

world, like independence and self-dependency (Beck-Gernsheim, 1997). 

Interestingly, in this study only males complain about the future lack of 

independence. A finding that has been also shown in a qualitative study in the 

US where males saw fatherhood menace their free time (Henwood and Procter 

2003). Women in this study realised difficulties for their working possibilities or 

their financial independencies but do not narrate about losing freedom like men 

do. The perception which part of life a child will effect is gender-specific, 

whereas women mainly discuss that children will affect their working life, men 

consider that they will reduce their individuality and their leisure actives.   

 

Already in the seventies it has been found that college boys talked more about 

money and costs and the loss of personal freedom, fulfilment and satisfaction 

when asked about their ideas regarding their future family lives, whereas 

women have talked more about love and happiness (Hoffman and Hoffman 

1973). Also in this research it is visible that the issue of freedom connected to 

children is differently discussed by gender. However, women in this research do 
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not talk much about love and happiness. One can hypotheses that for women 

much has changed since the seventies whereas for man only little. In any case, 

a child would bring changes and this is not always seen as preferable. The child 

will be the person that will be in the centre of interest and the own aims need to 

be neglected to some degree. This can create worries.  

 

“Considering reaching my aims it would be difficult just now, I really think this 

would be a matter of concern because I would not reach them.” (Martin, male, 

33) 

 

The freedom of an adult life without having to take other persons needs in much 

consideration will then be pursued. An issue that has been also found in a 

qualitative Australian study and in a research in the Netherlands: especially 

young people want to enjoy freedom and want to settle themselves 

professionally but also personally (White 2003; Rijken 2009).With a child the 

focus of attention shifts from oneself to the offspring. Bergnéhr (2007) has found 

in her research that decisions about family planning cause stress and anxiety. 

In the focus group discussions it was made clear that people want to 

concentrate their lives on themselves and do what they want before they are 

willing to have a child. In this research women and especially younger ones talk 

more about the fact that they want to experience several things before 

becoming a mother. However, they have wishes to do things but they do not 

talk about losing their freedom. Their own needs are not an issue that is 

discussed, like we have seen with the males. That the topic is raised in 

connection to their work will be shown later. Women in this sample, additionally, 

do not consider the fact that another person will be in the centre of interest. 

Sometimes they narrate that travelling before a child is born as an element of 

their life concept. These are also well accepted arguments concerning 

postponement of fertility. People should make all things they want before 

starting a family. They want to experience several things before the “big cut” will 

be made. 

 

The interview partners narrate that they want to do things which are simply 

easier without children. The timing of children during the life course is 
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considered in detail. Miller and Pasta (1994) have found in their surveys that, 

having enough time to adjust to marriage, enjoying life with the husband and 

dealing with financial issues before having a child were the most frequent used 

arguments considering timing. To enjoy the partnership is also narrated in this 

study and is an argument that is accepted within society.  

 

In this sample many interviewees argue that the idea to live a life without 

children is seen as not preferable. They argue that children are a part of their 

life concept; a life without children is simply not their wish. Other research has 

shown that individuals who want to have a child view children as a necessary 

element in their life and they are convinced that children are the greatest joy 

(Mitchell and Gray 2007).  

 

“For me this belongs simply to life. For me the fulfilment of life is to marry and to 

have kids, this old fashioned, conservative, conservative way of living.” (Denise, 

female, 24) 

  

Children are rather often described as an element that does not need to be 

achieved immediately, however, that one wants to have at one point in future for 

sure. Höpflinger (1997) has argued that it is often very difficult for people to 

explain their fertility wishes and the advantage to have a child; especially in a 

society where children are connected with emotional values. A child is often 

such a clear and important issue that the reasons for a child are not narrated 

only the fact that people want to have them because they belong so naturally to 

the life concept. In this sample for most of the interviewees, children are a 

crucial part in their life and they argue that a child will bring a huge change. 

Many things will be different once the child is there, which is often seen as a 

welcome scenario in which something new can begin. In general, in this sample 

not many interview partners are indifferent about this issue. However, when 

they are not clear which way they want to choose they decide not to have a 

child for the time being with the knowledge inside that there is still time to 

decide later. Other interview partners are rather unsure if a child would fit in 

their life concept, and some are rather clear that they want to stay childfree.  
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For interview partners who point out that children are not of importance also 

their life concept plays a role. They argue that a child simply does not fit to their 

plans, ideas and their life today.  

  

Well, they are at the centre of interest then, which means the whole life really 

changes by 180 degrees, and I feel so good in my own life that I don’t want to 

change this (Karin, female, 32) 

 

A child would influence their life in a quite tremendous way and this would mean 

that they have to change their habits too much. What others value, that life will 

get a new drive with a child and will become different is what they do not want in 

their life concepts.  

 

In a big qualitative research in Australia it has been found that women who want 

to stay childfree their lifestyle and that they do not want to change anything was 

mentioned to be the reason (Carmichael and Whittaker 2007). Also here this is 

an important argument. One can argue that children are simply not an element 

or aim in their life concepts. Especially the personal desire for a child is 

necessary and the interviewees explain that this is what they are missing. The 

wish to have a child and to become a mother or a father is simply not there.  

 

„I have never felt the need, so, when you give me a baby .. I just try not to drop 

it.“ (Liane, female, 33) 

 

The interview partners who point out not to intend to have a child argue not with 

rational arguments. To have no desire holding a child cannot be considered as 

a rational argument against a child. The author had expected that people will 

argue against children with their careers or because of the missing money. 

However, what is  visible here is that they are very similar to those who want 

children, only the other way around: the former group also states that the wish 

for a child is the crucial point, but in their case they are lacking that wish. Having 

a child and becoming a parent is obviously something that must follow a strong 

wish. The feeling and the desire need to be there. One woman refers to others 

who forecast that she will have the wish for a child when she reaches a certain 
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age, however, also this she doubts.  

 

In literature it has been often mentioned and also shown that there is a positive 

correlation between intended childlessness and a career plan (Philipov, Speder 

et al. 2006). Surprisingly, in my sample women who point out that they do not 

want to become a mother do not talk much about their career. One even 

narrates that she wants to have a half-time job when she is fifty and enjoy her 

life. They talk about their jobs as something that they like but that is not dictating 

their lives. This is very surprising because they talk in the same way about their 

jobs and career as being one element in their life concepts as people who 

indent to have children. The author does not want to say that there are no 

women who put their career before having a child – an issue that has been also 

confirmed in other studies (Carmichael and Whittaker 2007). However, the 

interview partners in this research simply have other arguments than their work.  

 

“I do not feel a need (to have a child). And if I should feel there is such a need, it 

would be imposed on me from outside. (…) but when I sit down and listen to 

myself … there is nothing.” (Liane, female, 33) 

 

The need and the desire for a child are simply not there. The author assumes in 

this approach that the desire for or against a child is the driving force behind 

fertility behaviour. There can be people who are not sure how important their 

desire for children is, however, if they act or not depends on exactly this. Also 

other research has shown that women can have or cannot have the desire for 

children and that this drives their lives (Meyers 2001). Carmichael and 

Whittaker (2007) have also found that some women do not feel the need to 

become a mother, they simply reject the maternal role, pretty close as 

described in the example above. Parenthood in Austria is still an element of a 

normal biography. To stay without children has to be argued because people 

expect a different behaviour (Borchardt and Stöbel-Richter 2004). People who 

want to have a child are not that much questioned compared to people who 

choose to stay childfree, at least in the perception of the interview partners.  

 

Women who have a rather clear preference for staying childfree narrated that it 
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is difficult to talk about the issue. They have the feeling that they need to explain 

themselves even if they have difficulties to do so. To become a mother or a 

father is seen as the normal life concept by all interview partners. Because they 

act differently they have the need to explain their behaviour not only during the 

interview.  

 

In the literature and also here it is assumed that fertility is a matter of decisions. 

On the other hand, one interviewee points out that the decision for a child is not 

actually a decision, because one needs to have the desire for a child and if one 

simply does not have it then there is not much one can do for or against it. In 

another study it has been shown that males who are very work oriented tend to 

stay childfree and focus on their job (Schneewind, Vaskovics et al. 1996). The 

author has to admit that she has only one male in my sample who wants to stay 

childfree at least for the moment. However, also he does not argued with his job 

or other rational arguments:   

 

”There is still now at the moment no need to have a child.” (Thomas, male, 32) 

  

We cannot conclude from this one man how all men react and consider this 

issue. We can only say that he presents his opinion to stay childfree less 

clearly, compared to the women who are much clearer about their ideas. No 

matter how the couple wants to live in the future attitudes for or against a child 

have to be discussed. However, he is not that clear and points out that a child is 

simply at the moment no issue and he refers a lot to his partner.  

 

Whereas women refer very much directly to their feelings and point out that they 

do not feel the need to have a child, this man only points in the direction to stay 

childfree at the moment. Additionally, he makes the connection to his partner, 

while the women clearly talk about themselves. Again here we can see that 

men in this sample refer very much to the opinion of their partner. Also other 

research has shown when women report that they do not want to have any 

children, a quarter of their partners are unsure about their own wish (Berrington 

2004). The author does not want to say that there are no men who have a clear 

wish for or also against a child as there are interviewees who state their wishes. 
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But the one man whose partner does not want to have a child is not so clear 

about his idea. Quantitative studies have shown that childless women report a 

stronger wish to have a child than men (Stöbel-Richter, Beutel et al. 2005). One 

can hypothesise here that in general women are the decisive factor regarding 

the fertility decision than men.  

 

Unlike the last examples in this sample for most of the interview partners a child 

is a very important element in their life concepts; some even talk about the idea 

of adopting a child. In this sample we had some gender-specific views in which 

men had more difficulties with the idea of adopting a child. Biological children 

are seen as closer to oneself. Some of the couples have talked already about 

this issue and they narrate difficulties regarding this topic. How the couples will 

decide on the issue of adoption cannot be answered here only that the idea of 

adopting a child is not considered as an easy one.  

 

The household is an issue women do not want to manage by themselves. 

Quantitative studies have shown that in Germany two thirds of the housework 

are done by women only and one is shared equally (Goldstein, Kreyenfeld et al. 

2010). In this sample most of the interview partners are eager to show that they 

share responsibility in this respect. Women mention that they are afraid that 

with a child this issue will be their own concern. They are proud of their equal 

relationship and do not want to lose this later in life. 

 

In West Germany it has been shown that with a child women reduce their 

participation in the paid work force and men their household chore. However, 

also when women work full time their male partners often do not participate 

much in the housework or with the children (Helfferich 2001). Very much in line 

with these findings another study in Germany has shown that most of the males 

work full time and a quarter even more than that. Once with a child 44 percent 

increase their engagement at work (Helfferich, Klindworth et al. 2006). In other 

research it has been shown that women described a rather emancipated future 

whereas males were more ambivalent which part they will take (Borchardt and 

Stöbel-Richter 2004). Beck-Gernsheim (1997) has argued that the equality 

question is exclusively focused on the issue that women try to adopt a male 
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behaviour. She has concluded that this only ends in the result that women have 

now a double burden of family and work. A scenario the women in this sample 

want to avoid. Not to lose what they have already acquired in their partnership 

is part of their life concepts. In this research as well as in other qualitative 

research it has been found that gender equality in connection with children is 

only mentioned by females. In an Australian study they have found that males 

perceive more traditional gender roles as positive (White 2003). In this study 

this is not the case, however, to worry about the loss of equality is only a 

women’s issue. Also other studies have shown that this is mainly a women’s 

issue (McDonnell 2011). In a qualitative study in Vienna it has been pointed out 

that women are the driving force to imply equality in household and childcare 

tasks (Neyer 1998). The literature has assumed that especially the lack of 

gender equality is the driving factor for low fertility. Women today do not want to 

be reduced to home and children and should not been treated like that (Tsuya 

and Oppenheim Mason 1995; Neyer and Rieck 2009). McDonalds (2000a) has 

pointed out that media and the government should support women to get 

gender equality. But he also highlights that men should realize that they risk 

their descendants if they do not change their roles within families.  

 

“Building a nest” and preparing everything in advance makes it easier to cope 

with a child in the future (Fliegenschnee 2006). Some want to live in the 

countryside, however, before that can come true they need to save money and 

find a job in a rural region. When this may come true is very uncertain. Where to 

build a nest and start a family seems crucial. Often people talk about the place 

to live as if such a decision is irrevocable. This means that the decision needs 

to be made very carefully. To have a child is described by some as becoming 

sedentary and therefore is connected with their place of residence. In line with 

the assumption of the life course approach the author shows that people are 

guided through their lives by ideas such as “taking one step after the other”, or 

“finishing one thing before starting a new one” (Fliegenschnee 2006). Many 

things need to be clarified and finished before they think about having a child. In 

their views with children many things are not possible, therefore, it is so difficult 

to decide for a child because so many different things need to be decided and 

ready. Sometimes it is described as a clear sequenced process.  
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“… well, it should be like that: … I should be settled in my job to some extent, so 

that I know when I come back I will still have all the possibilities. And yes, so, 

financially, because for our apartment, we have a mortgage, and that should be 

paid off first.” (Elisabeth, female, 27) 

 

Here, it is more described as a stepwise process or a sequenced process. The 

literature of the life course approach often talks about the sequencing of the life 

course and also that these sequences are shaped normatively (Heckhausen 

1999). An issue that the author sometimes observes as well. Like finishing 

one’s education or an important project, being settled in the job, finding a good 

and adequate apartment and only than the issue of childbearing can be 

discussed.  

 

However, these steps change all the time and are often not that clear and a 

good and stable planning is rather difficult. Some scholars argue that the ability 

to plan one’s life depends on a relative stable and certain future. Something that 

is not given today (Settersten 2011). However, even if this is the case people try 

to plan and act according to their life concepts even if they face a lot of 

uncertainty. As the author has already shown the future is unsure and this is 

discussed during the interviews. Nobody knows what the future has in store, but 

if the situation is already bad nowadays, people will delay their fertility plans. As 

Kreyenfeld mentions in her paper, not only the current economic situation has 

an impact on fertility but also the way, in which people judge their future 

(Kreyenfeld 2005). However, future requirements are difficult to assess. The 

worry of losing things they have worked very hard for - such as chances on the 

labour market or the standard of living - also came up during the interviews and 

is in fact uttered by women and men. Especially when they think about their 

small luxuries they have created in their lives they do not want to lose it. A child 

would mean to have less money because for many in their life concept not both 

will work full time and this can possibly reduce the standard of living. 

 

However, the worry about the financial situation is not the only element that is 

important for women as well as for men but also the health situation of mother 



94 

and child. If the woman suffers from health problems, the question regarding the 

best possible support for the child is very important (Fliegenschnee 2006a). 

Interview partners narrate that they are afraid that their children might not be 

healthy. However, this issue is mainly brought up by interview partners when 

the woman suffers from health problems (Fliegenschnee 2006a). That a child 

would not be healthy and especially would be handicapped is very often 

mentioned by men who are afraid about such a perspective because this is 

something they are afraid of.  

 

Yet, interviewees knew that being too afraid to have a child would mean to live 

a life without children. Gerson (1985) has noted in her research that women fear 

the negative consequences of remaining childless. For them this means being 

socially stigmatised, lonely in old age and missing a major life experience. Also 

in this research both women and men explain that not meeting their life concept 

and staying childless is something they are afraid of.  

 

“The topic of being unable to have a child is, of course, an issue. One that 

people are afraid of—well I am also afraid of it.” (Manuela, female, 27) 

 

The rational reaction of being afraid to be physically unable to have a child 

would be to try to have one as soon as possible. This holds true for women as 

well as for men. The younger a woman or a man, the more likely she is to get 

pregnant. However, people postpone childbearing to a higher age even though 

they are aware of these facts (Fliegenschnee 2006a). They fear that it can 

simply be the case because of biological reasons or that their partner is not sure 

enough about the idea of having a child. In the literature it has been stated that 

motherhood is often a part of the self-fulfilment of a women (Velde 2011). 

However, in this research also male state that one day being a father would be 

a deep wish.  

 

Because both need to have similar life concepts, differences about ideas of the 

future make it often complicated and can produce worries. When a couple 

cannot agree on several ideas interviewees worry that they will not get what 

they really want. Uncertainty about what will happen in the future and how 
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things might turn out is a very intense state of mind. It is very difficult for the 

interviewees to explain their feelings toward parenthood. The issue of 

uncertainty and fears comes up regularly but is not easy for the interviewees to 

talk about (Fliegenschnee 2006a).  

  

Talking about feelings is not easy and finding the right words why someone 

behaves in the way s/he does is often hard. The topic of fears often comes up 

during the interviews in different ways. Especially if their job or financial 

situation is concerned, uncertainty among women but also of men are high 

(Fliegenschnee 2006a). Similar attitudes have been found in other studies. 

Ranjan (1999) has found that the increase in uncertainty about the future 

income could lead to the postponement of fertility decisions. In Germany, in 

1992 financial uncertainty had a significant and negative effect on childbirth, 

while in 1996 employment-related uncertainty had a significant and negative 

effect on childbearing (Bhaumik and Nugent 2005). The literature discusses 

uncertainty though mainly in the form of economic uncertainty. In this research, 

the topic is more diverse and not limited to financial aspects. Fears of men and 

women are presented  differently. It has to be mentioned that all interviews were 

conducted before the economic crisis in 2008. One can assume that especially 

fears connected with financial aspects and future scenarios have been even 

increasing during the last years. However, recent calculations have shown that 

the economic recession has not left visible marks on the fertility trend in Vienna 

(Zeman, Sobotka et al. 2010). This is a hint that fertility cannot be so easily 

linked with economic circumstances. However research found that strong 

economic concerns perceived by women reduce fertility (Hofmann and 

Hohmeyer 2013). The economic crisis had not the same effect in each country 

and the social status, the party and the age need to be considered as well 

(Goldstein, Kreyenfeld et al. 2013).  

  

1.18.1 Social Role 

One very important subcategory of the category life concept is how people 

perceive their future identity and role. Some scholars have argued that 

individuals express their identities through role selection and how they perform 
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roles (Mortimer, Staff et al. 2005). As the author has mentioned in the 

theoretical part of this thesis, McDonald (2000a) considers gender roles as the 

most important factor when looking at fertility. He argues that in societies with a 

low level of gender equality and rather traditional perceptions of gender roles 

fertility rates are very low. We will have a closer look on this assumption and 

see that also during the interviews a lot is discussed about gender roles and 

conflicts connected to them.  

 

Hoffman and Hoffman (1973) have written in the seventies that motherhood is 

the major role in a woman’s life. Already when they are children they fantasy 

that they will become a mother. Adulthood and motherhood was strongly 

connected at this time. Today we can assume a more ambivalent connection 

between femininity and motherhood. We can see a change in our societies 

where the post-adolescent phase is prolonged. This refers to the phase in which 

people are no longer adolescents, and not adults yet (Vester 2009). Because 

the concept of motherhood was much more differently presented than the 

concept of fatherhood in this research, the two perspectives will be described 

separately. Men think about their roles as fathers and describe their personal 

development in connection with children. However, to be grown up is for both 

sexes today not necessary connected with children but somebody with a child is 

definitive considered as adult.  

 

Especially the well-educated men want to present themselves as persons who 

aim to be a good father. In their view a good father is not only responsible to 

support the family financially. They discuss that they want to be part of the 

development of their children and want to care. The own children shall grow up 

nicely and the men see themselves as crucial parts in the education and the 

care-taking. The interview partners point out that they want to be more than the 

“bread winner men”.   

 

It has been argued that men today do not want to be solely responsible for the 

household income (McDonald 2000a). In this research men want to point out 

that they do not want to be reduced to this and want to participate in the 

growing up of their children. However, even if they want to care not only 
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financially they report that they will be mainly responsible for the household’s 

income. When we consider what they say about their life concepts we can see 

that ideas concerning the future life of men are mostly discussed regarding the 

framework conditions and not with regard to their potential role as fathers. Men 

in the sample present no clear picture about their role as a father in comparison 

to their female partners who presented in detail their role in a family in the 

future. It is very vague and unclear. Some even have the feeling that their life 

will not change too much once they are fathers. 

 

Men only narrate that they do not want to be reduced to the earner, however, 

how exactly they want to participate is not discussed. What they want to do and 

how they want to make a difference compared to the only “bread winner fathers” 

is left out. They do not report any ideas how they will be an active and caring 

father. Merging these two roles is not considered as a problem but simply 

assumed to be necessary. Also men who really express the wish to take some 

parental leave talk rather shortly about their role of a father compared to their 

role of a worker. They do not describe to see a conflict in these two roles. They 

have vague ideas and want to be at least an active father. It is not clear how 

they define being an active father or being there.  

 

Scholars have argued that today, there are no clear norms how a father should 

behave (Seward and Richter 2008). In the literature it has been stated that men 

mainly reject the old description of a father, who is only responsible for the 

financial wellbeing. Males point out that they actively want to participate in 

taking care for the children. But the acceptable level of involvement remains 

much less for fathers than for mothers. Even if the ideal picture of fatherhood 

has changed the male participation in domestic labour is still very limited 

especially when one compares it with the sharp increase of female participation 

in the workforce (Henwood and Procter 2003). It has been concluded that being 

a successful adult, for men is still very often connected with their work identity 

and only very few define themselves as fathers in the first place (White 2003). 

Because the author only interviewed childless couples the author cannot 

compare this with this findings directly, however, we have seen that males have 

not many ideas about their role as a father. We have to considerer that in 
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Austria fathers who do not participate in child care are seen as traditional and 

not modern. The interview partners were rather eager to point out that they want 

to be the modern type of a father. Being active and participate in all things 

regarding child care are mentioned quite regularly. 

 

In literature it has been concluded that women have a rather realistic 

expectation about consequences of children whereas men assume rather ideal 

children (Rijken 2009). Considering this data one can agree on this statement. 

In an Australian qualitative longitudinal study with males and females interviews 

have been made before and after the first child was born. Nearly all men had 

planned before the child was born to be involved and to get emotionally 

attached. However, they underestimated the amount of time this would take. 

Only one male really participated in the caring responsibilities and reported the 

more he was involved the closer he got to his son. The others had the idea that 

being a good father means being there. They referred to playing football or 

fishing. Because a new born child has different needs this left the males 

helpless as they did not knew what to do because they missed guidelines or 

role models. They postponed their ideas of being a father because of their 

unrealistic expectations (Barclay and Lupton 1999). We are also confronted with 

the issue that males have not a clear idea of what caring means and describe 

themselves as the person who will play and have fun with the child. Because 

only few role models of men taking parental leave exist, men do not have many 

ideas about how to deal with babies. It has been pointed out that this strongly 

depends on the work place and the profession of the men (Neyer 1998).  

 

In another Australian qualitative study many interview partners reported 

disappointment about the way how they were fathered. With a father who was 

not only absent but also not interested in his children. Interestingly, in this study 

that did not lead to a reflected handling of the topic because most of the male 

participants preferred a rather traditional division of duties with family and work 

(White 2003). In a qualitative study in the US with males it has been shown that 

the ideal picture of a father was highly connected with attitudes like caring, 

participating and nursing. Good fathers share responsibilities in domestic life as 

well as with their children. It was pointed out that nearly all males favour this 
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picture of a good father. Bonding with their children was seen as something 

preferable and being only the bread-winner was dismissed. Such images and 

discourses so the conclusion of the researchers have a normalizing function 

(Henwood and Procter 2003). This is also very intensively presented in this 

interviews. In another qualitative study it has been argued that men have a clear 

idea about their role of a father. They expressed that they do not only want to 

be the provider but as well as being emotionally involved (Henwood, Shirani et 

al. 2011). However, in this research - compared to how the females have 

presented the roles of mothers - the author has to conclude that men have no 

clear picture. Also in the cited studies it was not explained in detail what this all 

means and how men will succeed in being more than just bread-winners. They 

further argue in this study that men were in a conflicting situation between being 

only the provider and wanting to care (Henwood, Shirani et al. 2011). In this 

research it is found that the conflicts males present are much less compared to 

the conflicts women perceived. There is a change in the perception of new 

fatherhood. However, even if the males are eager to be these new fathers there 

is evidence that it is difficult to achieve.  They point out that they want to be 

present also during the day and not only during nights and during vacations.  

  

“Many fathers simply miss it and then you see that the kids are happy when the 

father comes home but how the daily routine looks like, especially during 

vacation what some friends narrate that they are completely overchallenged 

because they simply do not know what normally happens.” (Florian, male, 28) 

 

However, even if they realise that they want it differently they do not narrate 

how they would act. Additionally men argue that their work is absolutely crucial 

for them. To bond with the child seems to be connected to the amount of time 

and energy one has for the child (Barclay and Lupton 1999). Some interviewees 

make connections to how their parents dealt with the issue of fertility. To be 

different than the generation before is not an easy task.  

 

Women presented the issue of being a future mother in a rather intensive way. 

Concerning  the last generation, female interviewees compare themselves with 

their mothers, like when they have gotten their children.  
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The mother seems to be, to some extent, some kind of reference point. Also 

other research shows that women compare their own fertility behaviour with 

their mother’s. It has been argued that not only males but also females do not 

have good role models because their mothers faced completely different 

circumstances, so young women have to make their own decisions and this is 

very difficult (Beck-Gernsheim 1997). If the mother worked really hard for the 

family this can be a picture which should not be followed. Modern women do not 

want to be oppressed with becoming a mother. They still want to have their 

personal freedom and possibilities for actions – even with offspring. Very often 

the decision against a child is based on the fact that the woman does not feel 

ready. Women want to develop their one personality and this can be a reason to 

postpone the fertility plans (Beck-Gernsheim 1997). In the narrations it is 

pointed out that they want to do it in a different way than their mother.  

 

“I grew up in another par- parent relationship insofar that my father was working 

and my mother was at home it was that was another distribution of roles, like we 

will have it and to revise and to say yes it will be different.” (Bianca, female, 30) 

 

Mothers provide a role model for their children; even when this is not 

consciously done. However, the person by her/himself is evaluating it and this 

has a huge impact on the decision for or against children (e.g. Gerson 1985). 

Interestingly, the male interview partners do not refer to their father, neither in a 

positive nor a negative way. They talk about other males today and how they 

are solving the issue of fatherhood but no narrates about their childhood and 

the role their father took and how this affected them.  

 

In this study an issue that is also connected to the ideas of fatherhood is the 

question of taking parental leave or not. The author has already discussed the 

issue as an important part of the life concept. Males present parental leave of a 

man as something that would increase their reputation and so their self-esteem 

as a father. Men describe a father who is taking parental leave as a person who 

gets much admiration and that people will envy and admire this man.  

 



101 

In a qualitative study in Vienna with fathers who took parental leave for some 

time it has been shown that often their partner was the driving force to take 

parental leave. Additionally, rather often their parental leave was also 

connected with changes in their work place or their new orientation regarding 

their career or bad working conditions. Only seldom the wish to take care for the 

child was pointed out to be an important reason (Neyer 1998). Males present 

themselves in a very passive way that they cannot do anything against their 

situation. Whereas only very few point out that they actively reduce things like 

going too much abroad. Men make clear that they need to care about their 

career but they narrate it in a very passive way. In that way they manage to 

show that they would prefer to live the ideal fatherhood but are bound to the 

conditions.  

 

In a quantitative study it has been shown that in principle more than half of the 

interviewees agreed with the statement that a good father should take parental 

leave. However, in the same study nearly none of the respondents had taken 

parental leave (Kapella and Rille-Pfeiffer 2007). The author has also in the 

interviews a principle agreement that taking parental leave would be ideal, 

however, in most of the cases a BUT is attached. Whereas for women it seems 

to be beyond debate to take parental leave, at least for some time. Only the 

question of how long is an issue. Women showed in their narrations the pattern 

that they will take leave, once a child is there in any case. Studies have shown 

that motherhood is still a very important concept for a female identity, however, 

how to implement it was not automatically given but needs to be decided 

(Engstler and Lüscher 1991). Women discuss their future roles intensively. 

They worry that their life will change quite tremendously. They often point out 

that they do not want to change too much. They have the wish that things which 

are important today will be still relevant in the future. One reaction to all these 

uncertainties can be to postpone fertility for some time. At least then there 

would be the chance that time will change several things and uncertainty will be 

reduced and this offers the chance to get closer to the own life concept. The 

image of being a mother seems to be a negative one. Women are rather eager 

to point out that they do not want to be reduced to this role only. Whereas in the 

perspective of males, they do not show difficulties with this. They are on the 
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other hand eager to point out that they do not want to be reduced to work only. 

However, as it is presented, men refer to less problems or at least to less 

considerations with adopting the role as a father.  

 

“Well I would at least plan this and would ask my friends to remind me again 

and again that that I am not only a mother but that there is also a life beside 

that.” (Karin, female, 32) 

 

The nightmare of this interviewee is to end up as a mother who does not see 

anything else but their children. Gerson (1985) has already found in the 1980ies 

that domesticity was no longer structural and ideological supported as it was in 

the 1950ies. Also in this research it appears that mothers who are extensively 

concentrating on their family life are not seen as favoured future role models. 

Some interviewees refer to examples from their social network and the sadness 

and the frustration that comes along with being a mother. Also other research 

has shown that women who do not want to have children, refer to women who 

had it very difficult in life. No positive role models who had a good life without 

children are mentioned but negative ones who suffered as mothers (Carmichael 

and Whittaker 2007). A phenomenon we have also seen in this research. The 

participants do not tell us that they want to stay childfree because they know a 

person who did it this way and this is desirable. However, they report that they 

do not want to end up with 5 children and completely overworked and refer to 

friends who used to be strong and have a good life, but after having children, 

they are now suffering and have a rather sad life. 

 

To be only a mother is presented as not enough today. A woman wants to 

attend herself to more issues not only to the fact that she is a mother. Also other 

scholars have pointed out that as long as the role of a mother is expected to 

give satisfaction or benefits, women will choose to become mothers. In their 

research in Japan the results suggest that women’s attitude toward family have 

changed. But the social setting was still the same, men gave priority to work 

and their conveniences were more important than those of women. This 

discrepancy makes women shy away from family formation in Japan today, so 

the author’s conclusion (Tsuya and Oppenheim Mason 1995). Exactly this 
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seems to be missing. The prestige of being a mother seems to be not very high 

in our society or at least in the eyes of the female interview partners. As a 

consequence women need to be very sure that they want to have children 

otherwise they will get frustrated, so the fear. Her role and her involvement are 

discussed by both genders. Scholars have argued that some women had no 

other possibility than staying home so they tried to identify themselves through 

their role of a good mother (McRae 2003). The interviewees point out that they 

do not want to be only a mother and get their feedback only from this part of life. 

Being only a mother is presented as not enough today.  

 

Being a mother is connected with a rather static and not dynamic life; 

motherhood is not seen as something that one wants to achieve. If it is the only 

thing one can be proud of than it is not enough. Additionally, today’s women do 

not want to get their self-esteem only from being a mother. In the literature it 

has been argued that motherhood has a very bad status and is only connected 

with much work, tiredness and no acknowledgement (Burkart 2007). Also other 

research has shown that motherhood and the role of a mother as well as taking 

care of children was very low valued by society (Schneewind, Vaskovics et al. 

1996). Or that children are seen as little social value in our market oriented 

society (McDonald 2000a). However, in this research it is different: not the child 

but more the role of being a mother is connected with only very little value. 

Scholars have mentioned that motherhood is not perceived as an open-ended 

question but as a fixed notion that is shaped by the respective culture. It can be 

concluded that motherhood is perceived as a problem in Western culture 

(Oakley 1993). Women should submit themselves to conservative family ideas 

and make a lot of sacrifices but at the same time in liberal economies women 

can achieve great rewards (McDonald 2000a). What counts in life are not your 

children but what you have achieved somewhere else. Being part of the labour 

market has been also associated in another research with acknowledgment, 

personal development freedom and money (Goebel 1997). The interviewees 

perceive that being at home with the children is not enough and one will be 

blamed by others why s/he does not want to make anything out of her/his life? 

 

Women discuss the burden and consequences of having a child a lot. They do 
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not assume that staying at home and caring for the child will be a pleasure and 

fun. They assume that having a child all in all will bring pleasure but not taking 

over the role of a mother and not the fact that parental leave could bring joy. 

Hoffman and Hoffman (1973) have mentioned already in the 1970ies in their 

paper that women quoted more negative consequences of children for their life 

than men. Also in West Germany women perceive childbearing to be a bigger 

burden than women in the East (Engelhardt 2005). Also here, being a mother is 

connected with rather traditional ideas whereas having a career and earning 

much money is connected with being emancipated and modern. Similar to men 

most women want to live according to their picture of a modern woman. To 

decide for the rather traditional mother’s role is therefore not easy. To be a 

modern woman and to have children is described as rather difficult. Especially 

regarding work and finding the balance between being at home and at work is 

narrated intensively by women also in respect to their role perception. In some 

of the interviews, the women explicitly say that they do not know which role they 

should prefer because in any case they will lose something. Scholars have 

argued that today it is still difficult to combine work and motherhood and in 

knowing this women tend to delay having children because no matter for what 

they decide they will experiences disadvantages (Huinink and Mayer 1995). 

What it means to be a good mother is also not clear to them. No matter how 

one will behave others will judge.  

 

“I have the feeling as a mother today you cannot please everybody in society in 

general. Those who are only at home are only at home and those who are 

working … are not at home.” (Manuela, female, 27) 

 

Which role a woman wants to take on in the future is an issue that is connected 

with many uncertainties. The issue that women face conflicting requirements 

will be discussed later in detail. To decide consciously against the role of a 

career woman of what some were also dreaming off is a rather difficult decision. 

It has been somewhere else argued as well that being a mother today is on the 

one hand very challenging but on the other hand unappreciated, it is connected 

with high demands and the doubt that one is not competent enough to be a 

good parent (Burkart 2007). In the interviews women showed the tendency to 
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talk about the role of a career-woman and the role of a mother as an either-or 

decision. The question what is more important to be a mother or to be a career 

women is very difficult to answer. They want to be good in what they do. They 

do not want to do only some job and not care if they work well or be only at 

home but do not offer their children much. To be good – or even perfect – at 

both roles is described as very difficult to imagine. Bergnéhr (2007) has pointed 

out that people today want to be good at work, have a good working relationship 

and should be loved by their friends and family. To fulfil all this roles perfectly 

makes life really complicated. This makes it difficult to decide in favour for the 

mother role. Scholars have pointed out that women struggle when trying to 

choose between the two roles as they often prefer to combine both but do not 

know how (Beets 2011).  

 

“…I am 34, this means this is exactly the, that peak where you have to say 

O.K., now I will concentrate with full power on my career or, errrrr, planning a 

family.” (Daniela, female, 34) 

  

Here she speaks about her career in very dynamic words compared to a family 

which is connected with a full stop. She has the possibility to get on in her 

career with full power, or to pause and start thinking about having a family. 

Scholars have argued that paid work has increased in its importance to 

individuals (Kroismayr 2003). Burkart (2007) has argued as well that today, 

women perceive the alternatives between career and being childfree or starting 

a family with the high risk of ending as single mothers. In this research it is 

presented that a career is valued by the society more than motherhood. The 

effort and work of a mother is not valued high (Klepp 2004). A comparative 

quantitative study between Germany and France has shown that a rather 

traditional view on gender stereotypes had a positive effect on the wish to have 

a child in both countries, whereas a negative attitude toward employed mothers 

had only in West Germany a negative effect on fertility wishes. That has shown 

that in France it is simply not in question whether a mother is working or not, 

both acting alternatives are either way accepted (Ruckdeschel 2009). However, 

in East Germany a country with a tradition of working mothers, women have a 

rather pragmatic approach of combining employment and children (Boehnke 
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2009). In which way men participate in child care seems to be more negotiable. 

The participation of women is more seen as a given fact, and connected with a 

lot of effort and exhaustion. The positive joy a child will bring is assumed to be 

in the future when children are older.  

 

Women look at the care responsibilities with much respect and point out that 

these are hard work and often not fun. Especially the early years are associated 

with loss and the fact that you have to give much. Scholars argued that 

motherhood got more demanding over time and that this can be connected to 

the lower birth rates (Crespi and Fontaine 2012). Work and the caring 

responsibilities seem at least in the head of women and men still rather 

traditionally distributed. It has been stated in the literature that for a man 

combining labour market career and family is self-evident. For women this is not 

so easy to combine because they want to make everything properly but 

additionally fear to become overburdened (Beets, Schippers et al. 2011). In 

their narrations the interview partners refer to others in their social network, to 

people who are much more burdened with their children.  

 

Some scholars have argued that today there is still a strong social norm in 

favour for motherhood (Huinink and Mayer 1995). Women who argue that they 

do not want to have a child narrate social pressure to have one. On the other 

hand women who want to become a mother do not see the value in being a 

mother any more. The role of a mother is perceived to bring burden and stress, 

whereas the role of a father is described as fun and enjoyment. However, 

women point out that a child will also bring joy to their life even if they have to 

face many obstacles and if having a baby means a lot of exhausting work.  

 

Considering the caring responsibilities in the perspective of the women it is 

described as a burden, but they still favor the idea of having a child. Men 

presented the caring responsibilities more as a gift and connect it always with 

joy and satisfaction. In their views it would be great to take parental leave or to 

play with their children, as this is described as being a lot of fun.  

 

Men also consider the role of their partners. They realise that women are often 
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under pressure and criticise that. The right timing is very important because the 

danger that a woman will become a frustrated mother because she has 

sacrificed too much is mentioned. Furthermore, they realise that the role of the 

man is not very often questioned whereas the role of the women is very much.  

 

Not only what role one wants to take on in future but also how a child will affect 

the personality is mentioned. The author has already discussed that the 

reasoning for a child is often difficult to state. This issue has also been revealed 

in a study in Finland in which pregnant women could hardly find an answer to 

the question why they wanted the child. Their ideas were based on desires and 

emotions (Sevón 2005) which are emotional needs (Borchardt and Stöbel-

Richter 2004). Other studies also point out that the personal development is 

connected to childbearing (Goldberg et al. 2012). Also in this research it was 

pointed out that a child is a personal development that one cannot substitute. A 

child will change one’s life and this is seen as an excitement that should be 

experienced. Men perceive children as being fun and they will have the chance 

to identify their own child inside them again. However, for several interview 

partners a child is simple a part of their life concept that should be fulfilled in any 

case. A child is seen as the only and logical further development when all other 

steps in life have already been taken, like having a stable relationship and being 

grown up. Without a child such development is simply not possible. However, 

because it is a big step to change the whole life style such a decision needs 

time. One needs to be hundred percent sure that this is the right decision and 

that s/he is ready for such a step. Also in this research it appeared that the 

reasoning of having children is connected with emotional satisfaction, however, 

in most cases people have difficulties to answer the question. Rupp (2005) has 

argued that today women and men face different biographies than in the past. 

However, family and offspring are still for most of them high values. Family is 

still for most individuals relevant and hardly substitutable (Huinink 2001). Having 

a family and children is described as enrichment in life that one aims to achieve. 

Both men and women point out that children will be a challenge and will 

increase the meaning of their lives. They will change their way of thinking and 

will help them in their personal development.  
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Even if it is difficult to decide for the role as a mother, a child is seen as 

something that will enrich life. However, in the sample for women it is difficult to 

decide for motherhood because it is too tightly connected with traditional role 

models. Men paint a rather colourful and bright picture of being an active father 

even if their ideas about fatherhood are not very clear compared to women’s 

perceptions who paint a rather clear but dark picture of motherhood.  

  

Another issue that is connected to parenthood is the fact that one can consider 

her/himself as a real adult. To be a father or a mother means to be really an 

adult who takes over responsibilities and does not care for her/himself only. 

With a child you have to take over responsibility and to have a new view of life 

and the world.  

 

„I am very curious about the new role how it will feel when you are the adult.” 

(Florian, male, 28) 

 

To have time for their children and to offer them things, being active together 

with them is mentioned. In a quantitative value study it has been shown that the 

female partner is still the preferred person who should take care for small 

children. Even if above 50% stated that they believe that both the father and the 

mother could take care for the children in the same way. Who should take care 

especially for babies is, however, the mother (Kapella and Rille-Pfeiffer 2007). 

Also other scholars argue that child-care is still a matter that concerns women 

(Crespi and Fontaine 2012). How people think about themselves is shaped by 

the social group they are embedded in. Changes in social identity are assumed 

to happen gradually and not abrupt because the assumed changes need time to 

build (Emler 2005). An issue also in this research visible. The picture of a 

modern mother or a modern father is something one wants to live up to. 

However, because often role models are missing individuals have problems in 

visualizing the new role well. For males in this study it seems to lead to very 

vague ideas and very general statements and for females to a rather 

pessimistic and negative picture of motherhood. Scholars have argued that only 

if women are satisfied with the conditions that shape their role as mothers the 

fertility rate will increase again (Hakim 2003). Based on the findings it is not 
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assume that with improved conditions fertility rates will increase automatically. 

To modify especially the bad image of the maternal role would change more 

from this point of view. However, the structural conditions are important. The 

next category will deal with this issue.  

 

 

1.19 Social requirements 

The author  come now to the category of social requirements. By this the author 

understands elements that are more or less given but how they are perceived is 

very closely connected to social norms. How people perceive their situation is 

extremely driven by the fact that one lives in a special environment and social 

setting. Acting possibilities are only perceived because the shared meaning of 

the symbolic world is assumed.  

 

1.19.1 Internalised social norms vs. indirect pressure 

The author wants to refer to symbolic interactionism, were the “generalised 

other” is discussed. The "generalised other" describes that one is able to look at 

oneself from the perspective of others (Richter 2001). While doing this an 

individual understands what kind of behaviour is expected and appropriate in 

this special social setting. This assumption is very helpful in understanding the 

following category.  

 

Further, the author wants to refer to the concept of “internalised norms” (Elias 

1982) that is already discussed in the chapter about theoretical considerations. 

Here, the assumption is that internalizing social norms have the effect that 

people will follow these norms without social pressure or sanctions (Horne 

2001; Horne 2003). Even if social pressure of others is assumed not to be 

needed, data in this research point in the direction that people pressure 

themselves to behave according to these norms. This is named “indirect social 

pressure” because not a direct interaction with sanctions was observed but 

individuals reflecting on their own behaviour. Indirect pressure is marked by the 

fact that it is not directly connected to another person but rather to a norm of 

how people think they should behave and try to follow this. The author defines 
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indirect pressure as pressure that is realised although nobody directly asks you 

to do something. During the interviews it is very difficult for the participants to 

locate the source and/or to put the finger directly on the issue. In this research 

the author assumes that internalised norms lead to indirect pressure that guides 

the behaviour of the individuals. Additionally, a distinction is made between 

indirect pressure and direct social pressure. Direct pressure on the other hand 

is defined as pressure that one realises because people ask a person to behave 

accordingly. One knows who makes the pressure and in which way one should 

behave, this will be discussed within the category “direct social pressure”. When 

it is considered that social norms are connected to social pressure then it is 

likely that also internalised social norms are somehow connected to internalised 

social pressure. 

 

What is considered as valuable and what is therefore expected in a society is 

an important factor for fertility behaviour. Bühler and Philipov (2005) have 

argued that individuals belong to, and are embedded in, a social environment. 

People know how the social network will react towards a child and if they will 

have support nor not. Van de Kaa (1996) has mentioned that fertility and family 

formation are strongly influenced by social rules. Members of a social group 

share the same symbols. This helps people to act and react in ways which are 

accepted by their community.  

 

It has been argued that social pressure is a very complex issue and difficult to 

study with survey interviews (Namboodiri 1983). Using here a qualitative 

approach a lot of issues that are connected with social pressure are found and 

hint toward social norms. The author has found that social pressure can be 

created by the partner, the family, friends or other network partners, via general 

information, the perceived conditions, the own life concept, or by the models 

presented in the media. 

 

Blossfeld and Huinink (1991) have argued that there exist normative 

expectations in society and that they guide people’s behaviour. Accordingly, 

young people who attend education should not enter parenthood. Finishing 

education is an important step into adulthood which may further lead to 
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parenthood. In this research interviewees realise that their acting is limited by 

rules and they leave only a very restricted framework of action and not much 

variation is seen as possible. There are pathways realised that are connected to 

an appropriate life course. Being in education or while making the first 

experiences at work and at the same time becoming pregnant is disapproved 

(Sevón 2005). The author will address this issue again. Women’s mothering 

might be regulated by norms as well. They need not be too young or too old, 

have the “right” economic conditions and should be in a certain social position, 

like having a partner (Woollett and Boyle 2000). The way individuals orient 

themselves, which opportunities and constraints they face and which strategic 

action they take is very closely linked to a specific time and space (Mortimer, 

Staff et al. 2005). Beck-Gernsheim (1997) has argued that norms connected 

with getting a child are constantly increasing. A child must be born in absolute 

optimal conditions. Individuals who do not want to act according to what is 

“normal” face difficulties and will be questioned. It is argued that people do not 

perceive much support from society if males take parental leave and because of 

this lacking support they do not feel good to take over this role.  

 

Men as well as women complain a lot about the missing understanding for 

caring males. Individuals perceive that neither politicians nor people seem to 

enhance the situation so that men will have better circumstances to take over 

also more caring responsibilities. Several female interviewees complain about 

this, because the current situation means that they will have to carry most of the 

responsibility and often feel alone. People who behave rather traditionally are 

seen very critically by several interview partners. A woman who points out that 

she does not want to have a child argues that this is one reason not to have a 

child. Because the male partners are not willing to take an equal part, regarding 

caring responsibilities.  

 

No matter if female or male all interview partners who have life concepts which 

are different from the “normal” one in Austria complain that it will be rather 

difficult to act. Mothers who do not stay very long at home are seen as uncaring 

mothers whereas fathers who want to stay at home are seen as milksops. 

Scholars have argued that also men would like to put more focus on their soft 
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side and spend more time with caring, however, feel forced to adopt a rather 

traditional male behaviour (Beets, Schippers et al. 2011). Also these interview 

partners refer to perceived internalised social pressure to act like all do, 

because this will not provoke much  reaction.  

 

Both sexes complain a lot about the lack of understanding and report this 

makes their choice even more complicated. In general, qualitative research has 

shown that people who know someone who displays a more innovative family 

behaviour like cohabitation in Japan have a more positive attitude toward these 

forms of behaviour. They further have assumed that this refers to social 

pressure towards traditional family behaviour (Rindfuss, Choe et al. 2004). An 

argument the author can agree on. The social pressure to act as it is “normally” 

done is perceived by all of the interview partners.  

 

If one does not want to act like all the others do one reaction  is to wait until time 

passes and things are getting more like one wants to have them. Several 

interview partners complain about missing acting opportunities. When they are 

younger they have the hope that several things will change, however, the older 

they get the more frustrated they are.  

 

„General I have the feeling that on the one hand there are still very traditional 

values but we wait always for day X that is not coming.” (Manuela, female, 27) 

 

Again and again the issue is discussed that their own behaviour would not really 

fit into the perceived norms that are present in Austria today. This creates 

uncertainty about one’s own behaviour and how others will judge it. Considering 

social conventions one or two children are the norm. Exactly these numbers are 

reported. To have no child or more than two is described as unusual. Three or 

more children are only discussed as a possible scenario. People refer to the 

perceived norms as guide of their behaviour. In the perspective of women they 

have the possibility to choose between different models of living. They can be 

housewives and mothers or career women or something in between. Because 

there is no clear role model, it can be difficult to decide which role fits best. 

Additionally, this freedom to choose comes with the conflict of deciding. Women 
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describe the feeling, no matter how they decide, they will come in conflict with 

others and also their ideas in their life concept. This is already discussed within 

the category “social role” in detail.  

 

In this interviews men showed the tendency to perceive less social constraints 

than women regarding fertility plans. Women narrate several guidelines which 

they need to follow, which makes their life more complicated. The ideal man 

would have as much pressure as the woman because he would have to afford 

as much as the woman regarding his work and his family life. However, in the 

eyes of the interviewees men are much easier excused out of their duties at 

home than women.  

 

As a man somehow you have it easier, because still in this conservative Austria 

people assume and want to assume that the women will take the caring 

responsibilities and needs to take them.” (Florian, male, 28) 

 

Being the bread winner and then being nice to the children during the weekends 

is described by the interviewees as totally accepted within society. Even if men 

in this sample tried to stress that their life should look different. Here, it has to 

be mentioned that some of the partners did not agree to an interview and most 

of them were described by their female partners as hard working. It is likely that 

many of these men have rather traditional life concepts regarding family and 

duties. As well the issue that the interviewer is a young academic woman and 

interview partners also tried to please her.  

 

Liefbroer and Billari (2009) have found in their research that men hold to 

stronger norms regarding family behaviour than women. They have concluded 

that women are more aware of the fact that people can end up as e.g. single 

mothers easily today and should not face disapproval. How to act and to react 

heavily depends on the social environment one lives in. In this sample highly 

educated women narrate that they perceive several norms that show how they 

should behave. Or at least they narrate more difficulties to fulfil their internalised 

social norms because they are contradicting. We can assume that people who 

have somewhat higher education are forced to think about their acting and the 
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consequences intensively. In this sample lower educated also consider much 

about the right timing but it is narrated in more detail and with much more 

indirect social pressure realised by the higher educated ones.  

 

Another expectation which is rather intensively discussed is the fact that people 

should offer a child extremely much. Also in other qualitative research this has 

been found (Kapella and Rille-Pfeiffer 2004). One issue in this respect is that 

the perfect parent has to be “always there”. This requires much time and a lot of 

passion and energy. Normative expectations especially on motherhood are very 

high. Rupp (2005) has discussed that financial issues are considered and that 

standards of having a child are very high. Not only that the surroundings should 

be prepared perfectly also when the child is there only the best things need to 

be bought.   

 

Having and buying status symbols, like special clothes, a townhouse or a 

special pram, are connected with the image of being good parents. Parents 

need to offer their children everything and in the best ways. Also in Poland 

couples have been interviewed and agreed on the fact that children are 

nowadays very costly (Mynarska 2009). The expectations of childless young 

people about a life with a child are extremely high and this makes the decision 

to have a child to a difficult one. Because internalised social norms indicate a 

picture of many things that should be there or need to be as good as it gets.  

 

„For me the most important purpose in life is that I say my aim is now my two 

children to be able to offer them something to care for them and to be always 

there for them.” (Denise, female, 24) 

 

In this quotation that is about the reasons of having children the data refer to 

social norms. Not only that she wants to have two children the most common 

family type she also wants to take care of them and to offer them a lot. Also the 

idea that a mother needs to take care and to be always there is expressed. 

Expectations about parents have risen and parents ambitions to provide the 

best quality care needs some kind of economic stable foundation (Huinink and 

Mayer 1995). economic conditions will be discussed again.  
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Another norm seems to be that young adults are constantly reminded to plan 

their own life and to manage it properly (Settersten 2003). On the other hand 

they are aware of the uncertainty of the future. Because women perceive that 

everything should be perfect. This picture can be communicated and created by 

the media and shape one’s own ideas (Knoblauch 1996).  

 

K: “There are simply always enough good reasons against a child, and I think 

so much fear is produced from outside …” 

I: “Where do you think these fears come from?” 

K: “Well, from the media, from politics and from what others are saying.” 

(Daniela, female, 34) 

 

This woman is afraid of having a child. She is worried that her life concepts will 

be very difficult to pull through. She has the feeling that she should consider this 

problem very carefully because an intelligent woman should know which risk 

she is taking. Even if she can not exactly locate the source of her pressure, it is 

unpleasant for her and this is, to some degree, influencing her decisions. 

Women showed the tendency that they fear about their future life because they 

explain that the media create a lot of worries which make them think twice about 

their actions. In the following quotation a woman refers to “others” but not to 

concrete people. She argues that expectations of others who are emotionally 

not important to her, affect her feeling of being ready (Buber and Fliegenschnee 

2001).  

 

“I think you need a thick skin, because others may think you are an uncaring 

mother if you do not stay at home the whole time (…). I guess I am not ready for 

this, I have to cotton on to this idea so that I will have a thick skin at the time [I 

have a baby].” (Manuela, female, 27) 

 

We can see in this quotation that her life concept is not like the “normal” one. 

This produces indirect social pressure for her, because she assumes that 

others will react on her behaviour. Hoping that as time passes, things will 

change or also that they will deal more easily with that kind of pressure when 
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they are older, is her strategy. But still what others say influences one’s 

behaviour. Hakim (2003) has assumed that women are highly responsive to 

social pressure. This of course creates a strong feeling of uncertainty and 

worries. Expectations on women are that they work in their jobs or have 

children, and both should be done in a perfect way (Fliegenschnee 2006a). On 

the one hand it is narrated rather often that there are too many obstacles 

considering childbearing. In the literature it has been stated that today couples 

can also choose to be a family without children and this is accepted widely in 

society. However, women who point out that they do not want to have a child 

narrate that they have to defend their behaviour. To like children is socially 

expected, the interviewees who point out that children are not included in their 

life concepts stress that they like children and that others know this even if they 

also discuss that they do not belong into their life concepts.  

 

Women in this sample who stated that they want to stay child free justify 

themselves during the interview because children are a part of life and valued in 

our society. In the traditional thinking women need to be mothers to own a 

special social status. Schoen et al. (1997) has assumed in their research that 

although children are cost intensive they provide their parents with “social 

capital”. Because of a child people possibly enhance their status and their 

position in their social network can also be strengthened with a child. They 

argue that social capital is the crucial factor when talking about the value of 

children. However, this value is to some extent connected to indirect social 

pressure. To have a child only to gain social status was dismissed by the 

interview partners.  

 

In general, the interview partners showed the tendency that much more social 

norms were realised for women. This does not mean that men do not face 

norms but connected with parenthood only very few issues are presented. The 

interviewees conclude, no matter if male or female, that in general men face 

less pressure.  

 

In the perspective of the interviewees a child is seen as important to gain a 

special status, however this was only discussed for women. Without a child they 
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seem to be less valuable. While a man on the other hand, from this society’s 

perspective, seems to have no problems in growing old without offspring. It is, 

unfortunately, not possible to answer the question why men are not that much 

connected with pressure than women regarding their behaviour. Several 

explanations seem possible like indeed, men face less pressure how to behave 

at least regarding family issues, have fewer possibilities to behave against 

existing norms, ignore the things that are expected more easily or men are 

simply not seen as that important regarding the issue of family. The person who 

takes over most of the caring responsibility faces social pressure with regard to 

the “right” behaviour. There are some examples in the narrations about persons 

in their social network who have decided to live another life than the “normal” 

one in Austria. However, the examples are rather limited and they point out that 

these people come from another socio-cultural background – like they grew up 

in another country - and are therefore not ideal as role models. In the following, 

we can see that the interview partner refers to social conditions which belong to 

another social setting and simply do not have value here. Acting as normatively 

expected is important to feel well.  

 

„They have a three year old son and are now 28 and both already have their 

PhD and this is. Well they come from another country there are other social 

conditions.” (Florian, male, 28) 

 

What exactly these other social conditions are is not referred to but he points 

out that it is impossible to take these persons as role models because of this 

reason. Apparently, it is difficult to transfer standards from one country to 

another. The social conditions are different and lead to completely different 

behaviour. Their frame is simply too different to the own one. Based on this it is 

assumed that internalised social norms show the acting scope. In the interviews 

there is the perspective that a family is not valued within society today. To be 

self-concentrated is very important and its value seems to be higher, whereas 

family and taking over responsibility lose ground because everyone is 

concentrating on his own needs.  

 

To decide for a family with children can be rather difficult when one perceives 
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that it is not valued very high inside society. Some scholars have argued that 

people today face less control and structure (Huinink 2000). Or that there is a 

decrease in traditional social norms (Beck-Gernsheim 1997). However, based 

on the data it can be argued that simultaneously there is an increase of other 

norms which are guiding the behaviour. It can be agreed that traditional norms 

are decreasing, however, there is not a vacuum as other norms might gain 

more importance instead. Also other studies have shown that individuals who 

want to become parents feel the need to follow the norms and try to meet 

certain criteria like having the right age, completed education and so forth 

(Schwiter 2011).No comparison can be made in this research but the findings 

point in the direction that constraints have changed and people realise many 

acting alternatives. As a consequence it is likely that some norms are violated. 

Indirect social pressure is perceived as a result because it seems to be very 

difficult to act without getting in conflict with some internalised social norms.  

 

 

1.19.1.1 Perceived structural conditions  

When talking about life concepts we need to have in mind that people live in an 

environment with certain settings. A social historical influence on individual 

behaviour is assumed also in the life course approach (Elder 2003). Gerson 

(1985) has pointed out in her study that the structure has to be considered 

when talking about personal perceptions and options. These structural 

conditions are the base line for any other idea of the future. Several of the 

perceptions are seen as given and often as not changeable or they are seen as 

necessary to be taken care of, which restricts behaviour, at least in the view of 

the individual. This refers to social norms that show how things should be and 

how one should react in certain circumstances. People perceive only special 

acting possibilities, within the framework they live in. Because the conditions are 

very important for the timing, women consider them intensively and often 

evaluate them as not good. 

 

Women have a rather despaired view of the future and their situation. They 

realise their options with a child are very limited and consider the circumstances 
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as crucial. On the macro level scholars have shown that countries with a low 

level of fertility are also those with a low level of female labour force 

participation and vice versa (Engelhardt and Prskawetz 2004). Speaking of the 

data the author has to say that in principle the issue of work is very important for 

interviewed women. To make a decision about childbearing the working 

situation of the person is necessary to consider. Quantitative work has shown 

that employment and fertility are parallel careers that interact permanently with 

each other (Willekens 1991). For interviewees it is a rather difficult issue 

because in the sample we have women who work in such a specific area, or in 

a small firm, or have limited contracts which make them stay as long as 

possible. Job security is an important issue when talking about fertility. 

However, even with staying as long as possible several women realise that a 

child will mean the end of their career. In their perspective having a family and a 

career are two scenarios which seem not compatible.  

 

Women have started to behave like males and are successful on the job 

market. This creates a lot of social pressure on women – they delay child 

bearing to stay in the success story (Velde 2011). To have a child is one of the 

serious decisions in one’s life-course. Bergnéhr (2007) has argued that people 

connect with parenthood many anxieties. One has to make a decision without 

knowing the consequences. The interviewees assume that they will have less 

time and a child will affect their relationship as well as their work. During the 

interviews women made clear that in their view they have to stay as long in their 

job as possible to be settled and save.  

 

“There is my panic, I think I will never be settled in my job with what I am 

doing…” (Silva, female, 30) 

 

Not to be settled enough means to live a life in uncertainty. To be settled seems 

normatively expected and this produces indirect pressure: She wants to act 

according to the norms, however, realises that this can be very difficult in her 

field. Interviewees talk for example about fix-term contracts that create worries 

about the future. Women pronounced the fear that with a child their chances to 

have and to keep an interesting job will decline. It has been found in a study in 
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Germany that employees with fixed-term contracts have a higher risk of 

unemployment. Which shows that these people face a higher economic 

uncertainty not only that they feel it but they have a higher uncertainty to cope 

with (Kurz, Steinhage et al. 2005). Burkart (1994) has argued that women 

forego their work related development once they decide to have a child. With a 

child their flexibility at work will be somewhat reduced and therefore they fear 

others will have more chances to have the jobs they want to have. Liefbroer and 

Corijn (1999) have argued that having a child will threaten the future income 

situation less when a relatively high position has been reached already. Buber 

(2001) has stressed that highly educated women try to work for some time after 

having finished their education to gain work experience. The interviewed 

women and not only the well-educated think that if they have more experience 

they will have better possibilities once with a child.  

 

What they are most afraid of is not to find a good job when they return to the 

working world or to have no prolongation of their fixed-term contract. They feel 

that they will lose some kind of social status because they have worked hard to 

reach this position and a child will bring cutbacks. Ranjan (1999) has argued 

that in many countries a decline in fertility can be observed when the economic 

situation becomes increasingly uncertain. Job security is vanishing, in particular 

for young employees. For well-educated women, any uncertainty in their work 

relations makes them postpone childbearing (Ranjan 1999). Women but also 

men have put a great weight on financial and employment issues regarding 

their fertility decision (Neyer and Rieck 2009). Especially if the woman wants to 

work in a particular field or to specialise in something, couples are more under 

pressure to consider their actions twice. Therefore, many women remain in the 

working process for a longer time so as to get better opportunities afterwards. 

They aim to reach some rather undefined point in their career after which they 

will be ‘safe’. In a quantitative research in Sweden it has been shown that 

women want to stay for two years in a full time employment until they decide to 

have a child (Santow and Bracher 2001). In this research most interviewees 

agreed on the fact that it is rather difficult to know when one reaches this point 

of security (Fliegenschnee 2006) or that reaching this point means to wait for 

too long or even forever.  
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It seems that having a save job means to be able to act responsible which on 

the other hand might be a normative expected behaviour. However, this 

normative expected behaviour contradicts the actual situation and this leaves 

women with the feeling of hopelessness. The fear of being not able to act 

according to these requirements in connection with work is very strong so that 

the issue of work came up in every interview with women (Fliegenschnee 

2006a). This holds true also for women who state that they do not intent a 

career.  

 

For some interviewees this is easier to talk about because it only depends on 

them and they have the feeling they can prepare and will manage. Some have 

already reached the position where they feel save enough to have a child and 

start to concentrate on other issues. In line with other findings we can see that 

the women who want to follow a rather traditional pathway seem to have fewer 

difficulties and face less uncertainty about their future attributes (Oppenheimer 

1988). Another normative expectation seems to be that a good mother is 

measured by the time she has for their children and not by the quality she offers 

in that time. At least this is how the interviewed women describe what in their 

vision is expected from them. Following the normative pathway like the following 

woman describes it is something that brings advantages.  

 

„Considering my job situation I would prefer part time work I think this is still the 

best solution you do not completely lose access to your job but you still have 

time for your child.” (Isabella, female, 30) 

 

This woman tries to show her modern side in explaining that she wants to work, 

however, she also wants to be responsible for and have enough time for her 

child. Following these role models that are present in Austria do not seem too 

difficult. To act differently is described as being not so easy. It is often 

mentioned that the dual income situation today is a necessity rather than a 

choice (White 2003). However, the author argues that working is something that 

women want to do because it is some kind of norm. On the other hand how 

much work is appreciated and when to return back to work is perceived 
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differently. It was shown in other research that employment continuity depends 

on the political regime. Full time employment of mothers was the highest in 

regimes that supported working mothers and in liberal countries with low 

support from the policy. This brings the authors to the conclusion that also 

social norms operate on the country level (Stier, Lewin-Epstein et al. 2001). 

One can see that there exist many sorrows connected to the own life concept. 

Having different ideas makes life more complicated because people have to 

deal with risks many of which are not known in advance (Settersten  2011). 

 

„I will likely feel committed not to work 40 hours yes I mean I cannot say it yet 

how it definitely will be, but from my feeling it will be like that.” (Johanna, female, 

29) 

 

We can see that she perceives being part time employed as the social norm 

and doing it differently would give her a bad feeling, she seems to feel indirect 

social pressure to act as the others do. In West Germany that has a rather 

similar cultural background as in Austria: it has been shown that women who 

want to have children and work already face conflicts on a normative level. To 

work and to be a mother that lives up to the existing ideal of a mother is only 

realisable with difficulties (Ruckdeschel 2009). Another quantitative study in 

West Germany has shown that full time employment for mothers is very low; 

only 16 percent were fulltime employed when they had children under 16 years 

(Helfferich 2001). Women assume that full time work is not compatible with 

being a mother (Engelhardt 2005). In interactions no matter if with network 

partners or while consuming the media a picture how someone should behave 

is build. Even if we assume that there are several different life styles (Richter 

2006) with different ideas to lead a good life, we have also seen many 

similarities. For the woman quoted above her job is very important, however, 

she is rather unsure that she will get back to a 40 hours position soon. She 

argues that she would feel guilty or that she would feel constrained to behave 

like the others behave and therefore stay more at home than intended. Women 

who work fulltime shortly after a child is born are very rare. To balance all the 

different expectations and to come to a solution that makes oneself happy is 

described as not easy.  
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On the one hand women reflect that they realise what is expected from them. 

They should work and should be good in what they are doing but once a child is 

there they should be ideally mainly mothers at least for a rather long time. On 

the other hand women report that work belongs to their life and that a working 

woman in general is valued high. However, not very soon after the child is born 

and later they should work only part time because the first priority of a woman 

should be her child. In the perception of the interviewed women it seems difficult 

to bring all these expectations together. A qualitative study in West Germany 

has shown that women as well as men consider a very traditional behaviour 

regarding fertility. Women explained that they would stay at home around three 

years and men pointed out to be responsible for supporting the family financially 

(Bernardi, Keim et al. 2007). Contrary to that in this sample are also several 

individuals who at least struggle with the idea to live a traditional life. How they 

will really manage in the end is of course not possible to say. However, they 

present themselves as modern individuals who want to act differently than it is 

the norm, and connected to that, they realise difficulties.  

 

The norm seems to be that women are responsible once a child is there, back 

out of the labour market at least for some time and then return with reduced 

working hours. In a large longitudinal study in Germany they have shown that 

women pursue their career in a way that is comparable to their partner’s 

strategy before having children, however, they were not able to follow this in 

nearly all cases once a child was born (Schneewind, Vaskovics et al. 1996). 

According to Liefbroer (2005) women expect a child to strongly influence their 

future career. They think their career opportunities will decline when having a 

child. We can see that women somehow want to reconcile the two roles and still 

do the work they really like. However, they are quite realistic in appreciating that 

it is difficult to settle in a job and have the chance to have an equally good job 

after having a child. It is not only the money that motivates them to get settled in 

their careers but also the approval by others that a good job brings. We have to 

consider that we are talking about women with no children yet. Things might be 

different if we talk to mothers. However, having a career as well as an 

interesting and safe job are important for the interviewed women 
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(Fliegenschnee 2006a).  

  

Another issue is the job security. Even women who have a relatively stable job 

fear ending up jobless. Not the real situation is important but how people feel 

and perceive the situation. If someone has an unstable job but feels secure, this 

will affect his/her acting, as well as the other way round. Women perceive that 

they will be punished and that they will not have the chance to get a good job 

with a child anymore. They narrate this sorrow as a matter of fact one needs to 

accept with no chance of escaping as this quote shows:  

 

“Obviously, it is very difficult eeehh for a woman to be permitted to have a child 

eeehh without thinking of what she will lose, I mean without being punished for 

it. And for me this sounds rather hopeless.” (Bainca, female, 30) 

  

The issue of finding and having an interesting and well-paid job and how to 

keep it without losing too much once a child is there is raised several times. A 

child will hinder career in any case, so their argument. Another difficulty with 

uncertainty is that it is not easily understandable. Some researchers have found 

that in East Germany women’s childbearing decisions were affected when the 

women realised a difficult personal economic situation in the way that they had 

a lower risk for a birth. In West Germany, especially the probability that one 

faces unemployment affects childbearing and the impact was for females higher 

than for males (Bhaumik and Nugent 2005). Other researchers have found a 

relationship between economic uncertainty, the first birth and the educational 

level of women. Higher educated women tend to postpone their fertility plans 

when the employment uncertainty was high whereas lower educated women 

often respond to this situation with having a child (Kreyenfeld 2010). In this 

research the women present themselves according to the idea of the “modern 

women” who want to act responsible and the work situation is considered to be 

important in this respect. Interviewees point out that their job situation is one 

reason for postponement even if they consider their job at the moment not as 

optimal. Still they will have gained work experiences and they will have the 

feeling to have better chances with a child. Interestingly, the education of the 

women is not that important but their affection to their work is as well as their 
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need to be financially independent. Also in her qualitative study with women 

who returned to their paid work rather soon after their child was born, Kroismayr 

(2003) has argued that all had a rather strong identification with their job. 

However, no matter how important the job is interviewees considered their own 

working situation as very important regarding the question of timing. The 

conclusion can even be that there does not exist any right moment, because 

whenever one interrupts work, it will have a negative effect.   

 

Some women in this sample describe the situation as rather drastic. When to 

decide for children is difficult because employment and children are in their 

crucial stages at about the same time (Willekens 1991). Mills and Blossfeld 

(2005) have argued that today young adults face a great level of structural 

uncertainty. Especially connected with the labour force (Mills and Blossfeld 

2005). One element of structural uncertainty that creates sorrows is fixed-term 

contracts which were mentioned for being one important reason to postpone. 

Interview partners were struggling with such kind of contract no matter if male or 

female. They narrate that in their surrounding many people are affected by this 

development however, they wait until the situation is safer even when nobody 

knows when this will be. However, the level of security does not only depend on 

the contract form. It was as well argued that bigger companies increase the 

level of security because it is more likely to have a comeback to the old working 

place.  

 

In a representative survey in Australia it has been found that individuals who 

want to have children put their emphasis more on a secure job and career 

advancement than people who want to stay childfree (Mitchell and Gray 2007). 

This supports the hypothesis that parenthood is connected with a lot of 

responsibility; an issue that will be discussed later in detail. The author shows 

that women can have a rather pessimistic opinion regarding their work and 

becoming a mother. In a qualitative study in the Netherlands several parents 

(male and female) have reported that career and education had nothing to do 

with their fertility plans because until one point in life they did not think about 

having a child seriously (Rijken 2009). An argument that the author cannot 

agree on from the women’s perspective in this sample, however, it is 
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understandable from the male perspective of this study. Men showed a different 

pattern regarding their own working situation in connection with fatherhood. In 

general it can be said that children have a small impact on the employment of 

males but a rather substantial one on women in Austria (Plantenger and 

Remery 2009). In this project, it is an issue for those who have unstable jobs as 

well, like fix term contracts and men who seriously consider taking parental 

leave. 

 

Especially how long they can take parental leave without being punished is 

discussed. Whereas for women half a year is seen as too short, men in this 

sample referred to this time frame as being the maximum that can be taken, 

others talk about one year. Again this might refer to a normative expectation 

how one should behave. The time out is perceived to have a maximum 

timeframe. Here, we can see that men also face rules of behaviour and they 

want to act according to them. The fear of making this experience and having to 

pay too much for it is mentioned.  

  

Also other studies have shown that men’s general willingness to seriously 

consider taking parental leave is very low. Fears of losing career opportunities 

are seen as crucial (Schneewind, Vaskovics et al. 1996).  

  

“I think that then I would feel guilty that I neglect my career a bit.” (Florian, male, 

28) 

 

As we have seen, women showed the tendency to feel guilty when they work 

too much, once a child is born, whereas men feel guilty when they neglect their 

career too much. This brings us to the hypothesis that women still feel mainly 

responsible for taking care of the child and men define themselves by their 

career. To have a guilty conscience needs to have a reference to something or 

someone. This quotation refers to the idea that a hard working person does not 

take a break at any time and to focus on the career. No matter if male or female 

a career is considered to be valuable. Especially when they work in areas 

where parental leave for men is not that common, they discuss it intensively. In 

the interviews both sexes assume that parental leave will affect their future 
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career. However, parental leave was presented differently for both, men and for 

women. Men discuss that staying at home with the child for some time would be 

a desirable scenario and that they would try to have some time off to take 

parental leave, however, they also point out that they are to some extend 

powerless regarding their work. They present several obstacles that are difficult 

to overcome. Also here different expectations of how to behave get in conflict. 

Even if the author can show some similarities concerning uncertainties of 

women and men, men in this study showed the tendency that they barely worry 

about their future working situation. Even those who want to take parental leave 

show a very relaxed way of dealing with the issue. They presented their 

situation, as well as the situation of their female partner as not so important, 

because one can deal with all issues, once they are there.  

 

In this study not one positive element is found by the women considering 

childbearing and job opportunities, not even one optimistic view that a child will 

not harm the career intentions. Compared to the women, men presented the 

issue of fertility as an issue that one can solve, whereas women showed the 

pattern that in their view it is as barely solvable.   

 

“But I think whatever I want to reach I can also with a family, maybe only 15 

years later or so.” (Günther, male, 29) 

  

None of the women has such a relaxed opinion about their own working 

situation. We can however assume that most of the men will not take parental 

leave even if all point out that this would be a desirable scenario. Even if the 

own working situation is not discussed intensively males talk about the working 

situation of their partners. They estimate their security and their labour market 

possibilities. They are aware that their situation at work will in any case 

influence the timing question intensively, no matter how good educated they 

are.  

 

To find a good solution with which she will be happy with, is seen as very 

important for both. They know about their ideas regarding work and what they 

plan and what they are waiting for and take them seriously. We should also 
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bear in mind that arguments about financial uncertainty as well as job insecurity 

are socially accepted in Austria. Invoking them is much easier than other 

arguments (Beck-Gernsheim 1997). This can be a very important reason why 

people argue in this direction. To argue to stay longer in your job because of 

better chances afterwards will in many cases stop further unwelcome questions. 

To be ambitious regarding your job is seen as something valuable and 

appraised within society. This is strongly connected with acting responsibly. In a 

study in East Germany they have argued that young women put work even 

before family (Adler 2002). This is a finding the author of this thesis cannot 

confirm or reject. However, from the author´s point of view it is a bit more 

complex. Women in this study point out that work is important and none of them 

want to be reduced to motherhood only, but also none of them puts work before 

children or argues that work is the reason why they prefer to stay childless. Of 

course in this study it is not a representative sample, however, the author 

argues that the issue is more complicated. To present oneself as an ambitious, 

modern and independent woman is simply very highly valued and therefore also 

shown as an ideal. However, in this study a woman does not put work before 

her family life, no matter if considered with or without children. This has possibly 

to do with the young age of the respondents (21-29) in the German study (Adler 

2002). Others have argued that the career as the focal point in life is only 

important for a minority of women (Hakim 2003; McRae 2003). There are work-

centred as well as family-centred women who focus on different things (McRae 

2003). What is more important in life will be in the focus of the life concept and 

will guide individuals.  

  

Additionally to work also other perceived structural conditions are discussed. 

Some authors have found that economic uncertainty has a strong impact on 

fertility decisions (e.g., Kreyenfeld 2005; Bhaumik and Nugent 2005; Kohler and 

Kohler 2002). There is an agreement that in general economic considerations 

are important regarding the fertility decision, especially in young age (Sassler, 

Miller et al. 2009). Financial security is also in Germany an issue of high priority 

in connection with fertility (Boehnke 2009). This research shows that financial 

sorrows are present and that individuals consider their economic situation, as 

well as their prospects, for the future in this respect.  
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Today people have the feeling that they should have set up already a lot before 

a child is born. There should be a financial basis because it is assumed that 

with a child saving will not be possible. People narrate that they feel the need to 

act responsible and to wait until the financial situation is rather good. However, 

as people mention that this is very difficult even without a child, they are 

concerned with a child they will not manage at all. Thirty years ago people did 

not have the need to be financial stable to have a child. Also because of these 

perceived normative expectations it is becoming more and more difficult to start 

a family. The interview partners do not expect an increase in their standard of 

living once a child is there. Gerson (1985) has argued that a child very often 

makes the mother economically dependent on her partner. If a couple splits up, 

it is mainly the woman who takes care of the children. Lesthaeghe (2003) has 

stressed that all indicators show that men very seldom assume any family 

responsibilities in this case, even if they consider their children as important. 

Single motherhood has increased in many European countries (Neyer and 

Rieck 2009). The fear of becoming a single mother is strongly connected with 

concerns about the financial future. The decision to have a child is associated 

with long-term costs and uncertainties that have a significant impact on a 

household’s economic situation and social structure (Bühler and Philipov 2005). 

Long-term commitments require some stability in life and a certain economic 

basis (Kurz, Steinhage et al. 2005). As mentioned above, the worries about 

financial issues tend to revolve around an uncertain job situation and around not 

having enough money to survive. Considering the financial independence, this 

data show the pattern that women aim for a certain degree of security and want 

to be still independent. Their own financial independency is very important. Also 

other research has shown that women consider themselves as financially 

responsible (Goebel 1997).  

 

Even if women are in a stable relationship, they point out that they need to be 

able to support a child by their own. All interviewees were in partnerships, but 

women showed the tendency to consider their own work and earning situation 

to be important for their financial security (Fliegenschnee 2006a). To be 

economically independent is an issue for many young women (White 2003). 
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The interviewees talk a lot about a good life with a child but without financial 

support from someone else. Fears concerning financial issues came up in the 

interviews, sometimes in a very dramatic way (Fliegenschnee 2006a).  

  

“…and you don’t know if you can risk having a child or if you’ll be unemployed 

and on welfare at age 40. ... This is difficult to judge, can I risk it?” (Daniela, 

female, 34) 

 

Some interviewed women fear that they would not be able to survive. And yet, 

these women live in Austria, which is a rich country with a good social security. 

In a study in the Netherlands it has been shown as well that in this welfare 

oriented state young people face economic uncertainty (Liefbroer 200). Fears in 

the literature are often connected with economic stress. If people have trouble 

earning enough to support a family, fears about the future are reinforced 

(Easterlin 1980). However, the author wants to point out that it is not the 

situation per se but how people perceive it. Also other scholars have argued 

that the personal perception of the economic situation is more important than 

the overall economic circumstances (Santow and Bracher 2001). When an 

individual feels able to overcome certain constrains they are more likely to form 

concrete plans for fertility (Dommermuth, Jane et al. 2009). Many of the 

interviewees are well educated, still some women fear to become poor after 

having a child. To have a child and not being able to support it, is properly 

described as a situation one wants to avoid.  

 

Also with a child, women think that they should be able to support themselves 

and the child financially alone. An element that has appeared also in other 

research where young women in East Germany stated that they do not want to 

be financially dependent on their partners (Adler 2002). McDonald (2000a) has 

argued as well that women today do not want to depend on their partners. 

Having the feeling of potential financial insecurity makes women delay their 

fertility plans. Many women around the age of 30 have no savings and this fact 

causes stress. Kreyenfeld (2004) has mentioned that one reason for delaying 

fertility is that people want to have enough economic resources before having a 

child. Things should be accomplished or at least “put in order” before thinking of 
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building a family (Fliegenschnee 2006). This again refers to social norms which 

guide the behaviour of individuals; having a secure financial basis today is 

perceived by the interviewees as normatively expected. A comparative study in 

Europe shows that the evaluation of economic insecurity differs by country 

(Bould et al. 2012). That shows that cultural norms seem to be important 

regarding fertility decision. In a qualitative study in Poland it has been pointed 

out by many participants that financial issues are important considering fertility, 

however, they should not be too important otherwise people will forgo 

childbearing (Mynarska 2009). The issue of financial security is one that also 

males regarded as important.  

 

There seems to be some kind of precondition that allows you to become a 

parent today. Men and women need to build up a somewhat independent 

economical life before having children. This is nowadays more a general rule 

and does not only refer to higher educated individuals any more (Doorne-

Huiskes and Doorten 2011). People have the feeling they need to behave in a 

special way that is regarded as good within the society they live. The financial 

surrounding should be as good as possible to offer the child everything. This 

issue is discussed by interviewees, but mainly by these who have not yet 

settled financially. To have a child means that your life changes. And this affects 

also financial issues. Some interviewees think that a child means that they will 

have to make cut backs. Their convenient life will get more difficult and people 

consider this as an obstacle.  

 

To lose the comfort that one has acquired is seen as not preferable. Others 

have much more concrete financial issues to deal with like paying back a 

mortgage that should be finished before a child is born, because afterwards 

there will be enough other things to deal with or to have too many debts so that 

starting a family life will be more difficult. Men talk not that much if at all about 

financial matters. They point out that they want to be prepared and safe some 

money and be in a better financial situation as at the moment, but these 

arguments are not connected with real sorrows. We can assume that also some 

of them have financial issues to deal with; however, none of them presented it 

as a matter of worries. It has been found in a qualitative study in Austria that 
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financial arguments were named as reasons that women took the parental 

leave alone, however, when the women earned more this was not necessarily 

leading to the decision that the male partner took the leave. The financial issue 

is important, but the question if it is the most important one - as often implied by 

researchers - is the basic question (Neyer 1998).  

 

Connected with the financial situation is the living situation. The best case 

would be when a couple lives in a house or an apartment that is big enough for 

a family even before they consider having a child. As much as possible should 

have been paid back from the mortgage and the living situation should be as 

good as possible. Several things should be finished or settled to have a better 

start. The perceived conditions dictate what people think and what acting 

alternatives they see. It is discuss that the state should have the duty to take 

care that people feel save enough to start a family but this is what they miss in 

Austria. Future is seen as uncertain and we can assume that this feeling has 

not changed during the economic crises. Children will increase uncertainty and 

not reduce it in the perception of the interviewees. What the state offersis 

criticised by them. They do not see that they are supported especially when 

they want to live another life than the typical Austrian. Where only the mother 

stays at home - ideally three years - and afterwards works part time and the 

father is mainly financially responsible. Northern countries have much more 

flexible working conditions than Austria (McDonald 2000a). Of course now 

nearly only women work part time and are mainly responsible for family and 

children. “If the gender equality model of the family were to be fully 

implemented, these working conditions would be available to both parents 

regardless of gender” (McDonald 2000a, p.10).  

 

Again, the author wants to stress the fact that the structural conditions are 

always evaluated by the people. Not the situation by itself but how a person 

perceives it is important. One can think this apartment is not big enough for a 

child whereas others can think the opposite. How a job or the financial situation 

is evaluated is in this respect very important for the acting alternatives one 

realises. However, even if people evaluate the situation perceived acting 

possibilities are shaped by social rules which guide people’s behaviour. In a 
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qualitative study in Germany it has been pointed out that people mentioned a 

difficult environment and that this was the reason for not having a child at that 

moment, however, when these elements did not change and individuals got 

older they reduced their requirements (Engstler and Lüscher 1991). Research 

has not come to a clear conclusion which uncertainty at what point during the 

life course effects fertility in which way (Beets 2011). That points in the direction 

that not the requirements and conditions per se are the issue, but internalised 

social norms and how a situation is evaluated and the feeling of being ready for 

a child, because when one is ready the conditions seem to lose their 

importance. The issue will be discussed again in the category “feeling ready” 

again.  

  

Engelhardt (2004) has found in her research that financial aspects are not that 

important regarding fertility but institutional arrangements are much more 

important. To combine employment and family life needs support on the political 

level to provide better structural conditions (Stöbel-Richter Yve, Beutel Manfred 

et al. 2005). Similar to these ideas Mahringer (2005) has pointed out that 

reducing childcare costs in Austria would increase the labour-force participation 

of mothers. He further argued that the quality of childcare also affects the 

employment of mothers in the same direction. These findings suggest that 

women who want to be active in the labour force need good and affordable 

childcare systems, otherwise they will postpone or entirely forgo childbearing 

(Mahringer 2005). It has been shown that there is a positive correlation between 

labour market participation of mothers and the availability of childcare as well as 

a negative correlation between employment of mothers and a structure where 

childcare closes before lunchtime (Wernhart and Neuwirth 2007). However, 

even if the issue of childcare is discussed in the literature, it is not mentioned in 

the interviews. None of the interviewees perceives that s/he is worried about not 

finding adequate childcare. An issue that is often discussed in the literature and 

shown to be significant why women postpone in some countries like the Czech 

Republic (Klasen and Launov 2006). I have to note here again that only 

childless people have been interviewed. The issue of combining work and 

childcare can be a huge one after a child is born. However, interestingly when 

they talk freely about their wish for a child and the conditions attached these 
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interviewees do not touch the issue of childcare facilities. Concluding on this the 

data point in the direction that social norms of how to behave are the driving 

force. When it is accepted to give a child in a crèche or a Kindergarten more 

people will do so and this will lead to more availability. From this point of view 

social norms are very important to focus on because they seem to influence 

behaviour.  

 

1.19.1.2 Social Indicator Age  

The issue that there exist age norms connected to family decisions is commonly 

agreed on (O'Rand Angela and Krecker 1990; Liefbroer and Billari 2009). As 

have already discussed with regard to the theoretical considerations of the “life 

course approach” it is assumed that age has a social component (Elder and 

Caspi 1990). Hogan and Astone (1986) discuss that there are normative 

expectations about the right age for life transitions, such as becoming a parent. 

They describe that there is some sort of age-appropriate behaviour and this is 

guided by norms. Diewald and Mayer (2008) define them as age-related 

informal norms. In quantitative studies it has been shown that age has a very 

positive and strong effect on the timing of childbearing (Dommermuth, Jane et 

al. 2009). Here, it is assumed that social norms about the right timing of 

parenthood for both females as well as males effect behaviour (Quesnel-Vallée 

and Morgan 2003). People orient themselves on others. What, how and when 

others act is very important for the own behaviour. This indicates social norms – 

how one should behave in a special time frame. To study, to work or to have a 

child seems highly connected with certain ages. Interviewees report that they 

perceive rules at which age certain abilities or experiences should be acquired. 

Of course there is some flexibility about the right age, however, this has its 

limits. Rights and duties are highly connected to age within a life circle 

(Elchardus 1984). The interviewees in this study also refer to their own age and 

this affects their acting scope.  

 

Borchardt and Stöbel-Richter (2004) have shown in their research that women 

reflect about their own age and how old they want to be when becoming a 

mother. These women have an optimal age in their mind. They have ideas 
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when and how they want to achieve their aim to get a child whereas males are 

described as not so reflected. The author has  already discussed the issue that 

females consider their life concept in more detail compared to men regarding 

fertility in the category “life concept”. Settersten (2011) has pointed out that age 

related ideas organise the individual life course. When people consider the right 

timing, their age and often the age of their partner is crucial. Because 

individuals have a rough idea how their life should look like they make a rather 

vague plan when children will be an issue. Interview partners considered their 

situation with respect to their own age and narrate a time frame were they can 

have a child and this is seen as a wishful idea.  

 

All interviewees who are below the age of thirty are relatively relaxed and talk 

about their wish for a child as something they want to have in the future, 

however, there is still enough time to have what one wants. Even if the time is 

not right now and if too many things are not settled yet, women below thirty 

presented themselves as relaxed. Also other scholars have pointed out that 

delaying the fertility decision until the woman is 30 and above seems to be 

normative today (Carmichael and Whittaker 2007). However, interviewed 

women who are above thirty perceive much more stress regarding the right 

timing and how they will be able to have all what they want. Failing to gain the 

achieved goals has negative consequences for the self-evaluation (Heckhausen 

1999). 

 

“I know that I should have done more for my age I have fore sure an age 

problem so with the age of 30.” (Bianca, female, 30) 

 

Some women report that they are stressed by the fact that they are already 

older than they want to be. Or at least they wish that they would have achieved 

more in this time. When their life concept includes to have more children, or to 

be a mother who is not too old they need to find a way to have what they want 

very soon in future. We can see here that this person refers to some ideal and 

some social norms, some level of achievement – something she does not have. 

This produces indirect pressure for her because she wants to follow these 

norms, however, does not know how to handle them. Some scholars have 
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argued that people today face less control and social norms regarding the 

‘when’ to have children. It is assumed that there is emancipation from social 

pressure about the timing of family formation (Huinink and Mayer 1995). 

However, in this study it appeared that interviewees, and especially women, 

refer to indirect social pressure. They argue that they realise social pressure 

connected to age and that they are trying to relax and not to act accordingly to 

this pressure, however they do not know how to handle it anyway.  

 

“This whole issue of age pressure I am taking the wrong way I know that but it is 

not easy to get rid of it.” (Silvia, female, 30) 

 

As we can see here this women refers to an internalised age norm and this 

creates indirect social pressure. She discusses the issue of “age pressure” and 

that it is her personal issue, that she creates the pressure by herself, however, 

she still sees no way to escape. The worries about the right timing and its 

consequences seem to increase with age. The feeling that the remaining time is 

shorter and shorter and that not all things will become possible might bring up 

more worries. However, they realise if they wait too long they will miss the 

chance to have a child at all.  

 

Also other research has shown that fears about the negative consequences of 

never having children grow when women enter their thirties (Gerson 1985). In 

her study in Poland, Mynarska (2009) has argued as well that the timing when 

to have a child is considered and highly connected with the right age. Especially 

when the respondent had the feeling that time is short the fear to stay childless 

was mentioned. To avoid the fears sometimes it helps to ignore the issue 

(Burkard 1994). This is something younger interviewees explained, however, 

the older they get the more concerned they are. Interviewees discuss the issue 

of  time frame and when it will be possible to have a child. Regarding the own 

age, the partner can also be an issue of uncertainty. When s/he does not make 

a clear statement when it will be possible to have children, the partner can be 

stressed because s/he realises that time is short.  

 

Because they have made the experience that time is passing but not much is 
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changing and so they start to feel uneasy because they want to have already 

reached more especially when they compare themselves with others. The issue 

of age is discussed very gender-specific. Men in this sample consider a child 

seriously when they have reached a certain age. In the perception of women, 

30 is a benchmark to start worrying about their fertility wishes, while men 

showed the pattern that this was the time when they start thinking about 

children seriously.  

 

“To really consider it I have only started after my 30th birthday. This is such an 

incisive birthday when you have a three at the beginning.” (Martin, male, 33) 

 

For men in this research the age of thirty is connected with adulthood and that’s 

when they start thinking about starting a family. Women in this sample have in 

general already thought much about this issue and know in most of the cases 

what they want at that age. People orient their behaviour on others who are the 

same age. This, however, does not depend on gender.  

  

When close persons decide to start a family the own time concept can be 

affected. Deciding about children and family is connected with the own age and 

the social network one lives in. However, not only close persons from the 

network but also other sources can make people think about their age and 

where they should already be. Individuals report that they compare themselves 

with others and that they want to live their life in a special way. When they 

realise that others already have clearer ideas about their life in the future and 

that they have prepared much more than they have, many struggle and stress 

that they will not be able to have all what they want. They start to make 

comparisons between their own situation and others who are their age or even 

younger but already ahead with their life concepts or have more and concrete 

plans how to fulfil these.  

 

“Of course the confrontation with with some younger ones who are better in 

special respects or who who really know what they want.” (Silvia, female, 30) 

 

What others who are in the same age range think and what they do function as 
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a parameter for most people. Often, these age guidelines are treated as an 

inherent feature of life, however, the author as well as others assume that it is a 

product of normative commitments (Elchardus 1984). Even if someone does not 

want to get in touch with the issue of fertility people from outside will remind 

him/her that this issue needs to be considered because time has come. At a 

special age all kind of network partners will refer to the issue. This will be 

discussed in the category “direct social pressure” in detail. People know when it 

would be appropriate to have a child. Within the life course perspective it has 

been emphasised that norms exist regarding the right timing and also about the 

appropriate sequencing of life course events (Settersten and Mayer 1997).  

   

What people of the same age do influences the own situation and decisions 

(Santow and Bracher 2001). It has been assumed that the proper timing for 

parenthood is regulated by culture and norms. When and how to design the life 

course is not a completely free choice (Sevón 2005). The knowledge about the 

right timing is shared by other members of the same group. These so called 

“social clocks” are known and considered regarding the own timing (Settersten 

2003). The interviewees refer to the concept of social clock and point out that 

one will be reminded by others that time has come to have a family, as well as 

people realise that they are in the right age to think about these issues. There is 

not only a biological clock but also a social one (Heckhausen 1999). In general, 

we see the pattern that even if both partners talk about their age, the age of the 

woman was much more discussed during the interviews than the age of the 

man. In this sample none of the women refers to the age of her partner as an 

issue of concern, even if some have a partner who is around ten years older. 

On the other hand the age of the women is presented to be important when 

thinking about parenthood. Additionally interviewees realise that the time 

pressure for males is not that high, and even if they still postpone it for some 

years, it is not a problem.  

 

Here like with other issues regarding fertility they are much more relaxed. Men 

showed the pattern that they feel that they still have time. It was argued that 

men enjoy more freedom regarding their age and fertility. The interviewees do 

not refer to concrete conventions regarding the age of the father. Of course also 
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the father should not be too old, however, because it is a fact that in general 

some males are able to conceive a child also at very high age there is the 

feeling that only the age of the mother is important. At least that is what the 

interviewees refer to. Because it is biological possible to have a child also at an 

older age  men in this study have been rather relaxed concerning their age. 

Only the biological restrictions for women are mentioned.  

 

The fact that also the  age of men can increase problems regarding the fertility 

wish was not discussed in this study. Even if research has shown that also the 

age of the male partner influences survival and mental health of the child 

(Newcombe and Tavendale 1964). Also the advanced age of men decreases 

the chance of having a child and increases the risks for genetical disorders like 

down syndrome or autism (Henwood, Shirani et al. 2011). However, in the 

interviews only the age of the woman is discussed by both genders. 

 

“That women simply have a special time frame where they can have children, 

reasonable and safe” (Franz, male, 42) 

 

The author has already pointed out that the age of thirty is crucial for interview 

partners. Men show the pattern that they get more and more familiar with the 

idea of having a child the older they get. In the literature it has often been 

mentioned that education has a powerful effect on the postponement of fertility 

(Marini 1984). However, also for women with less education the age of first birth 

is rising. The postponement started with higher educated women and became 

popular also by the lower educated ones (Beets 2011). We can observe that 

people who have been in education for a longer time the right age of having 

children is higher compared to less educated ones. No matter if the education 

has been at university or at other institutions. The amount of time they spent in 

education seems to be important. For less educated ones the right time to have 

children starts a bit earlier. For men this seems to be very much connected with 

higher age. Scholars have argued that age gets more important when people 

get older. Having children turns into a priority the older women get, even when 

the other disadvantages stay the same (Engstler and Lüscher 1991). In this 

interview data this also holds true for men. There can even be the explanation 
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that some years ago they were not sure if they wanted children at all, however, 

this has changed quite a bit. Now they have the feeling that the older they get 

the greater the desire to have a child. To become a father means to take over 

responsibilities and give up freedom; it seems that with increasing age men are 

ready to accept these restrictions.  

 

There are social conventions when people should start to think about having a 

family and the interviewees are conscious about that. Interviewees mention that 

one can be too young to have a child or too old. There are normative 

conceptions about good and bad timing. These are internalised and shared by 

the social group (Heckhausen 1999). From many interview partners it is 

mentioned that being a parent too early is not preferable. They refer to friends 

who have become parents at their age and are now overloaded or single 

parents. To have children too young is not seen as preferable. Also other 

quantitative research has shown that individuals perceive an upper and a lower 

age limit when one should have a child (Liefbroer and Billari 2009).   

 

“There are very often deterrent examples of mothers who have children, a very 

young mother, ...so, she got her daughter with 24 ” (Silvia, female, 30) 

 

Already the age of 24 is seen as too young to be a good mother. Age is 

connected with performing the mother role well. Analyses of discussions in an 

internet forum in Austria have shown that women perceive young mothers, who 

are in their young twenties as not so good mothers compared to them who are 

in their thirties. It was also found that only older women distanced themselves 

from younger ones not the other way around (Sardadvar 2005). In a study in 

Germany it has been found that also for men there seems to be a time frame in 

which it is accepted to become a father. Being too young was equally bad 

assessed as being too old (Helfferich, Klindworth et al. 2006). The interview 

partners point out that it is not a wise decision to have a child too early in life. 

Qualitative research has shown that women reflect about their age and when 

they ideally should get pregnant. Some interviewees realise that they are 

younger than the average and worry because of this fact (Sevón 2005). Most of 

the interviewees point out that being too early a mother is nothing preferable. 
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Not only others but also women themselves who get pregnant rather early in life 

–with 18 years - are seriously concerned of being too young and often consider 

abortion (Sassler, Miller et al. 2009). However, being too young or being too old 

is very much connected with the culture one lives in. In a comparative 

quantitative study it has been shown that in West Germany women feel too old 

to have a child earlier than in France. It seems that different age norms are 

perceived (Ruckdeschel 2009).  

 

These are social boundaries people think someone should not exceed. Men as 

well as women should not be too old to have a child to be physically and 

emotionally healthy enough to handle the whole situation. Settersten (2003) has 

found in his research that people quote age limits for different kinds of 

behaviour like childbearing. However, these limits were different within different 

groups. On the other hand consequences were seldom mentioned when 

someone missed the named deadlines. Settersten has therefore concluded that 

visions of the life course are complex and flexible. When the personal 

timetables are close to the cultural ones it is described that development is 

easier and the other way around.  

 

Scholars have argued that women who are too old are often perceived as 

selfish whereas males are more seen as heroic. This implies that males seem 

to have not such a strict age norm compared to women (Henwood, Shirani et al. 

2011). Even if it is shown that age norms are much stricter and much more 

considered for women also men should not be too old when having a child and 

definitely not too young. In a qualitative study in the Netherlands the biological 

clock has been mentioned by older women when the timing when to have a 

child becomes more important, however, also males referred to their age. Not 

so often than the women but still, they did not want to be too old fathers (Rijken 

2009). In this sample men rather seldom refer to their age; they as well as their 

female partners consider the age of the man as not that important.  

 

In an East German study it has been shown that women around the age of 40 

consider themselves as too old to have a child (Boehnke 2009). Other studies 

have referred to the issue that men have a broader age limit than women in 
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older age (Liefbroer and Billari 2009). To start a family one is supposed neither 

to be too young nor too old. To have a child exactly in this time frame was 

narrated as necessary, however, not as easy. In their research Huinink et al. 

(2008) have looked at childless women and men and their wish for children. 

They found that higher educated women give later birth in general and have a 

more flexible age norm regarding the question when it is alright to have a child. 

However, not only age norms regulate fertility behaviour. The author will now 

come to the issue of responsibility that influence it as well.  

 

  

1.19.1.3 Responsibility 

The issue of responsibility is a very important one. It was already mentioned to 

several times. Men, as well as women, mention this point quite often during the 

interviews, however, they present their ideas about responsibility with a different 

focus. Women showed the tendency to understand responsibility as something 

connected with acting responsibly and thinking twice about every step they 

take. In the perspective of men responsibility is connected with the idea that 

they will have to take over responsibility once a child is there. This is something 

that is discussed intensively, especially the younger ones who haven’t reached 

the age of 35. One needs to be ready for a child to take over the responsibility 

for it.  

 

In this sample men talk rather much about this issue, whereas women nearly 

touch it, one can hypothesize that men do not have to carry much family 

responsibilities without a child. At least they think having a child will change 

their situation dramatically. Connected with responsibility it is also assumed that 

their flexibility will be restricted. Because he will be responsible for another 

person his own feelings and wishes will be placed after the one’s of the child. 

To have a child is described as a conscious act. Nothing that appears 

immediately and out of the blue and a person needs to be responsible enough 

to care for the baby. Also a quantitative representative study has shown that 

males in Germany between 25 and 35 years would not have a child at this time 

in their lives as offspring would collide with their interests and because of the 
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huge responsibility (Helfferich, Klindworth et al. 2006). With a child people will 

experience new things and a child will bring a new form of responsibility.  

 

„Because it is then a really different experience a complete different 

responsibility” (Jakob, male, 36) 

 

To have a child will increase responsibility but a new kind of it. This means that 

one should be very sure that this is the right thing to do. To feel grown up 

enough to be a father is something that needs to come from within. Scholars 

have assumed that a new norm of responsible parenting is in development 

(Huinink and Mayer 1995). Other qualitative research has shown that men 

consider their responsibility a lot before having a child but only from a financial 

point of view (Bernardi, Keim et al. 2007). This shows that responsibility is an 

issue that is traditionally connected to fatherhood, however, here responsibility 

is understood in a broader sense. Interviewed men in this sample report 

uncertainty because they are not sure if they act responsibly in the appropriate 

way. To be responsible for a child brings the burden that everything should be 

done in the best way. However, what is exactly the best way is often difficult to 

say. Interviewees refer to the fact that they will have to carry the responsibility 

and this brings also the risk to do something wrong.  

 

In this interviews men report that they are afraid to act irresponsibly. As the 

author has  already discussed, they are unsecure that their ideas of a good 

education and a good life for a child are wrong ideas. When they postpone their 

fertility plans they do not need to face responsibility at the moment. Men 

showed the tendency that they shy away from the fact that a child will bring 

responsibilities which they have to carry. In East Germany the normal life 

course of women was shaped by the fact that they had to combine work and 

family life. Institutions supported this behaviour but the demand to combine 

work and family was only given females not males. The responsibility for the 

family has been carried by the women and was not shared (Pohl 2000). This 

seems to be different in Austria today at least in the perspective of the 

interviewees who consider children as an issue both partners are responsible 

for. Children are seen as a much bigger responsibility for men than in previous 
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generations which results in the fact that men wait until they are mature enough 

to take over this responsibility (Henwood, Shirani et al. 2011).  

 

„Yes, kinda being afraid of the responsibility. Because you are really are 100 

percent responsible for this small living being” (Florian, male, 28) 

 

In this sample we see the pattern that this issue is discussed only by males. 

Only the older men who already wish for a child do not talk about this issue 

connected with worries. All other men talk at length about the issue of 

responsibility and if they are ready to carry it. To find the right way to act and to 

live well with the responsibility consider many males in detail. To be a good 

parent today means taking over fully and consciously all responsibilities 

(Sardadvar 2010). Even if men point out that being responsible is an issue that 

concerns them they also made clear that they want to carry this responsibility 

when time has come. Men presented themselves as being capable of being a 

father when the time has come. Especially the ones who wish to become a 

father soon consider themselves as ready and mature to take over 

responsibility. In the interviews women narrate that they are already waiting for 

their partner to take over at least some kind of responsibility. In their views a 

child would help that their partners will grow up and to take over this 

responsibility. In another qualitative research it has been found that new parents 

have to learn to shift attention from their persons towards their child and need to 

stop acting like a child (Settersten  2011).  Considering the women in this 

sample they showed the tendency that they want to make the experience and to 

become a grown-up and a mother. The woman in the next quotation  connects 

expectations of a future behaviour with responsibility.  

 

„This maternal responsibility is probably different. I feel this and I think I will 

never work fulltime as long they have not reached a certain age” (Johanna, 

female, 29) 

 

In her view being a responsible mother also means to act like a good mother 

and to reduce the own wishes and needs. We can see here that the narration is 

more a matter of fact and less – as we have seen with the males – connected to 
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sorrows. Also in her research Goebel (1997) has found that all women narrate 

that they have the feeling that they have to reduce their working ambitions once 

a child is there. In this research it was also described not as a decision but more 

as an issue that is not really negotiable and refers to internalised social norms. 

On the other hand it is pointed out that the spirit of the labour market requires a 

full investment in paid work in order to make a career (Widmer and Ritschard 

2009). An issue that women seem to be aware of, because this is something 

they struggle with during the interviews. In this study men do not narrate such 

an expectation on them. Which goes in line with the findings of Widmer and 

Ritschard (2009) who have pointed out that women took most of the 

flexibilisation of the economy on their shoulders. As a consequence uncertainty 

is present in women’s occupational trajectories. An issue that the interviewees 

seem to have noticed. In general women in this sample talk more about taking 

over responsibility for a child as something that they will manage. They are 

convinced that they will have time to get used to the idea and that they will grow 

with this challenge. They report that they do not seriously consider this issue to 

be a problem. 

 

The ideal case would be if both feel responsible for the child and share it so the 

burden for all would be diminished and as a consequence is easier to carry. 

Borchardt and Stöbel-Richter (2004) have found in their qualitative research 

that males connect the issue of responsibility with parenthood. However, they 

point out that also women want to be responsible mothers. But they have not 

defined the term responsibility. Women in this study talk about responsibility, 

however, in a different way. They narrate that they feel the indirect pressure to 

plan everything. We can see that also the issue of responsibility seems 

connected to internalised social norms. Interviewees narrated the feeling that it 

is expected from them to know what to do and they should act according to their 

plans. Without planning, having a child would be seen as irresponsible. To act 

without thinking about the consequences is seen as not advisable. The freedom 

to choose whether to become a mother or not brings also the responsibility to 

carry the consequences of the own choice (Sevón 2005, Schwiter 2011). In line 

with this statement one can argue the interviewees in this research state that if 

conditions are perceived as bad it is wiser to postpone childbearing. The fears 
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about the consequences of having a child are rising, because nobody knows if 

the conditions will be better in the future. For individuals the social pressure to 

take over responsibility for the things that happen to oneself has increased 

(Burkart 2007). In her article, Kreyenfeld (2005) has verbalized the common 

notion that people who are responsible will postpone childbearing till they are 

financially able to support a family. They want to act responsibly and therefore 

they consider their actions very carefully (Fliegenschnee 2006a).  

 

“I am more the type who thinks somehow it will work out, if I really want 

something. But then I think this is really naive, (laughs) because then you … 

maybe you are in an awkward situation.” (Daniela, female, 34) 

 

The interviewed women in Vienna narrate that they want to act responsibly and 

want to know which consequences the childbearing decision will have for their 

lives. Settersten (2007) has pointed out that autonomy is connected with 

responsibility, which shows that young adults are aware of the fact that their 

actions affect others. The fear of acting not responsibly enough can end up in 

not acting at all. Women should know which consequences their childbearing 

decision will have for their lives. In the perspective of the interviewed women 

the feeling of having the need to act responsibly and to know what is expected 

from them makes the decision rather difficult. Women showed the tendency that 

it is very important for them to point out that they know all the consequences 

and to show that they have considered many details, in order to show how 

responsible they are: Having and keeping a job or knowing the financial 

situation and caring about it. Being able to support oneself is described as being 

responsible and such behaviour is valued. However, this is seen as rather 

difficult and so to act responsibly is therefore seen as difficult. There exist many 

rational arguments against having a child and every interviewee is able to name 

several arguments against having a child or at least for not having a child at the 

moment. Arguments for a child are not as clear cut and more of an emotional 

nature (Kapella and Rille-Pfeiffer 2004; Stöbel-Richter Yve, Beutel Manfred et 

al. 2005). In a qualitative study in the Netherlands couples who got parents at a 

very young age did not mention the issue of responsibilities. They pointed out 

that they did not care too much about the consequences (Rijken 2009). In this 
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study it is very much the opposite. Some of the women even have the feeling 

that if people act responsibly in the future, they will never have a child because 

reflecting all the details will bring one to the conclusion that the responsibility is 

too much and it is wiser not to have a child.  

 

Because so many arguments against having children exist the most responsible 

behaviour would be to stay childless. The interviewees report that they want to 

act responsibly. Not only regarding their financial situation but also regarding 

their career or their living situation or because of their relationship. All things 

should be in a perfect condition because only then they have the chance to act 

responsibly. No matter what happens after a child is born, the women showed 

the pattern that they have the feeling that they will have to carry the 

consequences. An issue that also other scholars have pointed out and this can 

result in an uncertainty to be able to carry all this responsibility (Kapella and 

Rille-Pfeiffer 2004). If there are reasons for not having a child it is seen wiser 

not to have it. The only problem is that there are always rational arguments for 

not having a child at a certain time. In a longitudinal study in Germany couples 

argued as well with rather rational arguments for postponing childbearing. Their 

work, uncertain financial situations or an apartment that was considered to be 

too small were mentioned (Schneewind, Vaskovics et al. 1996). In his research, 

Burkart (1994) has argued that decisions are always subject to social 

constrains. In this society, it is more accepted to argue with rational arguments 

than with emotional ones. A decision – and especially one that has such 

profound consequences like childbearing – should be reflected well. 

 

As the author has shown in this chapter, women in this sample presented the 

issue of responsibility connected to the fertility decision. In the perspective of 

the men they realise that they will have to take over responsibility, once a child 

is born. We can hypothesize here that women already carry responsibilities in 

their private and family live, whereas men do not seem to have to carry so much 

– or at least do not reflect about it - until a child is born. On the other side we 

can assume that the decision to have a child is more difficult for women and 

that they need to consider everything because she has to carry the 

consequences. Men present themselves as more relaxed regarding this issue 
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because they do not feel the need to be so much involved as women do. In both 

cases responsibility seems to be connected to internalised social norms. To 

behave and to take over responsibility is something individuals perceive as 

required from them.  

 

 

1.20 Personal conditions 

The author has shown societal conditions and how they affect the perceived 

acting possibilities in the last chapters. Now the author wants to discuss the 

influence of personal conditions. The opinion of the social network has a strong 

impact on people’s behaviour (Liefbroer and de Jong Gierveld 1993). Not only 

the fertility behaviour of a couple should be in the focus but also the behaviour 

of other households which influence these decisions (Kohler 2001).  

The author  wants to point out especially significant others and their potential 

influence on the fertility behaviour and how direct social pressure is perceived. 

Because of personal relations there is a high level of personal attachment as 

well as social control. These elements give the personal acting limitations 

(Huinink 2001). 

  

1.20.1 Direct social pressure  

Social networks are not only a source of support but can also be problematic or 

create conflicts (Burkart 2006). Considering direct social pressure it needs to be 

mentioned that women in this sample discuss and reflect a lot about social 

pressure. As the author will show, the partner can be a major reason for direct 

pressure. Also Gerson (1985) has reported that the male partners provide the 

major resource of social pressure. This can be expressed in both directions for 

or against a child. In this research no difference has been found in this respect, 

no matter if males or females, social pressure can be produced by the partner. 

However, social pressure can also be generated by other sources. In particular 

parents and, especially mothers, have a great influence (Fliegenschnee 2006). 

Literature defines social pressure as a reason to behave according to norms 

(e.g., Bernardi 2004, Hammel 1990). Here, it might be defined in a slightly 

broader sense. Because indirect social pressure was discussed already the 
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author will refer now to direct social pressure. Here, the term is understand as 

the fact that others question the own behaviour with the aim to influence it in 

their own interest. However, the result of social pressure does not necessarily 

need to be expected behaviour. Because pressure is not a pleasant feeling, one 

strategy is to simply avoid the topic. The network analysis is quite insightful 

regarding direct social pressure. How close network partners act, handle their 

life and question the lifestyle of others has a huge influence on the own life 

concept and also on behaviour. Their dealing with similar problems creates also 

expectations on the own behaviour and this constitutes social pressure.  

  

Direct social pressure can come from different sources. Because the decision 

for a child is described as a joint one with the partner, s/he can be a great 

source of pressure. The network analysis reveals that the partner is for all 

interviewees in this sample the most important person in their social network. All 

mark the own partner as the closest person in their social network card. The 

timing when to have a child and how to handle the new situation is very much 

discussed during the interview. Conflicting ideas about fertility behaviour create 

pressure for both the woman and the man. Men in the sample refer very much 

to the ideas of their partner. They argue that satisfying their partner’s ideas and 

dreams seems difficult and produces an unpleasant feeling. 

 

“There is quite a weight of expectations that well it must be self-evident that I 

am willing to take care of the child. In general I want that, too, but when this is 

permanently suggested and you are always confronted with this expectation 

then you feel you are under pressure, yes?” (Florian, male, 28) 

  

When her ideas are very concrete and not exactly match the ones of the 

partner, or if her expectations on the partner are so strong that he has the 

feeling that he cannot decide freely, then direct social pressure is narrated. To 

handle this issue can be rather difficult if things are not negotiable. Men showed 

the tendency that they are not so sure if they are able to fulfil all the 

expectations of their partner. The author has not found a clue that also men 

have very detailed expectations on their partners unless the couple has already 

discussed it in principle and agreed on very vague but principle behaviour. 
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However, many expectations on men are mentioned. Because this is seen not 

always as easy or they are not really sure what their partner expects from them, 

pressure and uncertainty is narrated. 

  

The interviewees refer to the expectations of their female partner and that they 

are not always sure if they can fulfil all expectations completely. This creates 

uncertainty in some ways. Many issues need to be considered and shared. 

Some scholars assume that individuals prefer the approval of close network 

members and that they may modify their behaviour accordingly to satisfy the 

others (Bongaarts and Watkins 1996). In this research it is not  assumed as  an 

easy process. Not even pursuing a goal with the approval of the partner is seen 

as an easy thing. The time frame can be a great source of pressure. Especially 

for those who want to have a child rather sooner than later; stress was reported 

because they fear that they will not get all the things they want to have because 

time is running. On the other hand, the delayer is as well confronted with stress 

because the partner constantly reminds her/him that s/he should start to work 

on this issue. This will be discussed within the category “couples’ perspective“ 

intensively.  

 

Considering direct pressure the author wants to distinguish between pressure 

for and against a child. Interviewees, women as well as men, narrate that they 

feel social pressure with regard to their fertility decision. Close network partners, 

like the mother, remind individuals that they think they should have a child 

rather sooner than later. The fact that persons who are close discuss their views 

can create pressure. The feeling of pressure is an unpleasant feeling, and 

avoidance is one strategy to cope with it. All interviewees refer to their parents 

and in many cases especially to their mother as the second closest person, next 

to their partner, in their networks (Fliegenschnee 2006). Only very few consider 

their parents as not that important or even as problematic in some respect.   

 

„I got quite some pressure from my father, following the slogan that my sisters 

already have children all in all he has .. one, two, three, four grandchildren but 

he still has no son and heir” (Franz, male, 42) 
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Interviewees narrate that others want to convince them to have a child rather 

sooner than later. Such kind of social pressure to have a child has as well been 

found in other research (Keim, Klärner et al. 2009a). In the recent literature 

normative pressure is described as a key element of childbearing decisions. 

The own network and what significant others perceive and how they evaluate 

the fertility question influences the own behaviour (Billari, Philipov et al. 2009). 

Dommermuth, Jane at al. (2009) have found that the approval of significant 

others has a positive effect on the short-term intention. They further assume 

that the degree of acceptance of a child in their networks is connected with 

significant others, and that the network also has the power to delay a fertility 

plan. However, the issue that social pressure can be rather unclear and 

especially contradictory is not even mentioned here although this can 

significantly influences behaviour. However, the two mentioned studies have 

shown that the attitudes of significant others have an effect on fertility intentions 

(Billari, Philipov & Testa 2009, Dommermuth, Klobas & Lappegard 2009). 

Especially when parents are old and ill and wish to have a grandchild, people 

refer to this and notice that they will hurt their parents if they do not satisfy their 

wishes before they die.  

  

The expectations of members of the social network can influence the ideas for 

or against a child, however, they need not lead to action. Not only parents but 

also siblings can start to be nasty when they want to force their family members 

to have a child. Older siblings or also siblings who have decided to start earlier 

with a family can be annoying in this respect. They expect others to follow them 

in a very similar or even the same way. However, most of the interview partners 

describe such expectations as uncomfortable although they state that they not 

necessarily decide accordingly. All interview partners point out that the decision 

for a child is a joint one by the couple. When only one partner of the couple is 

already in a position where s/he wants to have children the pressure from 

outside can be even more unpleasant.   

 

“His sister asked us ‘when will you have a child’. I didn’t reply, you know, what 

should I say – HE does not want to? [laughs] As for me, I am ready to have one 

anyhow” (Silvia, female 30 years) 
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Also for the outside world both partners should support the fertility decision. It 

should not mirror what is expected from others but should show the couple’s 

decision. Not only family members also close friends or other important network 

members can create pressure. For most of the interview partners this is 

annoying no matter if they are male or female. If one does not act accordingly, 

as it is normally done at a certain age, network partners are questioning why the 

person does not act like the others do. Not only the issue of children but 

everything that is expected that someone should have done at a certain age 

can annoy people. The pressure is perceived as highly especial when the ideas 

of others are not similar to the own ones. However, as the author shows there 

are examples where people narrate that they realise social pressure to have a 

child since a long time but they still do not have children yet. So, the author 

does not jump to the conclusion that direct social pressure will bring people to a 

quicker decision regarding childbearing.  

 

In this research not only the pressure to have a child is narrated but also 

pressure to rethink building a family which makes the decision for a child difficult 

(Fliegenschnee 2006). Interestingly this is only mentioned by women. They 

refer to friends or other lose network partners, like their father, and describe that 

these persons  question their ability to be a good mother or that they see other 

aims or life concepts for them like being a real career woman who does not 

have children at all. When close network members have a different opinion 

about the perfect life they can create pressure to act as they think is right. To 

decide for a child will be difficult because they will always have in mind that 

others expect other things form them. It is not easy to act because the opinion 

of others and what they think seem to be rather.  

 

The expectations of members of the social network can influence the decision 

for or against a child. In her article, Bernardi (2004) has discussed that 

reproductive behaviour and reproductive ideas are connected with the attitudes 

of close network partners. If friends do not think s/he would make a good parent 

s/he is bound to feel insecure. For both men as well as for women it is important 

what others say. (Fliegenschnee 2006a). One wants to act to some extend as it 



153 

is expected but also wants to fulfil the own life concepts. Avoiding the pressure 

from other persons in this respect can be postponed because then you do not 

need to face these opinions directly. Also other research has shown that people 

who do not want to have a child narrate that they are confronted with criticism 

and pressure, so they avoid the topic (Bernardi 2004). It has been pointed out 

by other scholars that life will be easier if someone is supported from a close 

person like the mother (Keim, Klärner et al. 2009a), however, in the interviews it 

is reported that the decision to have a child is only very marginally effected by 

that. Considering quantitative research we see that the more a person 

perceives that the parents want to have a grandchild the sooner s/he will start to 

have a child (Miller and Pasta 1995). An issue that has also been found in other 

quantitative research but nevertheless to some degree contradicts the findings 

in this research. Individuals stress during the interviews that the decision to 

have a child is a private matter that only needs to be agreed on with the partner, 

but with no one else.    

  

As discussed above, close people directly tell their opinions and views and how 

they think the others shall act. Considering this form of direct social pressure 

one can say that the interviewees conclude that it is easier to deal with that kind 

of pressure compared to indirect social pressure because they can avoid the 

subject or even the person. Furthermore, they point out that opinions of others 

are of interest, however, never that important that they will direct their decisions 

immediately. It even can occur that direct pressure can create the opposite 

intended reaction. Interviewees narrate that they are sometimes so feed up with 

the questioning of others, that they concluded to stay childless at the moment, 

only to make a statement and to act differently than all the others.  

 

Unlike the quantitative research of Billari et al. (2009) and Dommermuth, et al. 

(2009) in this research it cannot be concluded that direct social pressure 

necessarily leads to childbearing. In the following example the interviewee was 

already married twice and is now in cohabitation with another woman but he is 

still childless. Even if he points out that his parents do not get tired to remind 

him to have children, their pressure has not made him to have a child until now.  
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„This has led again and again to unpleasant situations. Because I have not 

changed my mind and said I don’t care about your ideas this is my life” (Franz, 

male, 42) 

  

Considering such cases one has to say that this data does not lead us to the 

conclusion that direct social pressure necessarily leads to having a child. A 

conclusion also other researchers have reached. Borchardt and Stöbel-Richter 

(2004) have not found in their study that the opinion and the social pressure of 

close family members has an effect on the decision to have a child. However, 

people state that they compare themselves with others around them. Pressure 

can also arise when people realise that their social network starts to build 

families. It is described that they develop and that they get further in life. When 

close people start to change their lives this increases the pressure to also move 

on. When close network partners are already in a state where one actually 

wants to be pressure is increasing. However, also when someone already 

considers family rather seriously then close network partners can motivate this 

person to make the decision earlier. Nevertheless, when several things are not 

settled yet and the life concept is too different to the current situation the 

decision is rather difficult to make.  

  

As the author has pointed out several times especially when a person acts 

against the norm people question the behaviour and social pressure is realised. 

Social pressure can influence the ideas of the life concept and also the role that 

people take on in the future. In this study only people who work and/or live in 

Vienna have been interviewed. Some interview partners narrate that social 

pressure on the countryside is assumed to be much higher. In this respect they 

consider themselves as very lucky because they live in the city. The interview 

partners are happy that they can choose the life they want to live with only 

marginal influence from their social network. Liefbroer and Billari (2009) have 

assumed that most sanctions are imposed by close network members like 

parents or friends. However, the author of this thesis finds in this data that 

especially indirect pressure is inconvenient and often actions of close network 

partners are described more as relieving not creating pressure, but knowing 

where others are at the same time and where one should or could be, already 
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effects the interviewees.  

 

„Who applies the pressure? My mother is not the source, important significant 

others, friends are in the same situation, or partly even in a worse situation. (…) 

this confrontation with others who are younger but better in some things or who 

exactly know what they want” (Silvia, female, 30)  

 

We can see here in this quotation that people produce social pressure by 

themselves – in comparing themselves with others. This brings us to the 

hypothesis that external social pressure is inconvenient, however, has not so 

much effect on the own behaviour compared to indirect social pressure that 

seems to guides behaviour.  

 

1.20.2 Inconsistencies  

The author has talked about internalised social norms and how they can 

produce indirect social pressure. Additionally, the author has discussed that 

also expectations and opinions of others create direct social pressure. In the 

literature it is mainly referred to direct social pressure in connection to having a 

child (Bernardi 2004). Namboodiri has stated that reasons against a child or 

against having another child are connected with cost-benefit calculations 

(Namboodiri 1983) but not with social pressure. What could not be found in the 

literature but which appeared in this study is that social pressure can also be 

used to avoid having a child, at least for some time and is not only produced 

from the outside. Additionally, the issue of having a child is highly connected to 

many other areas in life. The narrated and perceived social norms how to act 

can create difficulties because rather often the interviewees narrate that the 

expectations get in conflict with each other. The issue of contradicting norms is 

only rarely discussed, however, interviewees in this research touch this issue. In 

this thesis the issue of conflicting social norms was discussed already several 

times because it seems to be a very powerful issue considering fertility 

behaviour and especially when considering why people find it so difficult to 

decide in favour for a family. the author will now refer to this issue once again.  
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Some scholars have argued that today there is a lack of moral. People do not 

follow moral norms anymore (Marianski 1994). However, this analysis leads to 

the conclusion that social norms are still considered because as it was shown 

they are very important for the behaviour of the participants. Nevertheless, it 

has to be acknowledged that not the norms that were valued some decades 

ago are important any longer but others. Additionally, it has sometimes been 

argued that nowadays the meaning of “family” is in danger (Marianski 1994). 

However, from another point of view one can assume that today “family” has a 

more complex meaning because people need to decide for a family more 

actively than some decades ago as Huinink (1990) has pointed out.  

 

It has also been argued that people today do not face many social norms 

regarding family formation but follow their individual life plan (Huinink and Mayer 

1995). Considering the perspective of the interviewees, the author agrees that 

the traditional orientations regarding gender norms have lost their regulative 

force, however, many other norms have taken their places and often make a 

decision very difficult because many of them contradict each other. Also other 

scholars have come to the conclusion that today there are different choices how 

to live one’s life and this can lead to contradicting values and norms (Schwiter 

2011). The stability is therefore not automatically given. On the one hand not 

being responsible solely for the family anymore has given women freedom but 

on the other hand this has also increased uncertainty (Beck-Gernsheim 1997).  

 

„It is a desperate dealing with the issue. And I think the more often you turn it 

over in your mind the older you get and the more difficult the decision gets for 

me” (Daniela, female, 34) 

  

To decide for a child seems difficult especially when one tries to consider the 

issue with rational arguments. Arguments against children at present are 

pointed out with rather rational statements: a child would be too costly, the 

career would be limited, opportunities would decline, the apartment is not big 

enough and so on. However, arguments for a child seem to be almost never 

rational arguments. This is another reason why it seems so difficult to decide for 

a child because the arguments pro versus contra a child are not comparable. 
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Interview partners had difficulties to explain why they do not have children yet 

because considering their conditions they estimate their conditions as good 

enough to have a child. Arguing that only conditions need to be optimal seem - 

from this perspective - as not explaining the whole situation.  

 

The interview partners no matter if male or female all have the feeling that 

politicians support a rather traditional family picture. We have to consider that 

the last interview was conducted in August 2007 and also in these past years 

things have changed. However, because they have the feeling that modern 

family patterns are not supported they have difficulties to accept the idea of the 

traditional mother and father. Rupp (2005) has pointed out that the 

understanding of the role as a mother is also difficult because many women do 

not want to be a traditional mother on the other hand the norm does not to use 

public child care under the age of three is widespread. In this research women 

who consider childbearing seriously talk very much about conflicting 

expectations and the pressure to have a career while being a dedicated mother 

at the same time. Pressure is a feeling that tells you what you should or should 

not do, but when different or even contradicting things are expected decisions 

seem impossible. To get as close to the life concept as possible and to make it 

for everybody right is seen as difficult or even as impossible.  

  

This means, no matter how one behaves, the feeling of getting in conflict with 

social norms remains and many have the perception that they will lose out in 

any case. This holds true in particular for women. Well educated women 

especially but all women should be part of the labour market. On the other hand 

they should take on all caring responsibilities. Child care facilities are not seen 

as a good solution at least not before the age of three and men who take 

parental leave are often considered by others as milksops. Interviewees narrate 

this as a dilemma they have to deal with. How women could solve this dilemma 

and who could take care of the child has not been answered and leaves them 

with the feeling that they will get in conflict with norms no matter how they will 

act. As research has shown being a mother of a small child under three and 

going to work instead of taking care of the baby fulltime is not accepted by 50% 

of the population in Austria. Work is valued very high but a good mother is not 
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compatible in the view of many with work and especially not with a fulltime job. 

If a woman works because it is financially necessary is the only argument that is 

accepted. Working because of subjective reasons is very seldom approved by 

others. Here, we can again see that arguments concerning economic necessity 

are accepted in society (Kapella and Rille-Pfeiffer 2007). Gerson (1985) has 

reported in her book that women face a dilemma. If they decide in favour of 

family they will be confronted with the opinion that both career and work are 

important for an independent woman. However, if they decide for their career 

they will have the dilemma of integrating a child in their life. As we can see 

already in the 80ies it was difficult for women to make a decision about children. 

Different normative expectations can lead to a role conflict and uncertainty 

especially when the normative expectations are perceived to be very high and 

demanding.  

 

„I think the standard to reconcile all things is pretty high. Work as well as family 

to make them good. I think that the standard is high which you enforce on 

yourself. Somehow the bar the bar is very high there is a .. societal ideal 

concept” (Johanna, female, 29) 

 

To meet this picture of a superwoman is perceived to be very stressful by 

interviewed women. We have already shown within the category “social role” 

that women in this sample perceive the value of the role as a mother compared 

to the role of a working and successful woman as very low. Such a picture is 

produced also by the media and it suggests what a woman should achieve. The 

interviewees realise that success is connected to work, and combining work and 

family life is considered to be rather difficult. Being only a mother is not valued, 

as the interviewees narrate.  

  

Gerson (1985) has found in her research that people receive contradicting 

messages how to arrange their lives from their parents. Interviewees got the 

message that work and education are important but at the same time that 

motherhood was strongly connected to homemaking. For these women it is 

difficult to decide what to do because the signs from outside are contradicting or 

at least difficult to combine. However, mixed messages can come from different 
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sources. It has been argued that family norms are different in specific 

population subgroups (Namboodiri 1983). What happens when one belongs to 

several subgroups with contradicting opinions is here not referred to, however, 

can be very true in real life. Considering age similar problems occur. Women 

should not be too old to be mothers but on the other hand not too young. When 

they are young they should get a good education and then work hard. Again, it 

is not clear how this should come together. They realise that at a certain age 

one should have achieved several things and when one is a bit behind this 

image they start to reflect about it how to reach their life concepts.  

 

The issue of age has already been discussed in detail. Expectations of others 

can also get in conflict with each other. The social network and how it perceives 

one’s behaviour influences the decisions (Seward and Richter 2008). Also men 

report some norm conflicts. When people work in a field where all others work 

overtime, it is difficult to act differently and leave earlier than the others. To be 

determined and to work not as many hours as all the others, but to go home to 

have more time with the child is described as difficult. Especially men narrate 

these problems. Their partners usually expect that they do not work too long 

hours even without having children, how they will manage this in the future with 

children is rather difficult to imagine for them. They point out that it can become 

difficult when the pressure inside the working field is high and at the same time 

their partners remind them regularly that they should take over caring 

responsibilities and not work too long. These two expectations are rather 

difficult to face. Also regarding these elements life with a child is considered as 

challenging.  

  

This refers to the issue that traditionally males are responsible for the financial 

security and are highly committed to their work and the new picture of an active 

and present father contradicts his commitment to work. Again, these are two 

very different demands that do come together. In a quantitative study it has 

been shown that a good father in Austria is seen as financially responsible for 

the family, however, he should not be too engaged in his work. A discrepancy 

that is not easy to fulfil (Kapella and Rille-Pfeiffer 2007). In the perspective of 

the men they face as well a dilemma that they would like to take over more 
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responsibility at home, however, still feel that the norm is that a man needs to 

work constantly and fulltime.  

 

In this research we can see the pattern that women who want to perform their 

motherhood in a more traditional way narrate less difficulties whereas modern 

oriented women narrate many conflicts regarding internalised norms and feel a 

huge amount of indirect pressure. With regard to that not only the norms 

regarding family are perceived as important but also regarding being a modern 

woman, like aiming and achieving things and having a career. In a qualitative 

study in Vienna it has been made clear that when the men take parental leave 

then it is a joint decision whereas often when only the woman is at home it is 

not decided because it is clear from the start and no discussion is needed 

(Neyer 1998). Performing a more modern role which leaves individuals more 

choices brings the consequences of uncertainty and that one needs to make a 

decision and to carry the consequences.  

 

It can be concluded that in this sample more modern women who often belong 

to the group of better educated women face norm conflicts. Interestingly, 

quantitative research shows that higher educated people are more tolerant 

regarding the way of living, e.g. regarding cohabitation or having a child out of 

wedlock, however, their behaviour is more designed according to norms with 

respect to finishing education, working, getting married and then having a child 

compared to the less educated individuals (Sobotka 2008).  

 

As the author has shown here, persons perceive themselves in a situation 

where the options and arguments are contradicting each other. Because rather 

often rational behaviour is assumed (e.g. Becker and Murphy 1988, Tomer 

2008) when talking about fertility behaviour one can only wonder how one can 

act rationally when it is not clear what the best choice would be? Especially with 

respect to this issue that individuals have trouble to decide for the best 

behaviour because they see in any case disadvantages, a rational behaviour 

seems difficult to achieve. The issue that norms contradict each other is very 

often neglected in the literature, however, is seems to have a great potential to 

explain why people have difficulties to decide in favour for a child.  
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1.20.3 The couple perspective 

In the literature the couple perspective is often neglected when the topic of 

fertility is discussed and mainly the female perspective is considered. 

Nevertheless, scholars have argued that both partners have considerable 

impact on the fertility decision and therefore both positions should be discussed 

carefully (Keim, Klärner et al. 2009b, McDonnell 2011, Balbo, Billari 2013). 

When the couple has not the same time line more often a child is postponed or 

not realsied (Borchardt and Stöbel-Richter 2004). If the partner has the same 

ideas and is supportive or if s/he is the main reason for delaying, this has a 

huge impact on people’s actual behaviour. The interviewees shared the 

perspective that having a child is something people in Vienna want to decide 

about together with their partner. If they have similar life concepts and same 

ideas, the topic can be discussed without difficulty and decisions are taken 

more easily (Fliegenschnee 2006). Especially if both think that now is not the 

right time, then it is an easy issue.  

 

When both agree on the fact that they want to wait a bit longer the decision to 

postpone childbearing is easily made. The topic can be discussed in a more 

relaxed way and the pressure is not high. When they have the feeling that they 

have still time to decide, then they are somehow relaxed and wait until both 

want to talk about the issue. The interaction process of a couple is of special 

interest here (Burkart 2006). In line with other researchers (Stauber 2009; 

Sardadvar 2010) The author will show that the issue needs some sort of 

negotiations. Even if it is argued that the communication is far from being clear 

and rational. The issue of starting a family keeps interview partners busy. They 

want to have a child but they do not know how to realise their ideas. So they 

have to consider their situation in detail. The topic of having a child needs to be 

discussed with the partner. At least the principle agreement - if they want to 

have a child or not - should be agreed on. The interviewees narrate that they 

have told each other right from the start that one day they want to have a child. 

The principle agreement is very often clarified at the beginning of a relationship, 
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especially if the couple has not been together since ages. In this sample we do 

not have a single couple who narrates different wishes. An issue that goes in 

line with other studies (Miller, Severy et al. 2004). Other qualitative research 

has shown that couples rather often have a general agreement about the issue 

of children. However, once this is made not much more thinking and talking 

about it occurs. This holds until one of the partners thinks that it is time to have 

children or at least to make some kind of plan (Rijken 2009). Interestingly, in 

this sample there is only one undecided couple who in principle likes the idea of 

offspring, however, has many doubts about all other issues. All the other 

couples have a clear idea whether they want a child or not.  

 

All interview partners narrate that they know about the principle opinion of their 

partner. Another study has found that couples who talk more often about the 

wish to have a child have a higher wish to have a child. Couples who do not 

wish to have a child do not talk about it (von Rosenstiel, Nerdinger et al. 1986). 

A result that is not visible in this data.  Because also couples who state that they 

do not want to have children narrate situations when they talk about the issue 

very similar to the other couples. However, the author cannot estimate the 

amount of time they spend in discussing child issues. Based on the narrations 

one can say that the issue is until a concrete plan is made in general not much 

discussed.  

 

„We talk about things and then we let things develop. We fix our target the way 

is clear and now we live and we will see what happens.” (Franz, male, 42) 

 

In any case, no matter if the couple is for or against a child or the partners have 

different opinions they somehow know what the other thinks in principle. 

However, the details are not discussed, no time plan is made and no clear 

decision. This is the reason why the author does not want to talk about 

intentions – a term that is often used in the literature - because intentions are 

connected with a concrete time plan and clear ideas. Most of the couples talk 

about the issue of fertility rather ill-defined. The issues are visualised in the 

future and not planned. Both point out that talking about the fertility issue is 

crucial and that they need to make plans and to clarify a lot, however, during the 



163 

interviews they narrate rather intensively that these talks do not happen very 

often and are also not of a concrete nature. 

 

None of the couples studied by Burkart (1994) has shown a pattern of handling 

the topic. Like it is considered in the rational choice approach (Becker and 

Murphy 1988) with calculating costs and benefits. However, it is argued that 

assuming that individuals calculate costs and benefits is much too simple and 

does not reflect the complexity. The dimensions of the decision need to be seen 

as completely different aspects that are difficult to calculate against each other. 

Because of this complexity of the decision strong ambivalences are expected 

(Huinink 2001). Qualitative research about fertility decisions has shown that the 

decision to have a child is not wholly rational, clear-cut or conscious (Sevón 

2005). Still Huinink et al. (2008) have argued that people state in a 

questionnaire that they consider pretty well when to have a child. For the 

authors this is the argument that Burkart is wrong when he assumes that people 

often do not act on a rational basis in their fertility behaviour. From this point of 

view it is not surprising that people state in a questionnaire that they consider 

their actions carefully because this is what is expected by an adult person to do, 

as shown in the category responsibility. The ideal decision for or against a child 

should be calculated by everyone. Women consider the issue in detail, 

however, the author does not come to the conclusion that this will lead to 

rational acting because the situation is so difficult to judge and many things are 

contradicting that this seems impossible. The more complex the task the less 

likely a rational decision is made (Kirchler, Rodler et al. 2001). Additionally, that 

women consider the situation in detail does not automatically lead to a rational 

couple decision. We have seen that they want to act rationally because they 

know they have to carry the consequences but do not know how to decide. A 

rational decision would likely end in the conclusion not to have a child. In line 

with this argumentation and in contrast to the economic theories Kirchler, 

Rodler et al. (2001) have argued that based on their research - a couple diary 

study - spouses rarely sit around a table discussing objective arguments to 

reach a decision. Further, people tend not to have a direct focus on one aim. 

This is often mixed up with other aims and feelings and a decision is never an 

isolated incident, but connected to the complexity of everyday life. They have 
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argued that the evidence they see point in the direction that answers that are 

given in a questionnaire reflect rationality and not that there is a conscious 

processing of information towards a decision. Additionally, it is rather difficult to 

define a beginning and an ending of a process. They further argue that many 

things cannot be answered in a questionnaire because written answers are 

guided by rational thinking whereas decisions are often guided by emotions. 

While analysing statements in online forums it got clear that often without much 

discussion contraception is just no longer used. It is not a clear decision but 

rather a matter of taking action (Sardadvar 2010). We can conclude that 

couples rarely discuss the issue of childbearing, they agree tacitly with each 

other and hardly talk about it. Also when they reach the decision to have a child 

(Burkart 1994). The interviewees describe the situation when they talk about 

these issues as talking about wishes and visions and not like making a concrete 

plan.  

  

Coming to a clear decision based on rational arguments that do not contradict 

each other is described as difficult. The conversations are perceived as rather 

defuse with no clear outcome or time plan. Of course, the author has to say that 

all interview partners are still in the decision making process regarding fertility 

and one do not know about the result in the end. Still, the interviewees point out 

that plans need to be made. Because today people cannot simply follow a script 

how to shape their life course, the process of planning and evaluating gets more 

and more important (Huinink 2000). Especially when their fertility plans differ 

from what others in their surroundings decide. In this case even more 

discussions and agreements need to be handled because of the rather 

uncertain situation. It has been argued that people have difficulties to come to a 

decision because the issue is too complex (Burkart 1994; Huinink 2000). 

Burkart (1994) has further argued that especially well educated couples have to 

synchronise their life concepts. However, in this sample the interview partners 

feel the need to do so. In this study interview partners report that the issue of 

childbearing is not an issue yet. They argue that it is nothing which they discuss 

at the moment. It only becomes a topic when people start to think about it; then 

they reconsider and discuss it in detail.  
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„We don’t speak about it, we do not speak about it, I mean I tell him from time to 

time … not not serious really seriously we do not talk about it, maybe more like 

two forever pubescent ones” (Silvia, female, 30) 

 

Sardadvar (2010) has shown as well that a profound talk about the pros and 

cons is very rarely done if at all. Other scholars have argued that couples do not 

discuss the principle agreement to have a child but rather the when and the 

necessary conditions. Couples without children somehow have a vision of ideal 

conditions they want to reach. The requirements for that are often rather high 

compared to parents who oriented their fertility intentions more on the actual 

circumstances (Rille-Pfeiffer 2009). This again makes the decision complicated 

because if ideal conditions are unrealistic one will only come to a conclusion 

with difficulties. Because the issue of having a child is not often discussed the 

situation needs to be special to stimulate a discussion. The whole issue is so 

complex that interviewees describe that it needs enough time to talk and the 

right moment. To postpone starting a family is something that is accepted in 

society. And it is a way to limit direct pressure from outside until a certain point 

is reached. The right timing is one of the most discussed issues in this respect 

which is not only a finding of this research (Kapella and Rille-Pfeiffer 2004; 

Rupp 2005). Because the timing needs to be perfect for both it is very 

complicated as so many perspectives need to be considered to make sure the 

right conclusions are drawn. To decide for the right point in time seems to be 

something that is very difficult and ideally decided together. Some interviewees 

narrate that they make plans, but then something unexpected happens and new 

plans need to be made. Even if a couple has already drawn conclusions this 

does not mean that their plans will not change again.   

 

„To fix a point in time and it was for me or was for both of us back then very 

convenient and I have mentally adjusted to this but now her professional 

situation is apparently different and this means it will be eventually postponed 

and this is for me at the moment a big deal” (Günther, male, 29) 

  

We can see that even if time plans are made changes of the living conditions 

can make a revision of the plan necessary. Because fertility depends on so 
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many things it is difficult to make concrete plans (Rupp 2005). There is a 

difference between the wish to have a child one day – the so called principle 

agreement – and the real decision to have one. The decision is connected with 

considering conditions and the options but the principal wish to have a child can 

be made much earlier in life (Borchardt and Stöbel-Richter 2004). Some of the 

interview partners assume that a conscious decision will never be made 

because there are always reasons against having a child and the ideal case will 

be that a child happens surprisingly.  

 

Interviewees narrate that they have the same ideas as their partners, however, 

when their life concepts of a good and perfect future are very different to the 

situation today they will wait until the situation is better. Still, the decision when 

to have a child is seen as a difficult one. Even if both partners have the same 

ideas and time horizon the matter is not easily discussed. Some studies have 

tried to understand who is more important for the decision to have a child. In 

developing countries it seems to be the man who is very powerful concerning 

the decision to have a child. Whereas in developed countries the influence of 

the woman on the decision not to have another child was visible. For the first 

child the influence was described somewhat equal (Beckman 1984). Other 

research in Germany have found that the intention of the women appear to be 

the decisive factor in fertility decision (Hutteman et al. 2013). In this research 

one can say that both sexes describe the pattern that the female partner is 

more active regarding the issue of fertility. Her conditions and her views are 

crucial and men point out that this is very important because the woman will 

carry the main responsibility and they are afraid that their partner will be 

frustrated and completely overloaded, as witnessed with network partners. 

Consequently, regarding this issue men are described as passive. No matter if 

the woman or the man answers and independent from who wants to have the 

child earlier. Like in this example in which he wants to have children rather 

sooner than later, however is presented  as it was only her decision.  

 

„I do not care if I have a child in three, in five or in ten years , this is not my 

decision” (Franz, male, 42) 
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This man is rather interested to have a child as soon as possible, however, he 

is eager to explain that it is mainly not his decision. His partner on the other 

hand has several other things in mind before she wants to have a child. There is 

the tendency that women are described as the ones who have ideas and 

dreams regarding family which will be followed but also that their decision in this 

respect is more valued. Even if the issue is discussed by both partners and both 

agree that such a decision needs to be made together the opinion of the woman 

somehow carries more weight. Also, Rille-Pfeiffer (2009) has found in her 

research that women have the dominant part in the discussion about timing 

fertility. Burkart (1994) has shown that especially the plans of the women are 

important for the fertility decision. A result the author shows here as well as the 

word of the woman is described as a bit more important than that of the man. In 

one case the man describes his partner as so crucial that she needs to make 

the decision for herself and then convince him. When she can convince him that 

it is time to have a child and that she is ready for this step rather than he is 

happy to contribute. For this couple it is true that when she is really sure that the 

time has come, he will get active until then he will remain passive. Not the 

conditions are the crucial point here, the belief that the time has come makes 

the difference.  

 

Another pattern that is visible is that women not only reflect their own feelings 

and circumstances but quite intensively also the situation and feelings of their 

partner. Men realise that their partners are very interested in their opinions and 

that they will not make the decision out of the blue. Their trust that she will make 

the right decision and not overrule him but respect and consider his situation as 

well, seem to give them the feeling that their partner will make the right 

decision. This makes the issue for men very easy because they do not need to 

get involved too much and at the same time know that still their own ideas and 

wishes will be considered. Also other qualitative research has shown that 

women consider not only their own situation but the one of their partner as well 

(Sevón 2005). Although women consider also the wishes and values of their 

partner it can be difficult because the partner’s wishes are often not clear. 

Couples are aware of some attitudes of their partner, however, they can hardly 

know all values and preferences. Moreover, we have to consider that goals 
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change quite regularly (Kirchler, Rodler et al. 2001 ). Again, the author wants to 

point out the relative passivity of the male interview partners in this respect. 

During the whole interview men narrate very often how their partners visualise 

the future. They can state many things about that issue but have often rather 

few own ideas.   

 

„Parental leave I have thought about it a bit, . ahm . from my point of view this 

depends entirely on her” (Markus, male, 25) 

 

Women in this sample on the other hand do not talk much about the ideas and 

wishes of their partners only when they are in conflict with their own ones; like 

the timing issue or the number of children. This does not depend on the level of 

education and is independent of age. This was already discussed within the 

category “life concept”. Whereas women strongly emphasise the couple 

perspective, men showed the tendency that the readiness of their female 

partner tends to be more important than their own. This goes in line with 

Borchardt and Stöbel-Richter (2004) who have argued that males attribute more 

autonomy to women regarding the decision when to have a child.  

 

No matter if the woman wants to have a quicker decision process or if the man 

was already waiting for the woman to decide; in all cases the woman is the 

person who will have the last word whereas the man is described as more 

passive, at least this is how the individuals described the situation. As long as 

his own ideas and time plans are respected and if he has the feeling that the 

woman will consider his situation as well as hers men present themselves as 

more or less content with the decision. Miller and Pasta (1995) have found in 

their quantitative research that neither wives nor husbands have more influence 

when it comes to the fertility decision once there is a disagreement. However, 

they have pointed out that men in general are more influenced by the 

childbearing and child-timing desires of their wives than the other way around. 

They assume this is the case because the burden of child care is still mainly 

carried by women. They have additionally found that wives put twice as much 

emphasis on their own desires related to their husbands whereas the males 

treated their own as being equal with their wives’ wishes (Miller and Pasta 
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1994). This points in the direction that wives consider themselves as being 

more central. An issue we can see here as well. Also other researchers have 

found that a man’s wish for a child is strongly connected with his partner’s 

whereas women have their own ideas about this issue and their ideas are 

described as more important (Borchardt and Stöbel-Richter 2004; Rille-Pfeiffer 

2009).  

 

„This is her opinion at least at the moment more no. Yes? And for me it is O.K. 

like it is” (Florian, male, 28) 

 

We can see here that he agrees with her, but in a very passive way. Other 

scholars have argued as well that women have more control over fertility 

decisions than men (Fennell 2006). McDonald (2000) has discussed that men in 

Australia have the tendency to leave the decision about the timing of the first 

child to the women. A child does not affect their labour force participation as 

strongly as women’s labour force participation. However, the author assumes 

here that this has more to do with the category of being and feeling responsible. 

Men do not feel that responsible for this decision and reduce their behaviour 

mainly to agreement and support. The author can say that - in general - the 

data show that men are eager to support the ideas of their partner. They want to 

fulfil their vision of the future.  

  

The passive males seem to be fine with the situation. The interviewed women 

however describe a very different ideal situation. They wish for a scenario 

where the agreement and the shared ideas and feelings of both partners are 

crucial and none of them has to make the decision alone. Because they want to 

make the decision together, it is narrated that they will wait until the other one is 

ready for this step. To have a child and when to have a child is a couple 

decision as also other qualitative as well as quantitative research has shown 

(Rijken 2009; Bauer and Kneip 2013). In the perspective of the interviewees it is 

an issue that needs to be seen from two perspectives. The own one and from 

the view of the partner. Because they live in a relationship both opinions are 

relevant in this respect. Even if it is possible to postpone for several years and 

also to refuse to talk about it one day it needs to be discussed in a relationship. 
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This can of course increase the time of postponement because they need to 

discuss and they need to agree.  To clarify what one wants and how the partner 

considers the situation seems very important. Because roles are rather vague 

today and no clear norms exist it is very important to negotiate behaviour within 

a relationship (Seward and Richter 2008). Because none of the interviewees 

wants to decide the fertility decisions alone they have the need to talk about it 

with their partner.  

 

„ I do not think that one person can decide this alone, especially when s/he is in 

a relationship. When the decision needs to be made together.“ (Thomas, male, 

32) 

 

As we have seen in the last quotations all interviewees consider the decision as 

a couple decision even if the real decision seems to be more in the hands of the 

women and women want to see their ideas realised. Nevertheless, both need to 

be clear about the idea of having a child.  

 

In the consolation of the interview partners there are also couples who 

experience a situation where one partner is waiting to move on. The partner 

who is not ready yet can be described as the delayer. Another qualitative study 

has found that in many cases one of the partners is the delayer (Kapella and 

Rille-Pfeiffer 2004). These partners want to finish their “things”—like their 

studies, or a project at work or getting married, or want to enjoy their current life 

style a bit longer —before making decisions about children. We can say that 

they are simply not ready to take this step. This makes it very difficult for the 

waiting partner to act because s/he has to wait until the partner is ready. 

Especially like in some of the cases where the partner had already waited for a 

long time and got no hint when this waiting time will be over.  

 

“His studying for me is a very very unfair form of pressure because this has 

been like this since I’ve known him: his studies always [were the reason or 

excuse]” (Silva, female, 30) 

  

This situation is difficult to handle because the woman would have to decide 
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everything herself, and without support she does not want to do it and she 

wants to do it together with her partner. How this topic is handled in the social 

interaction has a lot of impact on the well-being of both partners (Fliegenschnee 

2006). When one partner is preparing and considering the best ways to act but 

the other is not ready at all, they only see their chance in waiting. For both men 

as well as for women that is very unpleasant, however, for women in this 

sample it seems a bit more problematic because their male partners very often 

refuse to talk about the future. When the partner is not willing to talk about the 

issue of fertility and only accepts the general agreement – that one day s/he 

wants to have children – the person who has to wait is made insecure. These 

women had difficulties to describe what their partner wants and how to find a 

good solution, because they know too little about the life concepts of their 

partners. This was discussed as being very unpleasant.  

 

In this sample only the men try to get rid of the topic as quickly as possible, 

whereas the delaying women point out that they also prefer to wait, however, 

they would love to talk about possibilities. Other scholars have pointed out that 

there is evidence that a serious discussion about having children can be 

delayed considerably (Carmichael and Whittaker 2007). No decision can be 

made when the topic is not discussed. What the partner wants in the future is 

often more an issue of feelings than concrete plans. It is described that talking 

about life concepts would be ideal to get better ideas what the other one wants, 

as well as shaping the own ideas. However, the description of the conversations 

shows rather a short talk than a proper discussion. 

 

“It isss, not a real topic, it is similar with the marriage topic, ` from time to time I 

bring up the topic (laugh) hehe and he answers on that “yes sometime in the 

future I would like to have children but not yet” (laugh) hehehe and this was the 

conversation in the most cases.” (Isabella, female, 30)  

 

As we can see here, this is her topic. She brings it up from time to time, and he 

tries to avoid it. She would like to plan her future life but he is different and 

wants to wait until the time is ripe (Fliegenschnee 2006). The impulse to discuss 

the issue of children is often initiated by women (Rille-Pfeiffer 2009). Qualitative 
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research has shown that often women wait for their partners to get ready 

(Henwood, Shirani et al. 2011). In line with this findings other research has 

shown that it needs not to be the women who are waiting for their partner to get 

ready (Rijken 2009). The issue needs to be a matter close to a person’s heart. 

Other persons, like the partner, family members or friends can ask about the 

issue, however, until the person is not ready and willing to talk about it, the 

issue of fertility will not be discussed in detail. The strategy of the women seems 

to be to wait until he is willing to talk about it. Their problem is that their partners 

do not talk with them about their life concepts in a satisfying way. Men on the 

other hand do not refer of communication problems, they present themselves as 

more relaxed within the waiting position, even if they also sometimes have an 

urgent wish for a child. In most of the cases the different ideas about timing is 

rather uncomfortable, for both, the waiter was well as for the delayer. 

Interviewees narrate that their partners have to finish some things and only then 

they can concentrate on other things. Having to deal with a new job situation 

and ideas about having a child are seen as contradictory. To think about the 

issue needs time but also some kind of space and often one need to have 

several things finished and clarified before both partners agree to talk about this 

issue. Males point out that they want to concentrate on other issues than family 

first. Only when they have solved several things which are important for them 

they are willing to talk about new ways of life. Their own aims and how to reach 

them are very important for them.  

 

Burkart in his analysis of our society today has argued that people today are so 

much confronted with finding themselves that their lives are for a long time 

provisional. Everything is all the time in question. This makes a decision to have 

a child rather problematic and unlikely (Burkart 2007). the author does not say 

that women do not try to reach professional and personal aims, however, in this 

sample they additionally have much more concrete ideas about their future 

family life than men. Males showed the tendency that because they do not have 

clear ideas about life with a child, they need time to get it clear. the author does 

not say that they do not have a life concept but that their life concept regarding 

children is vaguer compared to women.  
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We can assume that women still are responsible for family issues and need to 

plan much more in this respect. All women have more or less concrete plans 

about their life with a child. Regarding the right timing we can see that men as 

well as women have the tendency to wait until also the partner is ready for this 

step. People have several points where they can disagree on regarding the 

issue of fertility. The right timing as well as the number of children are frequently 

mentioned. In most of the cases the controversial issues is not discussed 

intensively but ignored. Especially the question of the number is postponed 

because it is argued that these things do not need to be decided now and 

depend on the situation in the future. Nevertheless, since these issues “should 

be decided together”, people postpone their wishes. During the interviews men 

narrate that the issue of children needs to be considered intensively, however, 

they often do nothing in this respect. If one of the two has problems with 

deciding the issue gets more complicated. Women report that their partners 

show the tendency to be no big decision-makers they often delay things simply 

not to make a decision.  

 

„He never makes a decision he is not a big decider who makes a real job of it, it 

will not happen. And I would need to surprise him but with these decisions I 

cannot surprise him!” (Silvia, female, 30) 

  

Because this issue is something people want to decide together it is not enough 

to make the decision by oneself. At one point a decision needs to be made but it 

will get rather difficult if one of them has problems with making decisions, 

because with this decision a lot of consequences need to be considered and the 

situation will change quite much. However, it also was argued that some are 

happy with the distribution of roles and are happy to follow the wishes of the 

partner, as long as their principles are considered. Additional to the observation 

of the females, also males by themselves realised that this is not their strong 

side and that it is complicated for them to make a decision. It is described that 

very rarely these men come up with own ideas and try to take over the initiative 

even less frequently. For some interviewees this is the way it is. However, 

others want an active partner to discuss these things. For all involved it is 

important that both need to be willing to make this step. Not only the decision, 
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already the wish for a child should be a joint one as well as all things that follow.   

 

For both sexes it is very important that they have support from their partners. 

Burkart (1994) has argued that the value of children and the sacrifice someone 

has to take are for women strongly correlated with the partner’s attitude. If the 

partner is supportive then the other does not have to sacrifice too much. An 

issue also Gerson (1985) has pointed out. Support of the partner can lighten the 

load of motherhood. Is the male partner not willing to participate in household 

tasks and child care it is very difficult for women to decide for a child. If the 

partner is willing to take care of the child it will be easier for the women to 

decide for motherhood. Similar results have been found also by Rosenstiel et al. 

(1986) as well as in this research.  

  

„Because he knows that he will support me completely and this is for me, OH 

aha, yes, super!” (Johanna, female, 29) 

 

Regarding their life concepts, combining children and work, or about the life in 

the future in general, they have the feeling that they can reach their aims only if 

they get support. They often have several issues in mind that they want to finish 

and so they need understanding from their partners. In the end both need to 

have the feeling that time is ripe when they decide to have a child, so was the 

perception of the interviewees.  

   

Smolka (2005) has pointed out that a stable partnership is for most people the 

important element to start thinking about having a child. Some studies have 

focused on the decision toward fertility. They have found that when there is a 

conflict couples tend to delay the decision (Beckman 1984). Also in this 

research it is pointed out that a good working partnership is seen as something 

precious. It is described that it is not self-evident that a partnership is that good 

but that it is something that is crucial for the well being. In the literature it is 

stated that because of today’s possibilities and because of individualisation 

people tend to avoid long term commitments (Beck-Gernsheim 1997; Huinink 

2000). Even if this statistically might be true the idea to have a long term 

relationship is from all of the interviewees in this sample the favoured future 
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scenario. The fear that this commitment will not last long is there but not the 

principle decision to give it a try.  

 

To spend some more time with the partner alone is also an important reason to 

postpone childbearing. Interview partners narrate that they worry that their 

relationship will suffer once a child is there. Because they have seen these 

things happen to friends they realise that a child can change quite much. A child 

will in any case have most of the attention so other things will be neglected. The 

partnership needs to be stable and many agreements need to be made so that 

this risk can be somehow reduced. That the partner is seen as the right one to 

have children with is very crucial for the interviewees and has been shown in 

other studies as well (McDonnell 2011). However, the issue of not having the 

right partner is seen as important with regard to considering fertility seriously. 

Because it is considered that a child needs some kind of stability and therefore 

it is necessary to see the partnership in principle stable, even if nobody can 

guarantee anything.  

 

Arguments that the current partner might be the wrong one to have children with 

are diverse. Ideally the partners need to have similar life concepts at least about 

having a child or not and both must have the feeling that the relationship can 

survive the next years. Interviewees also argue that when they searched for a 

possible partner, the shared wish to have a child was an important issue when 

deciding to start a relationship.  

  

We can find in the literature that couples today have rather high standards 

regarding their partnership as well as being parents (Klepp 2004). Rille-Pfeiffer 

(2009) have found that a couple takes the decision to have a child easier when 

they have an equal distribution of work inside the household, a stable financial 

situation and a stable partnership (Rille-Pfeiffer 2009). The interview partners 

point out that their relationship is a good one often they state this because of 

the time their relationship has been in existence. The interviewed men in this 

sample are rather sure that they have the right partner for their future, some 

women, however, are not that clear. To get a clearer perception if the partner is 

the right one, it is mentioned to make a long journey together to see if it really 
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fits. People want to test their relationship before making the more serious step 

toward parenthood and therefore cohabit for some time (Henwood, Shirani et al. 

2011). The findings of Liefbroer and Billari (2009) have pointed in a similar 

direction. They conclude that there are rather new norms appearing than old 

norms disappearing. One of them seems to be that people should not marry 

without cohabiting for some time. To test the partnership seems to be especially 

important for women as they narrate that they want to avoid ending up as single 

mothers. This explains why they want to be relatively sure to have a partner 

with whom they can live for the next ten to twenty years to have a family for 

their children as well as security for themselves.  

 

 Bergnéhr (2007) has found by doing focus groups in Sweden that people will 

only have a child when they have found “the right partner”. A relationship must 

be assessed as promising otherwise no child will be born. The dominant option 

is that for a child it is the best to grow up with physically and emotionally 

involved parents. Parents are considered to be responsible for the well being of 

the child. Modern women face a lot of uncertainty with regard to a partnership at 

least the female interview partners have a bigger need to talk about this issue 

compared to men in this sample. Because having a child is a somehow 

unpredictable situation all want to be sure that they can rely on their partner.   

 

„In my life there were times were I thought with this guy I do not want to have a 

child or the relationship is not stable enough … or not serious enough” (Daniela, 

male, 34) 

 

Because the right partner is such an important element to think seriously about 

children it was decided in this research to only focus on couples. The 

interviewees presented their current partner as optimal to have a family with. 

Why they still postpone even if the most important element – the right partner – 

is given was the important aspect at the beginning of the research. To have a 

child in an unstable relationship is not appreciated by network partners either. 

Furthermore, this can bring the men but mainly the women in critical situations 

not only financially.  
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1.20.4 Shape 

The category “shape” (prägen) refers to things that happen in life and have 

made a person who s/he is today. As the author has already discussed in the 

“life course approach” previous experiences shape the following life (Huinink 

1990). It has been assumed that fertility behaviour is shaped by the 

intergenerational transmission of norms and preferences, it is highly influenced 

by the family context (Uhlenberg and Mueller 2003). Micheli and Bernardi 

(2003), as already discussed in the theoretical part of this thesis, have defined 

the issue of social learning which is similar to the concept but not identical. This 

behaviour is called  shaping behaviour because our own experiences as well as 

witnessing experiences of others influence the own ideas of the life concept. 

Additionally, it is assumed that these experiences affect the own life concept but 

not directly the behaviour. The own childhood is considered to be important in 

this respect but also the life as a young adult influences the ideas for the future. 

The process of shaping has not come to an end just yet (Fliegenschnee 2006). 

People will persist with some aspects from the past, while they will want to 

dissociate from others. 

 

As already mentioned, many women show the pattern of having a very detailed 

picture of how the family future shall look like. In some cases it is even like a 

sequence. The partner should first find a job, then they should move to a larger 

apartment, and then they can start thinking about family planning. Some have 

witnessed similar experiences by close network partners and that has shaped 

their own life concept about how the process shall look like.  

 

“…this was such an interesting process to witness, at first, they somehow found 

a flat, then marriage – then slowly the idea shall we have a child or not, hehehe, 

this slow process was very lovely to watch.” (Isabella, female, 30) 

 

This is a good example for process of shaping. People are not isolated, they are 

integrated in a social network and therefore they can learn from other people’s 

experiences. The exchange of information with the interviewee’s friend is 
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mentioned here which seems to have had an impact on her view of her own 

future (Fliegenschnee 2006). She sees what course life can take and she would 

like to follow in her footsteps. Her life concept is to some extend shaped or at 

least confirmed by her friend’s experiences. Close friends are often asked about 

their opinion and especially women tend to talk about all kind of topics with 

close friends. Also, other scholars have argued that especially friends are 

important to shape a life concept and not mainly family (Goebel 1997). Network 

members participate in shaping the context for the decision sometimes in a very 

important way (Bernardi 2004). A strategy to clarify the own wishes and ideas is 

to talk with friends and family. Also other scholars have found that observing 

others in dealing with their own life influences the own ideas (Keim, Klärner et 

al. 2009b). Qualitative research has shown that individuals realise that others in 

their social network postpone parenthood as well (Bernardi 2004).   

 

„Important significant others, friends are in the same situation, or are partly in a 

worse situation” (Silvia, female, 30) 

 

This woman refers to the fact that she wants to have rather sooner than later a 

child, but her present situation is considered as not optimal, however, she 

realizes that her close friends are in a very similar situation. These facts make 

the own behaviour easier to deal with. Other experiences make the own 

behaviour more complicated. The issue that a child could be handicapped is 

mentioned several times during the interviews and also connected with 

experiences. It was already shown that handicapped children are an issue and 

especially males fear facing this situation in this sample. It is argued that they 

have had experiences with handicapped children and realised that they are 

different and this brings them to the conclusion that they wish to have it 

differently with their own children. However, the same issue when connected 

with experiences can on the other hand reduce fears. Because other people 

have experiences that handicapped children are not too different from others 

and that a good life is possible as well. This reduces fears for these 

interviewees.  

 

Gaining wide experiences helps to find one’s own way. Experiences can create 
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fears or reduce them. This category contains opinions, actions or events as well 

which people witnessed and from which they would like to dissociate, i.e. things 

which had a negative impact where people comment, “this I don’t like”. Some of 

them know that it is difficult to find and keep a good job, an experience which 

they have not forgotten and which increases their worries of finding or keeping a 

job with a child. Because a child will increase the uncertainty, regarding the 

labour marked individuals can connect the experience of not finding an 

adequate job with this situation and that makes the decision difficult. 

Experiences have a great impact on people’s perception of the future. Actions 

or events which people have experienced or witnessed can influence them in a 

positive or a negative direction. However, not only own experiences are 

important; when people observe close network partners they also adopt an 

attitude. One example is having a good friend who is a single mother. To be 

solely responsible for a child is a horror vision for many interviewed women. 

Easterlin (1980) has mentioned shaping experiences as well. He mainly refers 

to the divorce of parents. This is an issue that only some of the interview 

partners mention, however, not really discuss, but, a divorce or a break up of a 

couple in their circle of friends is somehow discussed with concerns and 

sorrows. These aspects are something that especially women in this sample 

take very seriously.   

 

“My school mate, … she had a baby when she was still very young and she, 

yes, she is now a single mother, the father left them very soon, and this made 

me reflect about it.” (Elisabeth, female, 27)  

 

These worries are quite understandable. Scholars have argued that in the last 

decades the number of one-parent families, most of them headed by women, 

raised the ‘feminisation of poverty’ (Lesthaeghe 2003). Several studies have 

shown that single mothers especially with younger children have a higher risk of 

poverty (Wernhart and Neuwirth 2007; Plantenger and Remery 2009). In this 

sample only women are afraid to end up as a single parent. Statistically seen for 

them it is a more likely scenario than for men and the divorce rate has risen 

since the 1960s. Lesthaeghe (2003) has argued that one explanation is that 

people have higher expectations regarding their private relations as compared 
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to 50 years ago. The quality of relationships is important. Gerson (1985) has 

pointed out that marriage offers women some kind of stability. Because this 

arrangement is not that stable anymore, uncertainties are rising, especially for 

women. If having a child means the woman has to give up her economic 

independence, she will think twice before having a baby. In this interviews 

women narrate that they want to avoid ending up as a single mother under all 

circumstances (Fliegenschnee 2006a). On the other hand no man in this 

research talks about this scenario. However, also men suffer from separations 

and divorces especially with children because they have difficulties to maintain 

their parental role after divorce (Goldscheider, Webster et al. 2000). In this 

sample not one man mentions worries in this direction.   

 

Another issue that is shaped by witnessing the lives of others is that a child 

should be well considered. It can influence the wellbeing and only when one is 

settled one can give a child what it needs. This conclusion is also drawn from 

an observation where a friend got – in their opinion- children at the wrong point 

in time and this affected the quality of relationship between mother and child. To 

be prepared and to be in a good position to take care of the child is seen as 

crucial. All these experiences make women think how they can avoid such 

situations to have a good future for themselves as well as for their children. The 

time when to have children – as already mentioned several times – is very 

important in this respect because this will make a good relationship more 

realistic, at least in the perception of these interviewees.   

 

„I think many people get children at a completely wrong point in time. I see it in 

my surroundings. There are often very deterrent examples of mothers who have 

children (…) she is working herself to death and has no time for her child.” 

(Silvia, female, 30) 

 

When to have a child is one of the crucial questions and parenthood at an 

inconvenient time is seen as not desirable. The issue of the right age was 

already discussed within the category “social indicator age”. However, also the 

issue that a mother should not work too much because she then forgets to care 

properly for the child is seen as important. This discrepancy between work and 
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care was already discussed several times. How others solve the issue of family 

influences the own behaviour. One considers the own situation and compares it 

with the own life concept and the way others deal with the issue. When others in 

the surrounding start to have a family, people start to consider this as well. This 

can motivate to make the same experience or one can realise that the time has 

not come yet.  

 

Life seems easier when people act according to their social network. However, 

if the ideas of the right timing are different people feel the need to consider their 

behaviour well. Still this does not need to lead to a similar action. The own 

behaviour is compared to what others do. Especially persons from the social 

network but also people who are in the same social class can act as role 

models. Making experiences and realising that the own ideas are different 

shapes the life concept and leads to a clearer picture. The interviewees narrate 

that they watch colleagues or friends with different life models. People can 

observe different kinds of behaviour and can approve it or not. It can also be the 

case that they want to live a life like that but do not see how it could be possible 

in their situation. In any case what others do and how they manage their lives is 

an interesting issue to observe and to think about.  

 

“When you see how the others deal with it. In both cases they are now 

housewives and mothers … that you must like and I know that SHE does not 

like that for sure.” (Florian, male, 28)  

 

However, if the role models solve the question but not the way one wants to 

deal with it, the decision is more difficult. In any case, children in the close 

network motivate people to think and to talk about the issue. Especially when 

very close network partners get to this stadium and one is also already close to 

this step, the motivation to move on is even bigger. We see in the comment 

again that how to live with a child is connected with the ideas of the woman. His 

partner does not want to be a housewife and only mother. We want to point out 

that especially this interview partner narrates more specific ideas about the own 

life concept compared to other male interview partners, however, also he refers 

to the life concept of his female partner when thinking about offspring. Also 
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people who do not want to have children orient their behaviour on what they see 

and experience in their surroundings. Interview partners report that watching 

close friends having a child does at least provoke a conversation between them. 

 

Even if it means that the decision not to have a child is confirmed because a 

child means only a burden and life without one is much easier, people talk 

about their experiences and what they have seen. What others do and also how 

they deal with things provokes thinking about the own life concept. Such 

experiences are stimuli to talk and to bring the ideas in line. Rather often people 

talk also about persons who do not belong to their close social network and 

refer to what they do. For the life concept the whole network needs to be 

considered and not only close network partners. The advantage of this research 

is that the author got detailed information about the close network, and in 

addition, also about others when talking about the life concept of the people. 

Not only what others have experienced but also what someone realises by 

him/herself influences the life concept. Like the issue that a relationship has 

lasted for the last couple of years and this is a good ground to have a family. 

Without a stable relationship both men as well as women do not want to have a 

family. The relationship needs to be tested for some time. This is already 

discussed  within the category “couples perspective”.  

 

Another important experience in this category is the person’s own childhood. 

Many scholars have argued that people start to think about their own adulthood 

in their childhood and their experiences shape their life concepts (Easterlin 

1980; Gerson 1985; Burkart 1994; Miller 1995; Borchardt and Stöbel-Richter 

2004). These early images are not fixed and not stable during the life course. 

Later on this base line changes by making other experiences in life as well as 

by structural conditions and normative rules (Gerson 1985). Own experiences 

make a significant contribution according to the question what to achieve in life 

and how to act (White 2003) and this starts during childhood. One issue that 

was presented is the fact that some of the interviewees grew up on the country 

side. They enjoyed having a good childhood and that shapes the vision of an 

ideal for their future children.  
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“I would like … I enjoyed growing up in a rural area … I had a super childhood, 

really, and I would like to offer this to my child, too.” (Daniela, female 34)  

 

This woman wants to prepare the ground for her child in a specific way. She 

wants her child to grow up on the countryside. At the moment, this would not be 

possible for her. Her vision of the childhood of her future child is interlinked with 

her own childhood memories. The interviewees refer rather often to their own 

childhood memories to explain their life concepts and these are very often 

connected with positive ideas. Our own personal experiences shape our 

present lives as well as it shapes our life concept. Burkart (1994) has 

hypothesised that people with a happy childhood want to give something like 

this to their children and have a stronger wish to have a child than people who 

realized a problematical childhood. For people who illustrate a difficult childhood 

it is very important not to have a child unplanned. All circumstances should be 

optimal, to provide better circumstances for the child compared to the own 

childhood. It is important to say that it is not said in his book that a problematic 

childhood leads to a childless life and the other way round. The experiences 

one makes after the childhood also shape the views of the future intensively. 

The author cannot say if a happy childhood leads to a stronger wish for a child. 

Nevertheless, we can see that what one has experienced is important for the 

own life concept. Also the question of how many children someone wants to 

have is very much related with the own childhood and life. Scholars have 

argued that the size of the family of origin influences the fertility ideal, it is an 

important identification source (Clay and Zuiches 1980).  

 

„ I don’t know I was growing up in a family of four and it is (…) also because I 

am used to it. I often think . much I want to have like I had in my own 

childhood.” (Nadine, female, 28)  

 

Especially the issue of siblings is argued with regard to the own childhood. This 

example shows that life concepts are rather often shaped by the own childhood. 

No matter if they report that they have enjoyed the companionship or if they tell 

that they have been a single child and suffered by this circumstance. The own 

situations with siblings in any case influences the own fertility wishes. Not only 
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the number of children but also things someone wants or does not want to have 

in the future are in several respects related to the family of origin. In a German 

study it has been found that a negative perception of how their mothers had 

organized their lives motivates women to organize theirs differently (Helfferich 

2001). The issue that their mothers were not working and one wants to make it 

differently, or that the mother as well as the father were working too much and 

had no time for the children, is discussed and shapes the picture of how the 

ideal family life should look like.  

 

The way of life is already shaped during one’s childhood and many norms and 

values are settled during this age. What one approves as being good with 

respect to one’s own childhood one also wants to provide for future children as 

well as avoiding the issues that are now judged critically. However, things one 

would like to approach differently are not easily changed because role models 

are missing. Gerson (1985) has found in her study that also bad experiences in 

the past can be used to argue against a child. Some people witnessed that the 

family was more a burden than a fulfilment for their mothers. This can lead to 

the situation of very carefully thinking about becoming a mother. Scholars have 

argued that if the life of the own mother is evaluated positively it is quite 

probable that this person will decide for motherhood. If motherhood is evaluated 

negatively this can very well influence the decision against motherhood. This 

judgment can also represent an unconscious decision (Gerson 1985).  

 

Also other research has shown that women compare their own fertility 

behaviour with their mother’s decision. If the mother worked really hard for the 

family this could be a concept which should not be followed. Modern women do 

not want to be obsessed with becoming a mother. They still want to have their 

personal freedom and opportunities for actions – even with offspring. Very often 

the decision against a child is based on the fact that the woman does not feel 

ready. Women want to develop their one personality and this can be a reason to 

postpone the fertility plans (Beck-Gernsheim 1997). By observing others and 

making own experiences the life concept is shaped and future aims are 

developed.   
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1.21 Thinking about a child is a process  

In line with the life course approach we can say that the issue of children is 

described as a process (Huinink 2000, Huinink and Kohli 2010, Elder 2003). It 

changes during the lifetime and is bound to social conventions. The process is 

not linear. One cannot say that people do not change their minds as this 

depends on many things during the life course. The interviewees point out that 

the process should be shared with the partner from the very first moment. 

Experiencing a child together is a wish that begins already with the 

communication about a child. If the partner is not prepared for it, no matter 

whether it is the man or the woman the couple will very likely postpone 

childbearing. It has been argued that today young women but also men are 

actively involved in planning their lives (Adler 2002). The principle agreement 

that one day in the future the couple would like to have a family is in most cases 

in this sample made, nevertheless one cannot talk here about a decision toward 

parenthood. Such a decision needs time in order to consider all possibilities so 

that both partners have the feeling that they can act responsibly. Especially 

when many things are uncertain and people think that they still have time they 

will easily agree to postpone. The interviewees describe that the older they get 

the more they get used to the idea of having children and the desire to have a 

child is also increasing. Their life concepts are then somehow adjusted with the 

partner as it was shown above and so the issues get more concrete with time. 

Qualitative research has shown that there is no long term planning as well as 

only limited communication involved in the decision (Rijken 2009). Even if it is 

shown here that individuals rarely discuss the issue with their partner they make 

some kind of development, however, not a detailed plan. They describe it as a 

slow process of getting used to the idea and that many things are getting 

clearer. Interview partners report that they need a rather long time to get used 

to the idea of building a family. At the beginning the principle agreement is 

made to have or not to have a child, or still to wait for a clear decision. To think 

about children and family is in any case a process that needs time and no rush 

before decisions are made. It is described as an issue that pops up from time to 

time and reminds the individuals that one day they want to have a child.  
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It is described as an approach or a personal development and not a quick 

decision. It has been shown in other research that couples do not heavily 

discuss the issue of timing. Much happens rather implicit. Even if one of the 

partners considers pros and cons in detail this is not much discussed with the 

other (Rijken 2009). Individuals, however, consider several things which need to 

be given so that children can be considered seriously. Life seems for some of 

the interview partners like a process with different phases. A family is for most 

of them certainly one of these phases.  

 

„In our circle of friends there is slowly approaching such a phase where it slowly 

begins. Relatively simultaneously I have to say. So consistent somehow and all 

need a new orientation in life and the issue of family is one of these issues.” 

(Johanna, female, 29)  

 

We can see here that also the social network is very important. As already 

shown most of the interview partners refer to their close network partners and 

consider how they deal with their own life concepts. Several interviewees point 

out that they are in similar situations as their friends or siblings. Many people 

have friends in the same age, of similar status (Hollstein 2001) and also very 

often similar life conditions because unlike kin, friends can be chosenfreely 

(Bernardi 2004). It is described that from time to time life needs to be 

reorganised. New aims need to be found and the decision for a family is 

described as one possible and desirable reorientation. A new phase in life will 

start and all things will change. Not only because one needs to get used to the 

idea – to decide in favour of something always means at the same time to 

decide against something else, so the decision by itself seems to be a difficult 

one (Fliegenschnee 2006). Why some people decide not to have a child is 

described with the difficulty to make a decision. The longer people consider how 

they could manage and how they could make it in the best possible way, the 

more likely they end up without offspring because of all the uncertainty, 

problems and the feeling that it will be too difficult. Miller (1995) has focused in 

his research on how positive childbearing motivations influence fertility 

decisions compared with negative childbearing motivations. He argues that 
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these two elements do not seem to be antagonists but rather two completely 

different things. As people want to lead their life in a certain way, a decision is 

not easy, because very often you will lose something if you decide for a specific 

thing. The interviewees describe that they have a life concept in mind and that 

they are waiting for the things to come true. However, it can happen that several 

things will not happen and individuals narrate that they have the feeling that 

they can wait forever before their wishes come true. The timeframe when to 

have a child is rather vague. There are too many elements to be considered 

and therefore it is difficult to state a clear time. On the contrary, several 

interview partners reject making too precise plans. To stay vague is also 

accepted in society and nobody asks for a precise date. The time frame of 

several years, like three to five years,is mentioned during the interviews. 

 

However, men as well as women have a life concept which they consider as 

very important and that guides them through life. Even if one argues that people 

want to reach their aims there are only very few hints that people plan which 

step they will take. One problem is that there are many ideas sometimes 

contradicting each other and they often do not know which ideas should 

possibly be fulfilled. Scholars have found that a rather stable life course with 

only few interruptions and a steady increase, affects the decision to have a child 

positively. That indicates that also for males some kind of compatibility from 

work and family is given (Eckhard and Klein 2006). Several scholars have 

pointed out that the wish for a child as well as the number of children one wants 

to have changes quite much during the life course (Borchardt and Stöbel-

Richter 2004, Schröder 2007, Dommermuth, Jane et al. 2009, McQuillan, Greil 

et al. 2010). No matter if the wish is for or against children (Borchardt and 

Stöbel-Richter 2004). Also other scholars have argued that people do not 

necessarily have a very clear plan how to act during their life course and that 

the plans can change. In general they argue that reproductive preferences are 

highly sensitive (Johnson-Hanks and Walchuk 2005).  

 

He is very vague in his statement and it seems that all kind of variations can be 

possible. Liefbroer (2009) has found in a longitudinal study that family size 

intentions adjust as people age – life courses are not stable. People in their 
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twenties have higher average family size ideals than when they are in their 

thirties. It has been assumed that this is connected with external life 

circumstances like breakups or reduced fecundity. Not even half of the 

interviewed persons reached their intended family size, as they had stated in 

the first wave. More respondents ended up with fewer children as they had 

indented than with more children. In a representative longitudinal Australian 

survey it has been found that fertility expectations changed quite dramatically 

also in a rather short period of three years (Mitchell and Gray 2007). Several of 

the interviewees narrate that they have changed their opinion about children 

already during their life course or that they still see a chance that they will 

change their mind in the future. This also holds true for the interviewees who 

point out that she does not want to have a child, however, one can never be 

hundred percent sure that this will not change in future.  

  

„At the moment I cannot imagine it. And I think it is something that I postpone 

because I do not want to exclude the option completely like everything in my 

life, I leave a loophole.” (Karin, female, 32) 

 

The number of children seems to be not stable and depends on many thinks 

like the life concept of the partner. Research has pointed in the direction that 

fertility intentions are revised quite often during adulthood, however, these 

intentions stay more constant the older the interviewed women get (Berrington 

2004). Considering the data it cannot be said how the fertility ideas will change, 

but the interview partners especially the ones around 30 and above narrate a 

rather clear idea about children. However, one cannot say in which respect their 

fertility ideas will change.  

  

Why people want to have a child is rather difficult to answer for almost all 

interviewees. Reasons why to have a child are connected with feelings and the 

idea that in their life concept a child has always been an essential element or at 

least an element at the moment. Rational arguments are mainly used when 

talking about postponement whereas feelings are more important when people 

consider having a child. It is difficult to disprove rational arguments. It is much 

easier to find rational arguments against a child but the wish for a child is a 
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rather emotional topic (Fliegenschnee 2006). To balance these different 

elements in connection with many fears is difficult (Stöbel-Richter Yve, Beutel 

Manfred et al. 2005). Furthermore, rational arguments are very much accepted 

in our society so it is easy to argue against a child at least when you are 

postponing. Whenever people talk about having a child or that someone in their 

social network has a child the word “happiness” is most of the times connected 

to it. Only very few arguments can be counted – if at all – as rational, like the 

statement that one likes to have a person who will be there when one is old or 

that children will make life more active so that one will stay emotionally younger. 

Arguments like being financially safe at old age were not mentioned by the 

respondents. The interviewees want to have children because they think 

children will emotionally enrich their lives, they want to experience the personal 

development and the role of a parent, they want to take over responsibility and 

to be needed and to care for someone intensively, they want to observe the 

human development and to participate in the life of someone else, leaving 

marks and to pass on something and they argue that to have a child means to 

follow the biological instinct. Several arguments have been mentioned in all 

interviews. Wanting a child is described as a slow process, in which people get 

used to the idea and this is driven mainly by feelings. 

  

„...and … and … yes mmm it was also a bit of a gut decision...” (Manuela, 

female, 27) 

 

This person talks about how it came to the decision to have a dog. the author 

does not say that getting a dog and having a child are the same things but one 

can see that decisions are made often not by calculating pros and cons and 

making time plans as people would ideally talk about a responsible decision. 

What the author also wants to show is that decisions are often very strongly 

connected with feelings and emotions and can be decided very quickly. In this 

society to act on a gut feeling is not really esteemed. To consider all possibilities 

and to know all the consequences on the other hand is something that is 

valued. The difficulty to make a decision based on a feeling while at the same 

time trying to act responsibly is visible here. This makes it so difficult because 

what is expected here is difficult to be turned into action. Liefbroer (2005) has 
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pointed out that speaking in terms of costs, children are costly for women when 

they think about their own autonomy or their career opportunities. It is not easy 

to decide for something that will bring so much loss. The interviewees 

considered their investment in education or in their career and worry how this 

can be connected with a child. A child would mean to throw away all the efforts 

and because of that the focus would be on the child and not on their career 

anymore.   

 

Life concepts are often very complex and individuals know that some of their 

ideas will not be possible to realize but which ones to drop is very difficult to 

decide and to judge. Often the amount of information is more than individuals 

are capable to deal with. The biographical process is complex and people have 

different opinions and aims for changing things (Engstler and Lüscher 1991). To 

postpone the decision is one strategy to avoid deciding. Although, it is also a 

decision not to decide now and to hope that the conditions will become better 

later in life. Research has shown that several people report that they prefer to 

make or have already made a “no-decision” considering fertility. It has been 

argued that the reason behind this behaviour is people being overstrained with 

the situation (Borchardt and Stöbel-Richter 2004). Interview partners are so 

concerned to make the right decision that in their view a child that would 

happen accidentally would be a relieve.  

 

“Then the problem would be solved, . then well if it really would happen without 

that we well because we use very save contraception, then it is destiny.” 

(Bianca, female, 30) 

 

A problem would be solved. Also other research has shown that especially 

women consider the planning of children as something that can be very 

problematic. However, especially well educated women of the named research 

considered the planning as something that needs to be done and prepare 

themselves to face several difficulties (Helfferich 2001). Quantitative research 

has shown as well that a quarter of the women are “okay either way” – to 

become pregnant or not. Which shows that for some planning seems to be 

difficult (McQuillan, Greil et al. 2010). Neal and Groat (1980) have found in their 
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research that pregnancies are often experienced as accidents. They have 

pointed out that it gets more and more difficult for people to decide for a child 

because we live in an unpredictable world (Neal and Groat 1980). People have 

difficulties to deal with the responsibility and want to leave it to chance because 

this would be out of their responsibility (Engstler and Lüscher 1991). This 

argument goes in line with Becks (1986) idea that today people face many 

responsibilities and that this is a factor that creates pressure. Other scholars 

have found that people feel the burden of making the right decision and try to 

ease this situation by taking more risky actions like reducing their contraceptive 

method. This reduces the pressure because the decision is then not fully 

consciously made (Sardadvar 2010). In this research some interviewees even 

argue that they do not like the idea of planning a child at all. They favour more 

the idea of a surprise pregnancy.  

 

Because people have many ideas for their life concepts and many of these 

ideas are in conflict with each other as well as with the life concepts of their 

partner, the notion of experiencing an unplanned parenthood seems tempting. 

They argue that too much considering is not beneficial because there are too 

many arguments against a child. On the other hand they point out that they 

need to reflect upon everything in detail because only then they can make a 

responsible decision. This discrepancy is important because it is not clear how 

to deal with it. Research has found that there is quite a number of women who 

do not plan or intend their pregnancy, however, consider it a positive event in 

their lives (Stanford, Hobbs et al. 2000). On the other hand, the share of people 

who have planned their children is above 50 percent in West Germany 

(Helfferich 2001). From this point of view this indicates a norm; namely one 

should act only when the subject has been well considered. Here, we can see 

that there seems to be a normative necessity to plan, however, the realisation is 

very difficult and once it happens by “accident” one still can consider it to be a 

very positive experience.   

  

Because the interviewed couples have no children (yet) no clear statements 

about the final fertility decision can be made. The reasons that will make them 

decide for or against a child in the end cannot be referred to here. However, 
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that the decision for a child is one that is postponed for a rather long time in life 

is visible because so many elements and parameters are present and need to 

be considered. People need time to think about all these things in order to find 

the best way to act. Also, many social norms seem to contradict each other and 

make the decision more complicated. In any case the decision for or also 

against a child is a process and feeling ready for this step is here the crucial 

part.   

 

 

1.22 Feeling Ready 

At this point, the category “feeling ready” will be discussed. As we have already 

seen for many categories the issue of feeling ready is very important 

considering the fertility decision. This seems to be the most important element 

when it comes to the question why people postpone the issue of childbearing. It 

is highly connected with social norms and the issue of feeling grown up that is 

needed in order to feel mature enough to take over the responsibility a child 

brings along.  

 

Other researchers have already dealt with the aspect of “being ready” for a child 

(e.g. Bernardi 2003, Blossfeld and Huinink 2001, Sevón 2005, Settersten 2007, 

Müller-Burhop 2008, Huinink, Schröder et al. 2008, Sassler, Miller et al. 2009, 

Schwiter 2011). However, very seldom it is viewed as an important point 

regarding the decision to have a child and it is only rarely discussed or defined 

in detail although many qualitative studies have shown that being ready is a 

crucial element when it comes to the fertility decision (Sevón 2005; Bernardi, 

Keim et al. 2007; Henwood, Shirani et al. 2011; Settersten 2011, Schwiter 

2011). The author  agrees that the feeling of being ready refers also to 

economic issues, including the own job and the educational situation. This holds 

true for men as well as for women. Both need to be ready and need to feel safe 

economically to start a family. Before things, like the own education, are not 

finished, individuals do not feel ready to make the step toward parenthood.  

 

Not only education but also other complex details need to be clear. To finish 
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one thing means also to be ready for something new. Having a child is a new 

phase in life which means many things should be finished and clarified before. 

In a recent qualitative study on Austria, Rille-Pfeiffer (2009) has argued that 

women and men want to be prepared for having a child and want to have 

perfect conditions when entering parenthood. Additionally, people want to 

ideally make a couple decision, which means that they have to agree about 

details. Huinink et al. (2008) have found that if only a few conditions are already 

realized the possibility to enter parenthood sinks. They have further found that 

the more educated people also point out more conditions to be important. They 

have argued that higher educated people simply have more issues they 

consider than others. Consequently, their older interviewees more often stated 

that several conditions were fulfilled already. The authors have concluded that 

meeting these conditions increased the readiness to have a child. The German 

panel survey PAIRFAM (Panel Analysis of Intimate Relationships and Family 

Dynamics) (Huinink et al. 2010) includes the aspect of “being ready”(Buber and 

Fliegenschnee 2001). There, the issue of being ready is understood as a 

relevant precondition for the intention to have a child within the next two years. 

The authors consider mainly economic and structural aspects as these have the 

highest impact on the feeling of readiness. The emotional dimension of being 

ready is not elaborated (Huinink et al. 2008, Maul, Huinink et al. 2010). 

However, here the author wants to argue that it is not the sum of all preferred 

conditions that makes one ready but the personal feeling of being able to be a 

good parent which is highly connected to social norms. The preconditions and 

how they are perceived are regarded as important but are not seen as the 

crucial element for entering parenthood. Even if the preconditions are good 

some interview partners point out that they still want no children yet.  They 

realize that the conditions are like they should be, but still having a child is not 

an issue in the coming years. Interview partner argue a lot with personal 

developments and not much with the conditions at hand. Borchardt and Stöbel-

Richter (2004) have reported in their qualiative research that some interview 

partners do not mention socio-economic determinants at all but talk about their 

own and their partner’s personal development. This turns out in this study as 

well: readiness is mentioned again and again and turns out to be one of the key 

elements when it comes to the issue of fertility.  
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„I wish I am waiting to get the inner stability to have a child because this is what 

I expect of myself.” (Silvia, female, 30)  

 

We can see here that it is described as a process and she talks about personal 

expectations of her own which indicates that internalized social norms are 

important. When the “inner stability” will be reached, however, is unclear. Buber 

and Fliegenschnee (2011) have analysed the feeling of being ready in their 

study and could show that being ready is also in another representative 

quantitative survey (GGS-Austria) an important element regarding the issue of 

fertility. Individuals rated the fact that one should feel ready to have a child as 

more important for the intention to have a child than other issues, like their work 

or economic concerns. The issue of ‘feeling ready’ and feeling stable and 

settled enough to be a parent is mentioned with a lot of passion by 

interviewees. Scholars have argued that often the decision against a child is 

made because the woman does not feel ready. Women want to develop their 

personality and this can be a reason to postpone fertility plans (Beck-

Gernsheim 1997). Additionally, in this research it turns out that both partners 

need to be ready; not only the woman. Micheli and Bernardi have mentioned in 

connection with marriage, that individuals do not consider so much economic 

difficulties but that they do not feel ready yet (Micheli, Bernardi, 2003). The 

author does not argue that the decision making processes that lead to marriage 

and fertility are congruent, however, we can see here that for important 

decisions in life the feeling of being ready is crucial. Fathers and mothers 

should be emotional ready for a child and care in an emotional way.  

 

„I think this is a personal thing if you feel ready to have a child or not and only 

then you should have one.” (Bianca, female, 30)  

  

The question of having a child or not is a question of feelings and sensitivities. 

Readiness is related with maturity and adulthood. Also other research has 

shown that people connect parenthood with adulthood (Settersten, 2011, Loftus 

and Andriot 2012). To feel ready means one has become an adult. Several 

scholars have argued that becoming a father is a key element of adulthood as 
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this was stated by several individuals in their research. (Settersten 2003, 

Helfferich et al. 2005, Helfferich et al. 2006). Hogan and Astone (1986) have 

pointed out that adulthood is connected with specific roles, like the role of a 

parent. However, it is not necessarily the case that everybody takes over all 

roles. It has been shown in the US that young men need some time to make the 

transition to take over the adult economic role. It takes a while until the career 

development process is on track. Especially when there are some kind of 

difficulties regarding the career transition, postponement of marriage is the 

result (Oppenheimer, Kalmijn et al. 1997). If this aspect is a reason for delaying 

marriage we can assume that it is even a more significant reason to delay 

starting a family. In a qualitative study in Poland individuals talked about the fact 

that they themselves as well as their relationship need to be mature enough to 

provide the right condition for a child (Mynarska 2009). In this study the 

relationship is not that much an issue of discussion, however, often the 

interviewees point out that they need to be ready and mature to take over the 

new role of a mother or father.  

 

“… that you need to have an idea, meet certain standards, that you want to 

educate your children well and be a good father, and I thought I am not yet 

ready for that.” (Martin, male 33 years) 

  

Being able to state with confidence that one could be a good father requires an 

understanding of what this involves and that points to internalised social norms. 

The statement above indicates that in society there is an ideal picture of a good 

parent which people try to follow. Settersten (2011) has found that many 

individuals in their early 30s do not feel completely and in all shares of life as an 

adult. In this study one can roughly say that the older the interviewed persons 

are the more they are convinced to be mature. Nevertheless, the subjective age 

and the subjective feeling of being adult enough differ a lot. For example, a 24 

year old man in the sample is much more convinced that he is already adult 

enough for having a child whereas a 35 old man talks a lot about the issue of 

being not ready yet. These two men have different social backgrounds, they live 

in different worlds so to say. Regardless of how settled they feel most of the 

interviewees refer to the issue of being mature enough and want to meet this 
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standard. Having inner stability is seen as crucial to be a good parent because 

otherwise one cannot concentrate on the child too much because of individual 

problems. In her study Helfferich (2011) has argued that being emotionally 

ready for such a step was seen as the most important point to handle the 

consequences of less freedom and independency in a better way.  

 

Both women and men should be mature when they decide to build a family. In 

this study it is described as a process, where persons can slowly cotton on with 

the idea of becoming parents. Not feeling mature enough is stated several times 

and consequently used as a good reason to postpone the decision for a child. 

To have a child means to say goodbye to young days. It has been argued that 

especially well educated people have a longer phase of adolescence which is 

perceived as a privilege (Helfferich 2001). Additionally one should develop 

professionally and personally before having children (White 2003). The 

interviewees refer to the feeling that they consider themselves in a phase were 

they are still trying to find themselves. Besides, they assume that later in life 

they will be more stable and this is seen as good basis for having a child. In a 

qualitative study in East Germany it has been also emphasised that women 

want to be ready and mature to start a family. Younger women, so the results, 

are eager to enjoy the childfree time in their lives (Adler 2002). This is very 

much connected with the fact that they want to be emotionally ready for this 

step. Settersten (2007) has stated that for many people being mature and ready 

for a child is regarded as a requirement to become a parent. In the narration it is 

described that people want to make it properly and this can only be achieved if 

one is ready for this step.  

 

To have the feeling to act well is connected to the fact that it needs time to get 

used to the idea. In a qualitative study in East Germany it has been shown that 

men assume their personal maturity as the crucial element to start a family 

(Bernardi, Keim et al. 2007). Other research has shown that men who are older 

fathers are more likely to get more involved in their children’s upbringing and 

therefore are referred to as better fathers (Henwood, Shirani et al. 2011). To 

wait for the right time is described as important.  
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Readiness means that people need to develop the confidence to step toward 

parenthood (Rijken 2009). In a study in Italy couples who had been married for 

some years argued that they want to wait with children until they feel mature as 

a couple (Bernardi 2004). Both need to be grown up enough to have the feeling 

that they are ready for such a step, to take over a new role and to be good in 

that. As we have shown the decision for a child is described to be a couple 

decisions. In this context, the feeling to be ready as a couple is important. It is 

perceived that both need the feeling that being a parent would fit their lives 

(Buber and Fliegenschnee 2001).  

 

One reason is that, at the moment, we simply do not yet see ourselves able to 

... see ourselves as parents. (Florian, male 28 years)  

 

The emphasis on the dyadic perspective goes in line with Burkhart (1994) and a 

recent study by Rille-Pfeiffer (2009) who have found that couples want to meet 

the ideal point in time for both partners. Parenthood is understood as a shared 

commitment (Sevón 2005). Only when both are ready they can proceed and 

make the decision. The process of the fertility decision can be a rather long one 

which can take several years until a decision is made (Sardadvar 2010). Other 

research has shown as well that people change their fertility preferences often 

from wanting to stay childfree to the motivation to have a child and defined it as 

a normal process of getting ready (Helfferich 2001). In the interviews it is 

described that an old chapter in life will be closed and a new one will begin. For 

this change one needs to get prepared and ready. To start a new phase in life 

needs to be considered very seriously and both have to express the wish that 

they want to make that step and at this point in time. To feel that the time is ripe 

for such a decision should become clear inside a person and should not be 

motivated from the outside world. Miller and Pasta (1994, p. 232) have argued 

that the most desirable item about the timing of children was “having a child 

when s/he by her/himself and the spouse is personally ready”. The personal 

development and feeling is crucial in this respect. When becoming a parent 

people need to shift a lot of attention away from themselves towards another 

person (Settersten 2003). Several interviewed partners argue that they want to 

be stable and settled enough so that they can focus on someone else. The 
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feeling to be emotionally ready to make such a step is perceived as very 

important (Buber and Fliegenschnee 2001). It has already been mentioned that 

males in the sample report that they are afraid that with a child they will not be 

able to fulfil their own needs. Another person will be in the centre of interest and 

reduce their own personal freedom 

 

“The issue of children was always something I have neglected (…) That you 

wait until you have the feeling of being ready for it … but also mature in the 

sense that you can shelve your own needs and lifetime wishes (when you have 

a child) (Martin, male 33 years) 

 

Also quantitative research has shown that males expect a child will reduce their 

personal freedom (Klobas 2010). The author has already argued that a child is 

associated with many sacrifices and that the future parents have to be ready for 

that. Man showed the pattern that they have sorrows about their personal 

freedom. They realize that being a father means definitely to say goodbye to the 

own youth. One interview partner showed a rather drastical picture and argued 

that the loss of freedom can lead to a depression, because one cannot 

concentrate too much on oneself anymore. In this sample men focus in their 

narrations more on their own wellbeing and fear that they will lose in this 

respect. Another tendency we can see is that men point out that they worry not 

to be prepared enough to have a child. However, considering their stories, they 

do not narrate that they are preparing themselves. Women talk more about the 

fact that they want to experience several things before becoming a mother. 

Especially younger females talk more about this issue. However, they narrate 

about the issue of readiness in a very positive way.  

 

„I think that once it is decided to have a child it will be OK. That you then 

mentally prepare yourself.” (Johanna, female, 29)  

 

The idea of being ready seems intensively connected to social norms of how 

one should behave. Blossfeld and Huinink (1991) have found that women 

postpone entering motherhood because of the normative expectation: women 

are regarded as “not ready” for having a child when they are rather young and 
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in education. Individuals postpone their fertility plans because they are aware of 

the connected responsibility and they want to act well in their new role which 

refers to internalised social norms. Because respondents argue that they want 

to do it as properly as one should do it. In line with my findings, another 

qualitative study has pointed out as well that the feeling of being ready to take 

over the responsibility for a child is crucial (Schwiter 2011). Men consider 

themselves more able to cope with children when they get older. In a qualitative 

study it has been pointed out that first they want to concentrate on themselves 

before having children (Henwood, Shirani et al. 2011). One should be ready for 

this step and this means to have reached a certain level of individual 

development because this is necessary to take over the responsibility a child 

will bring. The consequences need to be carried by both partners and so they 

should make a good decision not to regret things in the end. Without being 

ready the responsibility might be too much in the end. Because being a good 

parent means to be prepared and all interview partners are sure that once they 

have a child they want to give their best. In a qualitative study with males it has 

been shown that men want to be responsible for their child and this seems to be 

more realistic when they are older and ready (Henwood, Shirani et al. 2011). 

Age related norms seem important for this framework, because when a person 

feels ready this is also connected to social norms (Diewald and Mayer 2008). 

The interview partners connect being ready, mature and responsible with each 

other. A responsible person will wait until s/he feels ready and this means 

mature for this step.  

 

„Many, especially the somehow responsible persons want to have from my 

opinion mental matureness.” (Regina, female, 31)  

 

To be ready and able to act reasonably is in the narrations of the interviews 

connected with being in line with social norms. In the last half century people 

had a rather clear social timetable. However, today it is not possible for young 

individuals to achieve economic but also psychological autonomy as early as it 

used to be. It has been pointed out that models of the past do not fit today 

(Settersten  2011). Finding once own way through the life course is considered 

as not easy.  
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The subject of children is a very complex one. One can have a clear idea about 

the issue to have or not to have a child or a more ambivalent one. Not only 

rational arguments as it is often assumed in the literature but also emotional 

aspects are very important when it comes to the fertility decision (Rijken 2009). 

Considering the timing when to have a child it is important to realize that it is 

attached to social and cultural rules of how to behave as a good mother and 

what is a reasonable female life course (Sevón 2005). In conclusion, social 

norms seem to be very important in guiding individuals. The point in time when 

one feels ready is heavily connected to the social constructs when it is 

appropriate to have a child. Having the right age, being in the right working 

position, feeling able to take the responsibility as a parent and as a couple are 

all issues that influence the feeling of being ready. From this understanding 

feeling ready to experience a new development is the most important issue 

when it comes to the question when to have a child.  

  

 

Summary 

 

Using the example of fertility, the “life concept theory” shows how individuals 

handle major transitions in life. This study is embed in the framework of the life 

course approach and explains why the life course decision with regard to fertility 

is especially considered as very important. How other also important life course 

transitions, like marriage or retirement, are dealt with cannot be answered, 

however, it is possible that similar elements are at work that influence 

individuals’ behaviour. It is assumed here that individuals have life concepts in 

their mind which need to be understood as rough ideas about their future life. 

These ideas seem to be shaped by internalised social norms and own 

experiences. The social network and in particular the partner influence the ideas 

of an individual especially because the issue of fertility is considered to be a 

couple decision. Approaching the issue of fertility is described as a process and 

the feeling that one is ready for this step is seen as the crucial element to make 

the finally decision.  
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1.23 Life concept 

The category “life concept” is the core category. It is connected to all other 

categories and can be understood as the central theme. It needs to be 

understood as an interplay of ideas shaping a possible future and not as a 

concrete plan. In this sample for most of the interviewees children are an 

essential part of their life concepts; only the questions of when and how are 

matters of many considerations because individuals want to live up to their life 

concepts. The author has described the pattern that women talk more about 

their life concepts regarding fertility. Men in this sample report more the 

situation at hand or refer to the ideas of their partner. They showed the 

tendency to report less considered ideas about life with a child. Parental leave 

of the father is discussed during the interviewees; however, there is a tendency 

of gender-specific interpretation of it. Especially males show the perspective 

that many obstacles are in the way to take parental leave. Men in this sample 

describe parental leave as an option but not as a necessity, whereas women 

describe their own parental leave as necessary. Several issues need to be 

settled and fixed to make the decision to have a child. In the perspective of the 

interviewed men a child will affect their personal freedom. Postponement is a 

strategy to avoid this inconvenience for some time. It is assumed that a child will 

change the life extensively; for some the reason why they look forward to 

having offspring and for others the matter why they avoid having children. The 

women in this sample who are rather sure not to have children are especially 

clear about this issue. They argue with very similar arguments as women who 

want to have children. Children are an issue of desires and in this research it is 

made clear that one needs to have this desire to welcome children. In contrast 

to many other studies this study reveals that not only circumstances like one’s 

career determine a childfree life but the lack of desire. Especially women 

complain about the fact that they do not know how to reach their life concepts. 

Too many things need to be considered and are contradicting each other. This 

produces uncertainties and fears. 
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1.23.1 Role 

In general, one  has to say that within this category many gender-specific 

differences are visible. The author of this thesis shows that mainly the perceived 

bad reputation of the mother’s role hinders women from taking over this role 

with enthusiasm. Both males and females agree on the fact that women should 

not stay at home too long to solely take care of the children. It seems that the 

current ideal of a modern woman is not easily combinable with motherhood that, 

in the eyes of the respondents, requires a lot of work, devotion and is 

furthermore connected with very low value. Both women as well as men in this 

sample are eager to present a modern picture of woman- and manhood. The 

modern father is supposed to be more than just the bread winner. He should be 

around and take care of the children also. However, contrary to the female 

interviewees who showed the pattern of having many ideas about the mother’s 

role, the males showed the tendency to have only very little and vague ideas 

about what it means to be a modern father and which consequences they would 

accept in order to be this active father who is also emotionally involved. In 

contrast to women men present their participation in child care with fun and 

enjoyment. Women describe it as a burden and view the responsibilities of a 

mother with a lot of respect. On the other hand children are seen from all who 

want to have children as something that will contribute to their personal 

development and will enrich their life. Additionally, a child will mean to 

definitively take over the role of an adult and that was also seen as something 

positive.  

 

1.23.2 Internalised social norms vs. indirect pressure 

The analysis has shown that individuals seem to internalise social norms and 

that these are likely to guide their behaviour. Furthermore, these norms can 

create indirect social pressure. Indirect pressure is marked by the fact that it is 

not directly connected to a person but rather to an internalised norm that 

determines how people think they should behave. Individuals who do not want 

to act according to what is “normal” narrate indirect social pressure, like working 

full time as a mother or being a caring male. Again and again the issue is 

discussed that the own attitude would not really fit to the norms that are present 
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in Austria today. This creates uncertainty. Another norm seems to be that 

parents should offer their child extremely stable economic conditions as status 

symbols are connected with the image of being good parents. Additionally, the 

fact that caring for a child is also connected with being always around, gets in 

conflict with the idea that women should be part of the workforce as well. Both 

men as well as women point out that men face less social norms regarding the 

issue of fertility. However, also men report some social norms when it comes to 

the point where they take over responsibility for their child and how the 

environment will react. Additionally, several interviewees report the feeling that 

“family” is not valued within society today. To be self concentrated is very 

important and seems to carry a higher value than to take care for a child. To 

decide for a life with children can be rather difficult when one perceives that it is 

not valued very high by society. 

 

1.23.2.1 Perceived structural conditions 

In this category mainly the issue of work and related to that the economic 

situation is discussed. These elements are the most researched factors 

regarding fertility. The interviewees in this research consider especially the job 

situation of the women. Based on the analysis of the interviews it can be 

concluded that perceived structural conditions are affected by internalised social 

norms. The life concept and what one perceives as necessary to do or to have 

seems to be influenced by what is accepted by society. The female interview 

partners assume that their working situation would be affected by a child. How 

long one needs to stay in the labour marked to be able to take the risk of having 

a child was intensively discussed and a huge source of uncertainty. Especially 

when the situation at work is somehow unsecure or women want to work in a 

special field insecurity is narrated. The level of education is - in this research - 

not the crucial issue when it comes to the question of combining work and 

family life, but what seems to make a difference is the level of security and how 

much they feel committed to their work. A child brings uncertainty to the life 

concept regarding work and finances and needs to be well considered. Males in 

this sample consider their working situation only when they seriously want to 

take parental leave, however, also these men showed the pattern to talk in a 
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much more relaxed way about their job situation and also here there are 

statements that all situations are solvable and one does not need to make too 

many considerations. The other important element is the issue of money. Here, 

again we can see the tendency that females have discussed this issue in detail. 

However, for them it is an issue and rather often they consider their personal 

financial situation and not the couple situation as important.  

 

1.23.2.2 Age 

It is assumed that age has a social component. And that individuals have at 

least rough ideas about the ideal age to have children. There can be described 

the pattern that for women their own age triggers stress. In this sample 

especially women above thirty state the fear that they will not be able to achieve 

their aims. The idea of having several things accomplished by a certain age is 

strongly connected to the examples of social network partners and internalised 

age norms. Consequently it is an issue that produces uncertainty. On the other 

hand for several men in this research the age of thirty is connected with 

reaching adulthood and starting to think about family. One can describe the 

tendency that women in this sample have already thought much more about 

fertility and know in most of the cases what they want, while men are much 

more relaxed about their age. They describe the feeling that they still can 

postpone. In general, even if both talk about their age, the age of the woman is 

much more discussed during all interviews than the age of the man. In this 

sample women do not refer to the age of their partner as problematic even if 

some have a partner who is around ten years older whereas men talk about the 

age of the woman as a restricting variable. But the age of the mother is also 

connected to being a good mother. Older women are perceived to be the better 

mothers. Age is connected with performing the mother’s role well.  

 

1.23.2.3 Responsibility 

Men as well as women refer to the issue of responsibility, however, it is 

presented in a gender-specific way. Women connect responsibility with acting 

responsible even before the child is born and think twice about every step they 
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take. Men presented the issue of responsibility as connected with the idea that 

they will have to take it over once a child is there. A child will not only increase 

responsibility but will ask for a new kind of it. This means that one should be 

very sure that having a child is the right thing to do. Men point out that being 

responsible is an issue that concerns them, however, they also point out that 

they want to carry this responsibility when the time has come. Women on the 

other hand do not assume that taking over the responsibility for a child 

produces sorrows. For them acting responsibly and knowing which 

consequences a child will bring is a big issue and influences their life concept. 

In the perspective of the interview partners women connect responsibility to the 

fertility decision, whereas men realise that they will have to take over 

responsibility once a child is there. We need to have also in mind that women 

carry most of the consequences once a child is there. This issue is very 

important for both genders because it has a huge impact on the fertility decision 

and refers to internalised social norms because interviewees perceive that 

acting responsibly and being responsible is expected from parents.  

 

 

1.24 Personal conditions 

 

1.24.1 Direct social pressure 

Direct social pressure is the feeling that occurs when others question the own 

behaviour with the aim to influence it in their own interest. However, in this 

study it is not concluded that direct social pressure is always successful. 

Considering fertility the most obvious source of direct pressure is the partner, 

however, also the family, friends or other network partners can create it. Social 

pressure to have children as well as to avoid them is narrated. Interviewees 

conclude that it is easier to deal with that kind of social pressure compared to 

indirect social pressure because they can avoid the subject or even the person. 

It even can occur that direct pressure creates the opposite reaction when it 

does not fit the own life concept.  
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1.24.2 Inconsistencies 

The issue of contradicting norms is only rarely discussed in the literature, 

however, in this research it appears often during narrations. It is an important 

issue considering fertility behaviour and the question why people have 

difficulties to decide in favour of a family. Here, is the tendency that women who 

consider childbearing seriously talk very much about conflicting expectations, 

like to have a career as a woman and to be independent on the one hand but 

on the other hand to be a mother and dedicate the majority of the time to the 

child. When the messages how to behave are contradicting responsible acting 

seems impossible. This means no matter how one behaves the feeling of 

getting in conflict remains and women have the perception that they will lose out 

in any case. This creates uncertainty regarding the life concept. However, also 

males narrate conflicting expectations. The issue that norms are contradicting is 

very often neglected in the literature, however, it has potential to explain why 

people have difficulties to decide in favour for a child. 

 

1.24.3 The couple perspective 

The decision about the timing of childbearing is described to be a joint one. 

Both perspectives need to be considered when talking about this decision. It 

was shown that in general couples make a principle agreement about having or 

not having offspring. As a consequence, it can be assumed that most of the 

couples share the same life concept in this respect. There are couples who are 

rather undecided as well, however, also they narrate similar ideas. It is further 

concluded that not much is discussed regarding fertility. Both partners are 

somehow aware of the other’s life concept, however; only very rarely 

communicate their ideas in detail. Women are presented as being much more 

active than men, regarding the issue of fertility. They have ideas and wishes 

and are also more important when it comes to the concrete timing. Men in the 

sample are rather passive but trust the women that their ideas and needs will be 

reflected in the decision when to have a child. The interview partner described 

that one of the partners is perceived as the delayer who puts the partner into 

the waiting position. In the data the waiting situation for women is described as 

rather inconvenient because the male partner often refuses to talk about fertility 
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as a matter of principle. A stable partnership is seen by all interviewees as one 

of the most important elements when not the most important one to decide in 

favour of a child. To conclude, the issue of fertility needs to be considered from 

the couple perspective because it is the interplay of the ideas/wishes/life 

concepts of both partners that leads to the decision.  

 

1.24.4 Shape 

This category describes that own experiences as well as witnessed ones shape 

an individual’s life concept. Especially friends are in this respect a decisive 

factor. When they are in a similar situation the own one is easier to deal with. 

Experiences like caring or dealing with handicapped people, or searching for a 

job, or witnessing friends being single mothers can increase or relieve fears. 

Nevertheless, most of these examples increase the feeling of uncertainty. Being 

a single mother is only a scenario females discuss in this study. Having children 

too early or at a wrong point in time is as well something that is witnessed and 

negatively evaluated. How others deal with the issue of fertility has an effect on 

the own life concept. At the same time, missing role models make it more 

difficult to visualise the own way. Also own experiences and in particular the 

own childhood shape the life concept intensively. Where and how to live as well 

as the issue of how many children one wants are aspects that are often decided 

in connection with the own childhood. Although sometimes individuals state that 

they want to live a completely different life than their parents. However, both the 

experiences one has made as well as witnessed shape the life concept in a 

significant way.  

 

 

1.25 Thinking about a child is a process  

Thinking about a child is described as a process or development and not as a 

clear cut plan. Interviewees describe that they need to get used to the idea and 

this needs time; rushed decisions are considered to be not responsible in this 

respect. It is even realised that intensive thinking about all the issues connected 

with fertility can lead to a childless life because the decision seems to be too 

difficult to make when one tries to take every aspect into account. It is described 
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as very easy to argue with rational arguments against a child. Some even wish 

for an unplanned pregnancy so the responsibility of making the decision would 

be taken away. In any case the decision for or also against a child is a process 

and the feeling to be ready for such a step is here the crucial part. 

 

 

1.26 Feeling ready 

The issue that one needs to feel ready to have a child seems to be crucial. 

Conditions are important, however, the feeling of being ready is more than the 

sum of the preconditions. It is the personal development to see oneself able to 

take over the responsibility a child brings and to perform the role of a parent 

well. Only when one is stable enough and not too much focused on oneself than 

s/he is able to be a good future parent. The idea that one needs to be 

emotionally and mentally mature is assumed to be shaped by social norms and 

the issue of responsibility. The idea of being ready is therefore considered to be 

a social and not an individual concept.  

 

 

Conclusion 

Concluding this thesis the developed theory shall be integrated into the existing 

theories and the most important findings in the literature.  

 

The core category, the life concept, is a rough idea of what life should look like. 

And this individual idea leads people through their lives. In the “second 

demographic transition theory” it is assumed that female extended participation 

in education and in the labour market as well as changes in the value of 

children have strongly influenced family and fertility behaviour. Children are no 

longer considered to be on top of the value pyramid (Lesthaeghe, 2003). 

However, in line with many scholars it is argued here that most people do not 

question parenthood and family because these are key elements in their life 

concepts (Borchardt & Stöbel-Richter, 2004; Schneewind, Vaskovics, Gotzler, 

et al. 1996). In this research children still take a very high priority in the different 
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life concepts; only the question of when and how to have them is very 

complicated to answer. Still, it is not possible to compare the findings to data 

from many years ago. However, interview partners consider children as 

essential and for most of them it is the most important issue in life. That a family 

with a child is perceived as the normal standard is also confirmed by the fact 

that interviewees who want to stay childfree feel the pressure to explain their 

behaviour. The data suggest that both, the wish to become a parent (Meyers, 

2001) and the idea that a child should fit into the future parents’ lifestyle 

(Carmichael & Whittaker, 2007), are still crucial. 

 

In the “theory of planned behaviour” (Ajzen and Fishbein 2005) fertility 

intentions are assumed to predict fertility behaviour. There is a strong link 

between planning and the special way someone wants to deal with the issue. In 

this thesis it is argued that “intention” may not be the right term to consider 

future fertility behaviour. It is not argued that people have no ideas about their 

future, they do have them. However, it is doubted that they have intentions 

when it comes to fertility. Indeed, they have dreams and ideas how their life 

should look like – which means that they have a life concept. And they have 

ideas about when or how many children they would like to have, however, they 

do not have a concrete plan. One can assume that a concrete plan is only made 

at a rather late point in time: only when the couple has decided to have a child 

very soon. Here, it is referred to Miller and Pasta (1995) who assume that 

people first have fertility desires. This is a state of mind that can be satisfied. 

This goes in line with these findings – people have desires about having 

children but no concrete plan is made. Only when they are ready to have a child 

it is assumed that intentions are created.  

 

In line with the “life course approach” it is assumed here that fertility behaviour 

depends on external and internal conditions (Huinink and Kohli 2010). An 

interplay shown in the “life concept theory” with the variables social 

requirements and personal conditions, even though here it is not assumed that 

social requirements are external conditions because they are normatively 

perceived and therefore not considered to be external. 
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McDonald (2000) has considered gender roles to be the most important factor 

when looking at fertility. When gender equity is missing fertility levels are low in 

Western countries, he argues (McDonald 2000). This is something that goes in 

line with the findings of this study. However, we have now a better 

understanding in what way and why it is the case. In this concept the social role 

is a very important category. From the data we can see that especially women 

who want to be modern mothers struggle with visualising their future role. Even 

if most of the women in this sample want to have a child they struggle with the 

idea of becoming a mother. The reasons might be that motherhood has a rather 

low status and value and is considered tiring, unacknowledged work (Mynarska, 

2009; Borchardt & Stöbel-Richter, 2004; Schneewind, Vaskovics, Gotzler, et al. 

1996). In line with Tsuya & Oppenheim Mason (1995) it is assumed here that 

modern women do not want to be reduced to staying home and having children. 

Other studies have shown as well that women face conflicts at the normative 

level because these two roles are considered to be almost incompatible 

(Ruckdeschel, 2009). 

 

One can argue that in future it will be necessary to decrease the socio-

economic price for having children (Doorne-Huiskes and Doorten 2011); 

especially for mothers. However, here it is argued that it is more important to 

increase the status und the value of mother- and fatherhood so that young 

adults can decide more easily for this role and appreciate the work they do 

because they connect it not only with responsibility and perfectionism but also 

with enjoyment and satisfaction. Especially females seem to have the feeling 

that it is normatively expected to be as perfect as possible when being a mother 

and to devote your whole life to it even if it is not valued by others. Males 

connect to fatherhood attributes like caring, participating, nursing and 

responsibility. Even if the interviewees have this image in mind, they have not 

explained how they could be such a modern, caring father. This leads the 

author and others to the assumption that women are rather realistic about the 

impact children will have on their lives, whereas men have a rather idealised 

picture (Rijken, 2009).  

 

It is assumed here that behaviour is the result of people’s current life situation in 
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conjunction with social norms and their life concepts. According to Elias (1982), 

“internalised norms” make people comply with these norms without social 

pressure or sanctions (Horne, 2001). Internalised social norms are what people 

desire and in this respect there is no discrepancy between the interest of an 

individual and a group. The norms become the ends that people desire (Horne 

2001; Horne 2003). Even if this is the case, and no social pressure is needed 

this research shows that people force themselves to behave according to 

norms. The author has called this phenomenon ‘indirect social pressure’, 

because it does not involve a direct interaction with sanctions but rather an 

individual reflexion of the own behaviour. This indirect social pressure which 

refers to internalised social norms helps to orientate one’s behaviour but on the 

other hand people narrate also contradicting norms and these make behaving 

according to norms not easy. Individuals would like to perform according to 

accepted behaviour, however, they will violate some of the norms anyhow and 

this of course produces stress.  

 

An assumption in the life course approach is that a person has different life 

spheres where s/he lives which are interconnected, depend and compete with 

each other (Huinink 2000, Huinink and Kohli 2010). Based on this idea it is 

shown here that women show the tendency to be more concerned about their 

work situation than men when it comes to the issue of fertility (Liefbroer & 

Corijn, 1999) and their career is substantially influenced by a child (Buber, 

2003; Schneewind, Vaskovics, Gotzler, et al. 1996). That women consider it 

inappropriate to work or study full time when having a child (Goebel, 1997) 

points to internalised social norms that define these activities as being 

irreconcilable with motherhood. Especially women worry about their personal 

economic situation because they do not want to be financially dependent 

(Gerson, 1985). Following these argumentations it is easy to understand that 

not the situational conditions per se lead toward behaviour but internalised 

social norms let people evaluate a situation and that guides their behaviour.  

 

The “second demographic transition theory” assumes that norms have a 

diminishing influence on demographic behaviour (Lesthaeghe, 2003). This 

aspect is from my point of view a bit more complex. Based on this research it 
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can be assumed that norms have not lost their importance. But norms have 

changed and individuals today follow different norms. The author does not 

come to the conclusion that people act according to their individual value 

orientation (Lesthaeghe, 2003) but try to combine the different conflicting 

normative expectations and are still very much oriented toward what is 

expected.  

 

 

The life course of one person is connected to other persons as well as values 

and norms of the society itself (Huinink 2000). The life course approach mainly 

focuses on age norms and sequencing norms. Especially age norms are in this 

concept important, too. The interviewees are aware of their “social clock” 

(Settersten, 2003), which decisively guides their life concepts. Many works 

document the existence of age norms for family decisions (Hogan & Astone, 

1986; Liefbroer & Billari, 2009; O'Rand & Krecker, 1990). In this sample the 

interviewee realises that women face time constraints and this “social clock” 

produces stress. Nevertheless, in general, older fathers (Henwood, Shirani & 

Kellett, 2011) and older mothers (Sardadvar, 2010) are considered to be better 

parents. According to Liefbroer and Billari (2009) there are norms for life events 

and role transitions that indicate when a specific behaviour is inappropriate, e.g. 

the wrong age, being in education, making first experiences at work (Sevón, 

2005), unsuitable economic conditions and having no partner (Woollett & Boyle, 

2000). Scholars have argued that the number of norms for having a child is 

constantly growing. A child must be born into optimal conditions (Beck-

Gernsheim, 1997). In this study, men are aware of more norms and higher 

pressure for their partner than for themselves and as a consequence are more 

relaxed about most issues. This finding cannot be fully explained. We can only 

hypothesise that parenthood continues to involve more responsibilities for 

women who therefore face more social pressure and constraints. However, it 

was shown that for women and men norms serve as important guides for their 

life concept. 

 

Huinink (2000) has assumed that partnership and parenthood today is relevant 

for most people because of the psychological benefits. However, how people 
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manage to combine their different roles in their various life spheres and how to 

combine the different activities is a difficult question. We see in the narrations 

that most of the interviewees struggle with their life concepts. The question how 

to combine and realise one’s aims in life which are usually oriented towards a 

rather high level is difficult to answer. Not to mention the issue that women 

perceive that they have to consider their own as well as the ideas of their 

partner a fact that seems to relax men and to stress women.  

 

Most individuals refer during the interviews to the fact that they want to act 

responsibly (Helfferich et al., 2006). However, to put this idea into action 

appears to be more and more difficult as the level that accounts for responsible 

parenthood seems to be rising continuously (Huinink and Mayer 1995). The 

author shows here that responsibility is presented differently by women and 

men. Whereas men describe that they want to wait until they are mature 

enough to take over parental responsibility, which also others have shown 

(Henwood, Shirani & Kellett, 2011), women state that the freedom to choose 

whether or not to become a mother also entails taking over the responsibility for 

the consequences of the particular choice (Sevón, 2005). As many aspects are 

difficult to judge or are even contradictory, interviewees also argue that they 

would prefer to leave their fertility to chance (Engstler & Lüscher, 1991). 

 

In the data  not only “indirect pressure” was found but “direct pressure” as well. 

Liefbroer and Billari (2009) have assumed that most sanctions are imposed by 

close network members like parents or friends. Especially partners exert a great 

deal of direct pressure (Gerson, 1985). People’s networks and how significant 

others perceive and evaluate the situation decisively influences their fertility 

behaviour (Dommermuth, Klobas & Lappegard, 2009; Keim, Klärner & Bernardi 

2009). Nevertheless, the literature fails to mention that social pressure can be 

rather unclear and contradictory. In line with others (Borchardt & Stöbel-Richter, 

2004), one can assume that perceived direct social pressure has limited 

leverage, especially when compared to indirect pressure. Interviewees even say 

that direct social pressure provokes the opposite of the intended reaction. The 

influence of network partners and their direct pressure is from my understanding 

quite limited with the partner being the exception as s/he plays a very important 
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but also controversial role. 

 

The new home economic approach (Willis 1973, Becker 1992, Becker and 

Lewis 1974) assumes an interaction between the quantity and the quality of 

children, the concept of time, and opportunity costs regarding the fertility 

decisions. The data show some evidence that people want to invest a lot in a 

small number of children but from my point of view this is mainly driven by 

norms and not by calculating personal costs. As the author has shown financial 

arguments are given for not having a child soon, however, the issues of norms 

and fulfilling the own life concept and especially feeling ready for such a change 

seem to have a greater potential to explain the behaviour.  

 

In the new home economic approach acting responsibly is considered as acting 

rationally (Becker and Murphy 1988). This is understood as calculating costs 

and utilities. Also in the life course approach it is assumed that people act 

rationally. However, in this approach it is agreed on the fact that not only 

rational calculating takes place but also norms and emotional feelings intervene 

and make rational acting difficult. A real rationally thinking person will decide not 

to have a child because it is not possible to clearly calculate costs and benefits 

(Huinink, Schröder et al. 2008). In the TPB it is assumed that individuals’ 

actions are reasoned and that they make systematic use of information 

available to them. People consider the implications of their actions before they 

decide to engage or not to engage in certain behaviours (Ajzen and Fishbein 

1980). From this point of view people want to show that they act responsibly 

and rationally and want to demonstrate that they consider all options well. It is 

assumed here that this is done because it is normatively expected and not 

because it is a cost benefit calculation. However, even if individuals present 

themselves as willing to act rationally the question remains if they really act that 

way, as other studies have shown that they do not (Burkart 1994; Sardadvar 

2010). To show that one considers all elements carefully is important for the 

interviewees as it is normatively expected and an internalised social norm. Like 

in other studies ( Keim, Klärner & Bernardi 2009; Sardadvar, 2010) data in this 

study have shown that fertility requires some sort of negotiation with the partner. 

Once couples have come to a basic agreement, only very little communication 
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takes place afterwards (Burkart, 1994), which, moreover, is barely rational, 

clear-cut or conscious (Sevón, 2005). In addition, people find it hard to weigh 

rational arguments against emotional desires and to judge their own situation 

and that of their partner (Kirchler, Rodler, Hölzl et al., 2001). The author also 

shows that people who do not want to have a child argue also in a very 

emotional way. They do not argue with their career or gives financial reasons. 

Also for them the fact that they do not have the need for a child or that a child 

simply does not fit in their life concept is argued.  

 

Easterlin (1980) has argued that people try to reach a very specific type of 

standard that was already determined in their minds during their childhood. 

Interviewees refer to their childhood and want to reach several things they have 

experienced during this time. However, not only the childhood shapes the life 

concept but also other important experiences. Additionally, the author does not 

consider only economic terms but add several other areas where people want 

to achieve things.  

 

Viewed from a couple’s perspective, women actively consider fertility. They take 

into account and plan their own (Burkart, 1994) and their partner’s (Sevón, 

2005) situation and seem to be more realistic than men (Goebel, 1997). In 

Austria women have more control over the fertility decision-making than men 

(Buber & Fliegenschnee, 2011). Often one of the partners waits until the other is 

ready for parenthood (Henwood, Shirani & Kellett, 2011). In this sample it 

occurred that men who delay fertility are perceived as problematic because they 

often refuse to talk about fertility. Interviewees in this study show that the 

question of how women can reconcile their different aspirations, implement their 

rather ambitious life concepts. And taking into account their partner’s ideas at 

the same time is particularly difficult for them. However both are important when 

it comes to the decision to have a child (Hutteman 2013). 

 

The issue of de-standardization of life courses (Brückner and Mayer 2005) and 

the fact that this leads to a lack of structure which increases uncertainty 

(Settersten 2007) is found in this research as well. However, this de-

standardization seems to be ambivalent because people still have not got the 
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feeling that they can decide freely without judgment from others. This has the 

effect that the uncertainty is even higher, because of the lack of clear structures 

and the fact that people face sanctions by others. Especially the fact that 

individuals or couples have to decide how and when important life course 

decisions are supposed to take place creates uncertainty (Beck 1986).  

 

Another assumption in the life course approach is the one that individuals orient 

towards individualisation. Individuals get in conflict with their wish for a child and 

their low desire for a long term commitment which can hinder their career. They 

further argue that family is losing its importance because of the fact that, 

nowadays, individual needs, social acceptance and status are mainly satisfied 

through work (Huinink 2000). Burkart (1994) has argued that normative 

considerations are connected to motherhood and a career is very crucial. He 

shows as well that individuals are supported by work and value the role of 

modern working women. The fact that women in this study fear to be reduced to 

the mother’s role shows how low the value of motherhood must be perceived. 

Also in this research it is shown that the social status is not gained though 

motherhood but work. For the men this was presented differently  because they 

do not fear the consequences of being seen only as a father. However, they 

fear to lose their freedom when they have to take over responsibility for a child. 

An issue that is also connected with the aspiration for individualisation. To fear 

a long term commitment, however, is not mentioned in the interviews. Only the 

fear to end up as a single mother and this is only mentioned by females. All of 

the interview partners have the wish to stay with their current partner for a long 

time or even forever.  

 

The interviewees’ descriptions of the fertility issue are in line with the life course 

approach, which understands having children as a process, in which own 

experiences (Elder, Johnson & Crosnoe, 2003; Huinink & Kohli, 2010) as well 

as those of others shape people’s life concepts which makes fertility plans 

unstable across the life course (Borchardt & Stöbel-Richter, 2004; 

Dommermuth, Klobas& Lappegard 2009; Johnson-Hanks, 2007; McQuillan, 

Greil & Shreffler 2010; Schröder, 2007). Fertility is not a simple decision taken 

at one point but needs to be seen as a process.  
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Huinink and Kohli (2010) have assumed that there is a variation of life course 

patterns between different social classes; an issue that this research cannot 

confirm easily. It has to be acknowledged that this sample consists of much 

more well educated than lower educated people. However, the few lower 

educated individuals here have very similar attitudes compared to the well 

educated interviewees. Still, this is an issue that would be very interesting to 

focus on in future research projects.  

 

To have a stable economic base is another assumption that is made within the 

framework of the life course approach (Huinink, Schröder et al. 2008). In 

principle, one can agree on the issue that all interview partners think about their 

financial situation and how they will manage to be financially stable. However, 

they also point out that they will never reach such a secure point before being 

too old and others stress the fact that they have already rather good conditions 

but still do not want to have a child. The most important argument is to be ready 

for this step and this is not only connected to the financial and labour market 

conditions. The feeling of being ready for a child is crucial for actually having 

children, a fact also mentioned by several other authors (Blossfeld & Huinink, 

2001; Huinink, Schröder & Boehnke 2008; Sevón, 2005). It is, however, only 

rarely taken into account (Buber & Fliegenschnee, 2011), although its 

importance is frequently underlined (Bernardi, Keim & v.d. Lippe 2007; 

Borchardt & Stöbel-Richter, 2004; Henwood, Shirani & Kellett, 2011; Sevón, 

2005). Readiness was described as being more than the sum of all 

preconditions. It is an emotional preparation for seeing yourself as a parent and 

admitting that you are really grown up. Being ready is shaped by norms 

(Diewald & Mayer, 2008) that stipulate that people should be mature and ready 

when they have a child (Settersten, 2003). 

 

Here it is concluded that norms have not lost their regulative power. Only that 

individuals today follow other norms than the generations before them. When 

we assume that today people are guided by other norms than in the past than 

we can assume that these norms make people postpone childbearing. We see 

that people consider many things to be important for their life concepts and 
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several issues should be finished before a new phase in life can be entered. 

Finishing education or getting work experiences are some of these issues just 

as well as a stable partnership with the “right” person. Interviewees narrate that 

ideally the couple should live together before getting married and save enough 

money. People know how they ideally should act by following internalised social 

norms. The issue that these norms get in conflict like when suggesting to be a 

modern woman and to be successful and independent at work and financially 

independent and on the other hand to devote your love and especially your time 

to your child. Such contradictions leave them with the feeling that one cannot 

follow all internalised norms and this makes responsible acting difficult. 

However, especially this responsible acting is what people try to do, because 

they realise that this is socially required even if the responsibility is differently 

perceived by women and men. A very important issue is as well to be 

emotionally, socially and psychologically stable and ready to become a parent. 

Without being ready to carry the responsibility people will not make the step 

toward parenthood.  

 

In this thesis, fertility was used as an example to show how major life course 

decisions are considered. It would be interesting to study also other life course 

events such as getting married or retiring in order to analyse if these events are 

considered in a similar way.  
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Appendix: 

Example of how the category system has developed 
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Example of a possible network card of importance:  
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Example of a possible network card of support:  
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Abstract English:  

 

Modern parenthood is a matter of decision and not the only way to lead an adult 

life (Burkart, 1994; Sevón, 2005). Although most young people value 

parenthood highly and want to have a family of their own (Henwood, Shirani & 

Kellett, 2011), fertility rates in many European countries – including Austria – 

are very low. 

 

This dissertation wants to answer the question how major life course transitions 

are reflected and which mechanisms come into play. How do individuals 

consider big life course decisions in general and how does their individual 

approach become obvious with respect to fertility? The life concept theory, 

which is developed in this dissertation, gives answers to these questions and 

shows what guides individual behaviour in different social settings.   

 

This study is embedded in the framework of the life course approach. The life 

course approach understands fertility behaviour as being connected to external 

and internal conditions (Huinink & Kohli, 2010). It also assumes that life is a 

process, in which experiences and previous decisions shape future actions 

(Elder, Johnson, Crosnoe, 2003; Huinink & Kohli, 2010; Mayer, 2004). Different 

life spheres interact and can be in conflict with each other (Huinink & Kohli, 

2010). Norms are thought to play an important role in fertility decisions (Huinink, 

2000; Mayer, 2004). According to this approach, people have mental maps 

which prepare them for future experiences (Settersten, 2003).  

 

This dissertation is based on 21 qualitative interviews with 13 Austrian women 

and 8 of their partners regarding their fertility ideas. The data were initially 

analysed with the help of objective hermeneutic sequence analysis, and in 

particular rough analysis (Froschauer & Lueger, 1992), to develop hypotheses 

and ideas. In the second step, grounded theory, and in particular ‘open coding’, 

‘axial coding’ and ‘selective coding’ (Strauss, 1991; Strauss & Corbin, 1996) 

were used to generate categories and their connections.  
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The result is the ‘life concept theory’. The core category, the life concept, needs 

to be understood as rough ideas about the future life. In line with many scholars 

it is argued that most people do not question parenthood and family because 

these are key elements in their life concepts (Borchardt & Stöbel-Richter, 2004; 

Schneewind, Vaskovics, Gotzler, et al. 1996, Goldberg et al. 2012). The social 

role is a very important category. In Austria, especially women who want to be 

modern mothers struggle with visualising their future role. The reasons might be 

that motherhood has a rather low status and value and is considered tiring, 

unacknowledged work (Mynarska, 2009; Borchardt & Stöbel-Richter, 2004; 

Schneewind, Vaskovics, Gotzler, et al. 1996, Crespi and Fontaine 2012). The 

men interviewed in this study narrate fewer difficulties with fatherhood because 

compared to the women none of them assumed he would be reduced to 

fatherhood. 

 

The life concept is influenced by two major sources, namely social requirements 

and people’s personal situations. Internalised social norms influence how social 

requirements are interpreted, like the issue of age and responsibility. It is 

assumed that these norms produce indirect social pressure especially when 

they contradict each other. Fertility is considered a couple decision. However 

also other factors shape the life concept, for instance, individual experiences. 

The interviewees described tackling the issue of fertility as a process and the 

feeling of being ready to have children as a crucial element in making the final 

decision.  
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Zusammenfassung Deutsch:  

 

Elternschaft heute bedarf einer Entscheidung und ist nicht die einzige 

Möglichkeit ein Leben als Erwachsener zu führen (Burkart, 1994; Sevón, 2005). 

Obwohl eine eigene Familie für die meisten jungen Menschen einen hohen 

Wert hat (Henwood, Shirani & Kellett, 2011), sind Fertilitätsraten in vielen 

europäischen Ländern – darunter Österreich – sehr niedrig.  

 

Mit dieser Dissertation soll der Frage nachgegangen werden wie junge 

Menschen wichtige Lebenslaufübergänge reflektieren und überdenken und 

welche Mechanismen hier einwirken. Wie denken Individuen über große 

Lebensveränderungen nach und wie kommen diese individuellen Überlegungen 

zum Tragen, im Besondern in Bezug auf die Fertilität? Die „life concept theory“, 

die in dieser Dissertation entwickelt wird, gibt Antworten auf diese Fragen und 

zeigt was individuelles Verhalten in verschiedenen sozialen Settings prägt.  

 

Diese Forschung ist in den Lebenslaufansatz („life course approach“) 

eingebettet. Dieser Ansatz nimmt an, dass beim Fertilitätsverhalten der 

Austausch von äußeren und internen Umständen betrachtet werden muss 

(Huinink & Kohli, 2010). Das Leben wird prozesshaft verstanden und frühere 

Erfahrungen prägen zukünftige Entscheidungen (Elder, Johnson, Crosnoe, 

2003; Huinink & Kohli, 2010; Mayer, 2004). Die unterschiedlichen 

Lebensbereiche können sich gegenseitig beeinflussen und in Konflikt treten 

(Huinink & Kohli, 2010). Es wird angenommen, dass Normen eine wesentliche 

Rolle bei Fertilitätsentscheidungen spielen (Huinink, 2000; Mayer, 2004). 

Zudem wird davon ausgegangen, dass Menschen mentale Fahrpläne haben 

um auf zukünftige Erfahrungen vorbereitet zu sein (Settersten, 2003). 

 

Diese Dissertation basiert auf 21 qualitativen Interviews, 13 mit österreichischen 

Frauen und 8 ihrer männlichen Partner. Dabei ging es um deren Gedanken 

bezüglich zukünftiger Fertilität. Die Daten wurden mit hermeneutischer 

Sequenzanalyse im speziellen Grobanalyse analysiert (Froschauer & Lueger, 

1992), um Hypothesen und Ideen zu entwickeln. Im Weiteren wurde Grounded 
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Theory und hier im speziellen „offenes“, „axiales“ und „selektives“ Kodieren 

verwendet (Strauss, 1991; Strauss & Corbin, 1996) um Kategorien und deren 

Verbindungen zu identifizieren.  

 

Das Ergebnis ist die „life concept theory“. Die Kernkategorie ist das „life 

concept“. Dieses muss als grobe Idee über das zukünftige Leben verstanden 

werden. In Übereinstimmung mit bisheriger Forschung wird auch hier gezeigt, 

dass viele Menschen eine eigene Familie nicht in Frage stellen, da sie ein 

Schlüsselelement in ihren Lebenskonzepten darstellt (Borchardt & Stöbel-

Richter, 2004; Schneewind, Vaskovics, Gotzler, et al. 1996, Goldberg et al. 

2012). Die soziale Rolle ist ein wesentliches Element. In diesem Sample 

beschreiben besonders Frauen, die moderne Mütter sein wollen, ihre 

Schwierigkeiten diese zukünftige Rolle zu visualisieren. Der Grund dafür könnte 

sein, dass Mutterschaft als ermüdend und wenig anerkannt beschrieben wird 

und die Frauen berichten, dass diese mit einem niedrigen sozialen Status 

assoziiert wird (Mynarska, 2009; Borchardt & Stöbel-Richter, 2004; 

Schneewind, Vaskovics, Gotzler, et al. 1996, Crespi and Fontaine 2012). Die 

Männer in dieser Studie nennen weniger Schwierigkeiten mit ihrer zukünftigen 

Vaterrolle, denn im Vergleich zu den Frauen wird nicht angenommen, dass sie 

bloß auf diese Rolle reduziert werden.  

 

Das „life concept“ wird von zwei wesentlichen Quellen beeinflusst, den sozialen 

Gegebenheiten und den individuellen Situationen. Es wird angenommen, dass 

internalisierte soziale Normen bestimmen wie soziale Gegebenheiten 

interpretiert werden, wie etwa die Themen Alter oder Verantwortung. Diese 

Normen, so die Annahme, erzeugen indirekten Druck. Weiteres wird Fertilität 

als Paarentscheidung verstanden. Aber auch andere Faktoren wie individuelle 

Erfahrungen prägen das „life concept“. Die Entscheidung über die Fertilität wird 

in den Narrationen als Prozess beschrieben und das Gefühl bereit für diesen 

Lebensabschnitt zu sein wird als das grundlegendes Element verstanden um 

diese Entscheidung zu treffen.  
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