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ABSTRACT: The Generation and Gender Surveys (GSS) are nowywided to study
family, notably fertility, partnerships and fertjliintentions, as evidenced by the num-
ber of recent papers using the data. The qualitheffertility and partnership histories
has been evaluated and found reasonable in a mgjofiEuropean countries. Howev-
er, the quality and cross-country comparability eftility intentions across all GGS
countries has not yet been assessed. In the caftexttroader piece of work on aggre-
gate intended family size in Europe, we presentgiteeral structure of questions on
intentions in the original questionnaire templat@édaa cross-national comparison of
actual setups. Using two examples, we assess hof¥iltpre-and response categories
can affect (a) the proportion of persons declarthgt they wish to remain childless,
and (b) the mean number of children intended. Weigeoadvice on dealing with in-
tention questions in current studies and recommeadstfor future surveys. Overall,
we propose simplification of the questions conceyitive intended number of children,
and to dissociate the questions on short-term deeding intentions.

Keywords: Generation and Gender Surveys, data quality,lifertntentions, family
size, Europe

1. INTRODUCTION

As a result of a recent attempt to describe lifegldertility intentions at the
macro level across European countries (Beaujouabot®a, et al. 2013), we
discovered several shortcomings in the comparglifidata on life-long fertil-
ity intentions across countries and over time.ppeared that the method by
which respondents were asked about the total nuofbahildren intended was
not comparable across surveys, for instance thlifyeand Family Surveys
(FFS) and Generation and Gender Surveys (GGS)nbre importantly across
GGS country surveys. One of the reasons appearbe tihe variety of the
guestions used as filters and asked prior to tlestgpn on additional number of
intended children. Another reason appeared to tesw@t of differences in the
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pre-codes used for these questions. Here, we expéorations in the pre-filters
and response categories across surveys and theseaqeences in terms of
comparability when dealing with intended familyesiand other questions on
intentions.

Studies on intentions generally cover two perspestithe short term, relat-
ed to the realisation of intentions within a certéine frame, and the long term,
related to life-long intentions, their change otlex life course and the overall
fit of completed fertility with the number of chilen intended earlier on in life.
Analysis of intentions and the number of childreregpondent wishes to have
is a challenging endeavour. High levels of uncetya{Bernardi, Cavalli and
Mynarska 2010; Morgan 1982; Ni Bhrolchdin and Beaan 2011) and fre-
guent individual changes in the answers given ésdhquestions (lacovou and
Patricio Tavares 2011) make results unstable aghliyhsensitive to the way
guestions are asked. Sensitivity to question waordirheightened by the diver-
sity of concepts related to family preferences,iistance (societal) ideal fami-
ly size, but also desires, intentions and expexiatregarding the future num-
ber of children. Translating the questions intoeotlanguages adds an addi-
tional layer of ambiguity (Harkness and Schoua-Gdug 1998; Weinreb and
Sana 2008).

Previous studies have shown that in general thstigmmaire design and the
order and formulation of the questions influence thsults obtained (larossi
2006; Mathews et al. 2012; Schwarz and Strack 198lirangeau and Smith
1996). In addition, results also depend on fileend on category labels (or pre-
codes) (Poe et al. 1988; Schaeffer and Presser, X@fg 2012). Questions
on intentions certainly do not depart from thesgsesations, and (for instance)
the proportion planning to remain childless or thiended family size could
depend on the filters and pre-codes of the surw@stipns. In looking at a
repeated British survey (Centre for Population @ea®HS database 1979-
2009), Ni Bhrolchain and Beaujouan (2011) obsethat introducing the pos-
sibility of uncertain answers (“Probably yes”, “Bably not”) into a question
on intentions (coded yes/no) greatly reduced thalbmu of people answering
“Don’t know”. In addition, it is possible that th@oportions giving positive or
negative answers and also the intended familywere affected. It is therefore
incumbent on researchers to try and understanddifrew the filters and pre-
codes affect the answers to the questions on iatentThis is important be-
cause diversity in the ways questions on intentemesposed in GGS surveys
could raise concerns about the comparability afltesMoreover, researchers’
perceptions of societal phenomenon across counsiesh as number of in-
tended children and voluntary childlessness, etuld be biased as a result of
survey design.

In order to understand possible issues of compéyahcross the GGS sur-
veys, we need to measure the direct incidence e$tmpnnaire design on the
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distribution and average number of children intend&e start by describing
the variety of ways that questions on fertilityentions have been asked in the
GGS questionnaires so far. We then check whetpattarn in the frequency of
missing and “Don’t know” (DK) answers emerges, defeg on the response
categories in the intention question in the FFS @@&5. We then use the CPC
GHS data series to (1) estimate how the propogifomomen who say they do
not intend to have any child varies with the chaimgthe response categories
available to a question on long-term intentions] &) calculate the range in
the number of children a woman says she intentiave depending on the pre-
codes of the previous filter variable. We finaltynement on which set of ques-
tions appears most suited to asking questions mifityeintentions in order to
simplify the questionnaires and increase surveyparability.

2. THE CASE OF THE GGS SURVEYS
2.1Concepts

GGS questionnaires originate from the Generatiah@Gender Project, an am-
bitious and successful project which aims to dgvedad exploit a series of
standard panel surveys around the world, accomgdayi@ contextual database
furnishing a series of economic and population dattirs. The researchers
involved in the project proposed a standard questive that — if adopted uni-
formly by all countries — would ensure internatibnamparability of results
(Vikat et al. 2007). “The GGS aims at internatiooamparability by providing
the survey design, common definitions, a standaestipnnaire, and common
instructions that each participating country shdoltbw” (Vikat et al. 2007).
Harmonisation involves the colossal task of seveeakarchers producing a
uniform set of variables across countries (Kvedet Galico 20085. Overall,
apart from some country-specific concerns (Kreylenét al. 2013), the data
appear to ensure a good level of comparabilityngigg family events (Neels
et al. 2011) and GGS is now widely used.

However, the complexity of the questionnaire andntry specificities (re-
sulting from harmonisation with previously existisgrveys for inclusion in
time series, etc.) have resulted in considerablerbgeneity in the way some
guestions are posed. In this paper we focus orsdéhtton concerning fertility
intentions. Questions on intentions were conceivethe GGS according to
three main ideas (Vikat et al. 2007). The first wamg the “Prospective focus”
of the survey (three-year interval up to the neav&) to implement the Theory

2 Information on filters and routing applied duritige harmonisation process for specific
variables are available on request by emailing ggig@nl. In this paper we use the original
intention variables before harmonisation.
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of Planned Behaviour (behaviour reflects individguahformed decisions) in
Miller and Pasta’'s framework (Miller and Pasta 199%he panel was used to
ask questions at the first wave on intentions nefarence time window, and
then in the following wave about the events thatiddave happened regarding
these intentions. The second idea was to introdegeees of certainty into the
guestions, as a result of research suggestingntieaitions are subject to uncer-
tainty (Schaeffer and Thomson 1992; Thomson anaideh 1995). Finally,
regarding intended family size, the team decidedhdopt a parity-specific
measure by asking for the additional number oindézl children.

2.2The questions and filters

Figure | provides the suggested layout in the stechdjuestionnaire for ques-
tions on fertility intentions; the actual sequenéguestions is available in the
Appendix. The questions that relate directly teiritons are circled. The others
are those used as a pre-filter in at least onetopuWe will return to them in
the next section.

Short-term intentions were asked with the questi@m you intend to have
a/another child during the next three yedrsthd possible responses were
“Definitely yes”, “Probably yes”, “Probably not”,Definitely not” and “Don’t
know”. Long-term intentions were asked with the sfien: “Supposing you do
not have a/another child during the next three gedo you intend to have any
(more) children at all?and the pre-codes for the answers were the sanfer a
the short-term question. The third question, camogrthe additional number
of children intended, was only asked if the resgmdjave a positive or uncer-
tain answer to the first or second question. Thmairing “Definitely not”
responses were filtered out and attributed a vafzero.

The first two questions can be combined to obté#@ldng fertility inten-
tions. However, combining the answers to thesetiuesis complex, and the
second question is@nditionalone: it is perfectly possible that people adjust
their answers depending on the answer they haeadyrgiven to the first
guestion (Schaeffer and Presser 2003), and itiie fkely that a combination
of short- and conditional long-term questions deesequal one overall long-
term question on intentions.

An additional layer of complexity is added by agkimbout the number of
additional children intended (in the standard questionnaaayl not theotal
number. Thetotal number of children intended is strongly dependanthe
guality of the declarations concerning the numbi@ven children in the survey
and the quality of the responses on own childreiegdrom country to country
(Neels et al. 2011).
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Are you (Is your partner/spouse)
currently pregnant?

no no

Do you yourselfj yes As far as you know, is
want to have it physically possible
a/another baby for you, yourself, to

- Definitely yes |, -
Nnow FI’Obably yes ave a/another baby

Probably not (+ sterilization)

no don’t know (+ partner)
yes

Do you intend to have a/another child

Definitely not
during the next three years? ]

Definitely yes Definitely not
Probably yes Probably not
don’t know

Supposing you do not have a/another child
during the next three years, do you inten
to have any (more) children at all?

Definite
not

y

Definitely yes
Probably yes
Probably not

don’t know

How many (more) children in total do you
intend to have

0<=n n=0

Note The circled questions are in the fertility intems part of the survey, while the
other questions are all potential filter questifmasn the preceding fertility block. Questions
on intentions were asked of men and women excefEdtonia.

* In theory, ‘Do you yourself want to have a/another baby ‘hsmould not be used as a
filter, but because it was present in one countsylsvey design it is included here. The
guestion on intention to adopt is not presentedabse it is generally not accounted for in
the calculation of mean intended family size (agsult of it not being available in other
surveys).

Figure |
Simplified diagram of the questions on childbeaiimgntions, as suggested
in the GGS standard questionnaire
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2.3 Consequences of complexity

Overall, the set of questions used to ascertagntitins is long and includes
many filters. Filters are good because they aveldng respondents unneces-
sary questions. However, repeated filtering onrietated questions could pose
a threat to the quality of the survey. It is impaottt that all the GGS country
guestionnaires are implemented in the same wayetsons of comparability,

and that there is as little space as possible rfor.eNevertheless, as we shall
see the original questionnaire has been implemequgd inconsistently across
countries. In addition, each country translated dbestionnaire into its own

language. This creates additional ambiguity thatise explore here via one of
the filter questions.

2.3.1 Country exceptions and pre-codes for the main guresson intentions

The exceptions to the standard questionnaire iritientions block’ are nu-
merous (Table 1). In most countries answers tcshuet-/long-term intentions
guestions include uncertainty: “Definitely not”, rtbably not”, “Probably
yes”, “Definitely yes” (four-category coding). Irrdhce and Germany an addi-
tional explicit “Don’t know” pre-code was added. Wever, in Hungary, the
Netherlands and Norway intention questions wereeddies”, “No”, “Don’t
know”, and in Australia the question was not askédall. In the first three
countries the time dimension also disappearedshert- and long-term inten-
tions were not differentiated.

The cause of this heterogeneity is the incorpamatibthe GGS into pre-
existing survey series or in a survey planned ledfand. In the case of Hunga-
ry, the national survey that would become the fivave of the GGS was car-
ried out in 2001, before completion of the modedstionnaire: it was used for
improving the questionnaire together with two pifatrveys in the Russian
Federation and the United Kingdom. In the Nethel$anthe survey was
adapted from the Fertility and Family Survey se @&V). In Australia the
GGS corresponded with the fifth wave of HILDA, aindNorway it was inte-
grated into the Life course, Generation and Gestlgty (LOGG). In ltaly the
Family and Social Subjects (FSS) survey was alsptad to fit the GGS, and
some questions remain closer to the national sutheye are no pre-filters for
intention questions and the total number of chiidig asked instead of the
additional numbet.

Additionally, in the countries where pre-codes walloncertainty, the ques-
tion “How many (more) children in total do you intenchtve? was asked if

3 Country-specific documentation concerning harmditisds available upon request di-
rectly from the country harmonisation teams.
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the respondent answered “Probably not”, “Probalely” yand “Definitely yes”
to the previous questions, except in France andridolvhere it was not asked
if the answer was “Probably not” (Sebille and Régtioilier 2007). For the
remaining categories the number of (additional)dcbh wanted was set to
zero.

The variation in the pre-codes from one surveynwilzer could have sever-
al consequences. First, when allowing explicitlyDon’t know” answer the
proportion of “Don’t knows” is generally higher thavhen allowing only a
substantive response (Poe et al. 1988). Seconsyiad) declaration of positive
or negative uncertainty allows respondents to esgprambivalent feelings
(Schaeffer and Thomson 1992), and this could chémgeverall distribution
of positive and negative responses. Since it igraifpg question for the num-
ber intended, it could also change the numbersadstin this last question: the
preceding question and the answer given to it seeshape attitudes towards
the following question (Schaeffer and Presser 2003)

Countries where the question was framed exactly ass in the original
survey have the highest response rates, with tbhpoption of missing and
“Don’t know” responses ranging from between 2 arhl fger cent for the two
first questions on intentions (Table*l)Ve could not distinguish between miss-
ing and “Don’t know”, because they were not codepasately or distinctively
in most countries.

Regarding thentended family sizgariable, we notice that Belgium, Esto-
nia, Romania and Australia have very high levelsnifsing or “Don’t know”
(up to 44 per cent). These appear highly age degpegndnd we cannot explain
them by simply looking at the regular pre-filteis.is possible that a non-
identifiable filter has been applied, or that abhfroportion of people did not
give an answer on the number of intended childtiemwigh these proportions
appear too high to support this second possibility.

Again, in countries providing uncertain responséegaries in four pre-
codes to the preceding questions, the proportionisging or “Don’t know” on
the intended family sizerariable ranged from 0.2-3.2 per cent (omitting th
countries with very high levels of missing dataj.the Netherlands, Hungary
and Norway this proportion ranged from 5.2 to 1J3eBcent.

Overall, the response rates to the intention questivere somewhat lower
in all the countries clearly allowing a “Don’t kndvanswer (which includes
France and Germany).

4 With the exception of Belgium (7.5 per cent) antbBi (10.5 per cent).

5 In the countries studied here the code sometiniésretl for missing and “Don’t
know”. However, this is true in only a few counsriand these detailed variables are current-
ly not available in the harmonised database. The wersion of the intention variables is
available on request by emailing ggp@nidi.nl.
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Table 1
Characteristics of the questions on intentions extended family size: Age
range, pre-codes, time window for first questiogrcgntage of missing values
and “Don’t know” answers, and other comments

Age Pre-codes Time % miss/DK | % miss/DK
U = 18-50 _“Do you window? | . “Do you _ number Other comments
intend...” " | intend...” * intended *
Starts directly
Australia 18-45 - No - 27.7 with number
intended
Austria 18-45 4-cat Yes 5.0 0.9
Belgium U 4-cat Yes 7.5 44.1
Bulgaria U 4-cat Yes 3.6 1.8
Women only;
asked a range;
Estonia 21-45 4-cat No 10.5 31.6 not precise
whether addi-
tional or total
Additional
France U 4-cat+ DK | Yes 11.0 3.2 number not
asked of PN
Georgia U 4-cat Yes 4.5 0.4
Germany | U 4-cat+DK | Yes 10.0 125 fpro.b.'em.w'th.
ertility histories
Hungary 21-45 Yes, No, DK| No 4.6 5.2
Ask total and
Italy U 4-cat Yes 3.2 3.2 not additional
number intended
Lithuania U 4-cat Yes 5.4 2.8
Netherlands| 18-45 Yes, No, DK| No 16.6 17.3
No DK category
Norway u Z(SE) No, No 7.5 5.4 in the question-
naire
Additional
Poland U 4-cat Yes 2.0 2.3 number not
asked of PN
Romania U 4-cat Yes 2.6 41.1
Russia ) 4-cat Yes 4.21 1.05

Source Generation and Gender Surveys (V4.1), variabladsfitional number of chil-
dren intended before harmonisation.

Abbreviations: DK stands for “Don’t know”, miss famissing. 4-cat stands for the
standard four-category coding (DN, PN, PY, DY) widhN="Definitely not”, PN="Probably
not”, PY="Probably yes”, DY="Definitely yes”. In te countries the DK option was pro-
posed explicitly together with the 4-category poeles.

* Proportions are given for eligible women aged 20-equivalent proportions for men
are available on request. The proportion of missind “Don’t know” in the fourth column
are calculated by combining the answers to thetfive questions on intentions (see Figure |
for details of the questions). The proportion ir tlifth column, the variable of number
intended, may be lower or higher depending on wéretie people answering “Don’t know”
to the preceding question have been asked or ntfido intended number.
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2.3.2 A variety of pre-filters before the main questiamsintentions

Questions asked before the intentions section wsed to select who would be
asked the questions on intentions. There was a filsr based on the age of
the respondent (and of the partner if relevantjyels as on the sex of the part-
ner in some countries. A question gry short-termexpectationsvas asked in
the fecundity section:Do you yourself want to have a/another baby now?
(“Yes”, “No”, “Not sure”). It was used as a posgivilter only in France (all
persons stating “Yes” were added to the “Definitghg” category of the short-
term intention question). Questions on the perckaility of the respondent
(and of his/her partner) to have children were alsed as filter questions, and
finally on whether the respondent (and his/her reajt had been sterilised.
Pregnancy was used to try and adapt the questiotigetstate of the woman,
though in Germany pregnant women were not askedtaleir intentions.

Table 2
Answers to the question “Do you yourself want taeha/another baby now?”
(women 20—44) and observations on country spdaficiegarding
this question

Childless women Used
Yes No Not Comment on wording asa
sure filter?
Australia Question not asked N/a
Austria 16 84 0 Nowunderlined, DK instead of not sure, No
not coded (99)
Belgium 20 76 5 As in main questionnaire No
Bulgaria 52 37 10 “Personally” instead of “yourdelf No
Estonia Question not asked N/a
France 12 85 3 Are you currently trying to havéngd® Yes
Georgia - - - As in main questionnaire, but filgsue No
Germany 42 58 0 “Don't know” instead of “Not surett No
coded (-8)
Hungary Question not asked N/a
Italy Question not asked N/a
Lithuania 25 59 16 As in main questionnaire No
Netherlands Question not asked N/a
Norway 21 76 3 Currently (“Don’t know” instead dflt No
sure”, but coded 3)
Poland 26 64 10 As in main questionnaire No
Romania 36 55 9 Questionnaire not available (@sam N/a
questionnaire)
Russia 51 38 12 Do you yourself would like to have No

(another) child?
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An interesting observation arises regarding thestime on ‘Do you want to
have ababy now” (Table 2): this question seems to have been it in a
variety of different ways. For instance, in Fraitcagppeared to ask whether the
respondent was currently trying to become pregnBEmere, the proportion of
persons responding “Yes” is very low, like in Austwhere thenow had been
underlined. In other countries the time referene@s wmphasised less, and in
Russia there was notably no time reference atraRRussia the proportion an-
swering “Yes” is very high, and the question hadaiely been perceived as a
life-long intentions question. We cannot interpestactly what the question
sounded like in these different languages, bufdbethat the re-translation into
English saw a word change suggests that the mearasghot always exactly
the same in all countries.

Questions concerning fecundity and sterilisatiomengther important pre-
filters of the section on intentions. Here agaim, @bserve a wide variety of
ways of posing questions, of options availableetspondents and whether the
answers were used as a filter for the intentiontiaze (Table 3). In some sur-
veys those who responded that they were infecurrd wet asked about their
childbearing intentions. This can be problematiewltalculating the average
number of children intended. Indeed, considerirag thfecund people intend
no child assumes that they have renounced havipglatd, which is not nec-
essarily true (as persons aged 20—-39 who knowtlilegtcannot have a child
are mostly those who have already tried and thiginatly wanted to have
children). On the other hand, considering thatrtientions are the same as
the intentions of the others (by ignoring infecysetsons in the calculations,
for instance,) would not take account of the fheit they have probably cor-
rected their intentions downwards. Still, it migkgem inappropriate to ask
persons who know they cannot have babies whetlgrwtlant one or not. By
contrast, taking a partner’s infecundity or steation as a filter appears at least
partly irrelevant as the possibility of medicalaiment or finding a new “fer-
tile” partner cannot be ruled out.
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Table 3
Answers to the question “Some people are not palgiable to have children.
As far as you know, is it physically possible fouyyourself, to have a/another
baby?” (idem for partner), and “Have you been slisdd or have you had an
operation that makes it impossible for you to hawild/more children?”
(idem for partner) and a note on whether each qoesvas used as a filter
for the intentions section

%

Fecund Partner Sterilised Part'ner definitely Sg}(’me
fecund sterilised not 35_44
fecund

Australia not asked not asked | filter filter
Austria not a filter not a filter not a filter not a filter 55 9.9
Belgium not a filter not a filter not a filter not a filter 5.1 10.2
Bulgaria not a filter not a filter not a filter not a filter 2.8 5.1
Estonia transformed not asked not asked directly  not asked 4.8 5.0
France transformed, filter = filter filter filter 3.8 7.8
Georgia not a filter not a filter not a filter not a filter 10.3 17.1
Germany filter not a filter filter not a filter 8.0 11.8
Hungary not asked directly  not asked not asked not asked 6 2. 44
Italy not asked not asked not asked not asked
Lithuania not a filter not a filter not a filter not a filter 3.0 5.8
Netherlands  not asked not asked not asked not asked
Norway transformed transformed  not asked not asked 7.6 13.4
Poland not a filter not a filter not a filter not a filter 0.6 0.9
Romania n/a n/a n/a n/a 5.6 9.0
Russia not a filter not a filter not a filter not a filter 6.0 114

Source Generation and Gender Survey V4.1 + crude vaialbladditional number of
children intended.

Overall, the complexity of the questionnaire abiotgntions seems to open
a door to a series of problems of comparability andr. As we have seen,
some countries exhibit elevated levels of missiatues and/or unusable an-
swers; this could stem from mistakes when implemmgnthe filters in the
country questionnaire and this is more likely tawcin a complex setting.
Harmonising the data is also difficult in these ditions, and errors can occur
when deriving the harmonised variables, as it reguapplying the right coun-
try-specific filters and attributing zero to peopldno have been filtered out
because they cannot have children (for the additionmber of children in-
tended), etc. Overall, in a comparative contexti@stjonnaire design that does
not leave a margin for error seems preferable, useckeaving these margins of
error could result in an accumulation of small maacies that threaten the
overall quality of the data.
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3. INSIGHTS FROM OTHER SURVEYS

Exploration of the GGS section on fertility intearis reveals important hetero-
geneity between questionnaires. However, we hatvexmored the effect of
the variety of coding on actual measurements.i#f éffect is not significant,
then the heterogeneity across surveys could passmple survey variability.
If it is significant, however, then we should beeafal to use only countries
with equivalent sets of questions in internaticc@hparisons.

We take as a first example the calculation of thepprtion of childless
women saying they intend to remain childless inRR& and GGS surveys. We
do this to provide a sense of how taking into aoctdbon’t know” responses
can affect results. We then take a more substamkample that directly
demonstrates the impact of the introduction of wiadge coding for the inten-
tion questions on, for example, the proportionndiag to remain childless and
the mean intended family size.

3.1The FFS and GGS

In the FFS pre-codes were restricted to “Yes”, “Maoil “Don’t know” for the
guestion Do you want to have another chitthildren of your own some time?
The frequency of “Don’t know” answers ranges froni9 per cent in 16 out of
22 FFS countries (results not shown here). Ovetadl,proportions of missing
and “Don’'t know” responses are higher than in th@SGsurveys, with uncer-
tain response categories (Table 1). However, theyrathe same range as the
GGS exceptions, which coded their answers in theesaay as the FFS. Un-
like the GGS, we can differentiate the missing galand the “Don’'t know”
responses in the FFS, and can see that in somériesuenlarge majority of the
values not indicated are “Don’'t know”, while in etls they are missing.
Whether “Don’t know” responses are used or nothgyrespondent might be a
country-specific reaction to that type of questibut it is much more likely that
the choice comes down to interviewer instructiohetier or not the interview-
er has been asked to explicitly propose “Don’t khew an option. As previ-
ously mentioned, when people are allowed to ch@&aiddle of the road”
answer they are much more likely to choose thigooiG. Bishop, Oldendick
and Tuchfarber 1983). Conversely, not having tlpfom sometimes forces
people to answer purely hypothetical or fictitioesgents (see G. F. Bishop,
Tuchfarber and Oldendick 1986). A pre-code thatuihes “Don’t know” in-
creases the proportion of “Don’'t know” responsempared with when this
option is not available. The overall distributiohamswers is therefore modified
artificially by the availability of choice, and radily affects the proportion of
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women intending to remain childless. Evidence caming interviewer instruc-
tions should shed light on differences between t@m

So, can we interpret the trends from FFS to GG&emroportion of child-
less women who want a child (Table 4, columns 2@&fdWe notice that there
are fewer “Don't know” responses in countries whé@en't know” was not
proposed, i.e. in most countries introducing uraety (“Certainly yes” and
“Certainly not”). As a result, if one considersttliae introduction of uncertain
codes does not change the balance between pasitilvaegative answers, then
the proportion of all women not intending a chitibald be larger in GGS-type
surveys than in FFS-type surveys. Indeed, on thelemie share of negative
answers is reduced where there are more “Don’t Kmesponses. On the other
hand, missing data are included in the denominatdhe GGS because we
cannot differentiate them from the “Don’'t know” pemses, which leads to
under-evaluating the proportion. Overall howevée proportions of “Don’t
know” responses in the FFS were higher than thegution of missing and
“Don’t know” in GGS. This leads us to conclude tlitla¢ first bias might be
stronger, and that decreasing trends between tleysuin calculated intended
childlessness would thus accurately be negativegihander-estimated, while
positive trends might be fictitious due to the dmim the question.

In comparing proportions in the FFS and GGS (colurdrand 6), we can
see that while the proportion of childless womemtivey to have no more chil-
dren was lower in the second period in most coesitrihe trend increased in
France, Germany and Italy. We cannot say whethiptsitive trend is real or
fictitious using the information we have availab®verall, the changes do not
look particularly consistent from one dataset tother. For instance, it does
not appear plausible that in Lithuania and Estdhnépercentage intending to
remain childless dropped between the 1990s an@aBes from levels higher
than nine to levels ranging from one to five. Th®rsy decrease also appears
somewhat surprising in other eastern European deanthough we can pro-
pose two reasons for this: first, recovery fromesigdd of high political uncer-
tainty, and second, with the delay in age at tiisth more childless women
still expect to have children. Finally, it is sugdng to see that France has high-
er levels of childlessness intentions than Austrithe latest period, despite it
having a much lower level of childlessness. Thegumtween the 1990s and
the 2000s in France seems to confirm that this ttpuras problematic inten-
tion data in the GGS, at least for childless women.

Overall it appears theoretically and empiricallffidult to draw conclusions
on expected childlessness and their trends usgggttata. In the GGS we can
only give a range of expectations, and in both Hstshigh variation in the
proportion coded “Don’t know” is an alarming feagur
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Table 4
Proportion of childless women aged 20-39 who dadmtend to have a child,
in %, calculated including or excluding the “Dokhow”/missing data in the
denominator, in FFS (1990s) and in GGS (2000s)

FES GGS
No Definitely not (no) Definitely + Probably no
Excluding | Whole Excluding Whole Excluding Whole
DK sample | missing/DK | sample | missing/DK sample

Austria 15.8 15.8 5.6 5.2 13.8 13.0
Belgium 23.2 22.9 14.5 13.3 23.1 21.1
Bulgaria 10.6 10.0 5.2 49 6.8 6.4
Estonia 9.4 9.4 1.8 1.7 2.2 2.0
France 9.2 8.7 16.1 14.0 17.4 15.2
Germany 21.9 15.1 18.2 15.6 24.3 20.9
Hungary 4.1 3.8 7.5 6.9
Italy 4.8 45 5.1 4.9 9.8 9.4
Lithuania 12.0 9.3 14 1.4 4.6 4.3
Norway 6.6 6.0 14.7 135
Poland 39.3 29.9 4.8 4.6 12.9 12.6

Source Fertility and Family Survey (1990s); Generatioml &ender Survey V4.1,

Reading note: In the Belgian FFS the percentage ofiemowho answered “No” to the
guestion on intentions, when excluding the “Donibl” responses from the denominator
(i.e. keeping only 'substantive’ answers) is 232 gent. Among all women, including those
who answered “Don’t know”, the proportion is alitsmaller (22.9 per cent).

3.2Trend disruption in Great Britain: Do numbers defdeon the preceding
guestion?

Given these observations, we need to assess tlaetimpa change in the filter-
ing questions on the calculated number of intencteltiren. We assume that
knowing or not knowing the numbers intended by“tben’t know” responses
could already play a role in this, since includorgexcluding them already had
an impact on the proportion intending no child &ble 4. The introduction of
additional uncertain pre-codes could also havergract. We will verify these
two assumptions using the General Household SuBSRC CPC series
(Beaujouan, Berrington et al. 2013; Beaujouan, Broand Ni Bhrolchdin
2011). In this data series, intentions questiorsghd between 1990 and 1991.

Up to 1990:

“Do you think that you will have any (more) childranall (after the one

you are expecting) (“Yes”, “No” or “Don’t know”)
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If “Yes” or “Don’t know”, “How many children do you think you will have
born to you in all [including those you have alrgafivho are still alive)
(and the one you are expecting)]

From 1991:

“Do you think that you will have any (more) childiegrall (after the one

you are expectin@) (“Yes”, “Probably yes”, “Probably not”, “No”, “Dort’
know”)

Persons answering Don’t know are probed for a moeeise answer, and
then all persons having answered “Yes” or “Probgkely’ are asked:

“How many children do you think you will have basryou in all [includ-

ing those you have already (who are still alive)ddahe one you are expect-

ing)|?”

Figure 1l shows the proportions relating to thessponse categories. We al-
ready see that the introduction of uncertain presaeshuffles the answers.

0
70/0

60 '---—‘-------—-s

T P
30 e\

20 \M/v_/
10 Y

N

1988 1991 1994 1998 2002 2005-07
Survey year

Yes ccccce Yes + P Yes

0

1979 1982 1985

Don't know NO === No + P No

Source General Household Survey ESRC CPC series (Beaujouaringgen et al.
2013). See also: Ni Bhrolchain, M. and Beaujouarf2&11).

Figure 1l
Distribution of the responses to the question aarition to have a child in a
British survey series, 1979-2005/7, women 18-44

In order to estimate the impact we group the twarydefore and the two
years after the change. Though we can see a gemesdive trend for the
“Yes” and a negative trend for “Don’t know”, theigeno clear trend for “No”.
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For “Yes” there is no trend in the additional numbgchildren intended (curve
not shown here), so we can assume that there vimulab significant differ-
ence between the two years before and the two ydtes the change if no
change took place. We will discuss the possibldigapons of this assumption
afterwards. First, we calculate the proportion aimven aged 18-44 intending
no further children, and as in the GGS, the propomf childless women (aged
18-34) that seem to intend to remain childless raicg to the pre-codes for
the first question. As a second step, we calculaedditional number of chil-
dren intended in these two groups, and estimatghiat extend the result is
influenced by the same pre-codes.

As in GGS there is a direct effect of adjusting ‘oon’t know” responses
on theproportion intending no (more) childrewhen pre-codes are “Yes”,
“No” and “Don’t know” (Table 5): the proportion jups from 54 to 60 per cent
among all women and from 13 to 15 per cent amorilglebs women. There
are several options available for comparing the@rion before and after the
change depending on the research question.

If we try to isolate who is really certain to noamt a/another child — i.e. in-
cluding “Don’t know” in denominators, and leavingrobables’ out of the nu-
merator in the second period — then the proportioinwishing to have (more)
children at all decreases drastically among all eortb4 to 47 per cent) and
childless women (13 to 7 per cent). This confirimat tthe “No” code in the
three-category option certainly does not correspmnthe “No” code in the
four-category option in the General Household SggvEGHS). As a conse-
guence, the “Definitely not” in the four-categorgtion of the GGS certainly
does not correspond with the “No” category of tiwSFand of the GGS excep-
tions (and maybe even less than in the GHS giveridifinite” aspect of the
GGS primary option).

Alternatively, if we relax the definition of not wting a/another child to a
simple negative intention then we can group all iegative responses and
reduce the observation to those giving a substrdivswer (thus excluding
“Don’t know”). Under these conditions we don’t seestrict change depending
on the response categories: 60/59 for all womefl,6Lfor the childless ones
(Table 5). Any other choice before and after thengfe gives large differences
in intentions, and having the “probably” option nfte the proportion intend-
ing to remain childless. This again confirms theklaf clarity of the concept
and highlights the importance of paying attentionmplementation of these
options in surveys. Moving on to the additional fa@mof children intended, it
is interesting to see that in the GHS those whparded with “Probably not”
have not been asked for a number. In other wohgy, &re considered as hav-
ing responded with a definite “No”, and are atttémli zero. We also do not
have the number intended among those responding’'txoow” after the
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change, but given their proportion this should hamfy minor impact on the
results.

Table 5
Intentions not to have (other) children just befarel just after the change, for
(a) women aged 18-44, (b) childless women aged418-3

Before After

All women 18-44 (1989-90) (1991-92)
Yes 36 24 40
Probably yes 17
Probably not 10 58
No 54 47
Don't know 10 2 2
% no more child (no) (no) (no + Pnot)
ignoring DK 60 48 59

. Before After
Childless age 18-34 (1989-90) (1991-92)
Yes 73 50 82
Probably yes 32
Probably not 9
No 13 7 16
Don't know 15 2 2
% no more child (no) (no) (no + Pnot)
ignoring DK 15 7 16

Source General Household Survey ESRC CPC series.

Note among all women aged 18-44, 36 per cent answbmdwanted more children,
54 per cent no more children, and ten per cent'didiow before the change in the pre-
codes of the intention question. So 54 per centedano more children on the whole sam-
ple, but this rises to 60 per cent when we couy those who provided a “substantive”
answer.

The additional number of children intended dropsnir0.81 to 0.77
between the two periods among all women when “Dkndw” responses are
included (Table 6). It similarly drops from 1.92 1085 among the childless.
When excluding “Don’t know” responses from the cédtions before the
change (i.e. assuming that those who answered txaow” generally behave
like other respondents) the number of intendeddofil appears to be stable
over the change among all women, but it is cleat this assumption does not
make sense in this group, as “Don’t know” resporsgsect 1.43 children
while the average of the others is 0.77. Amongdédsls women the drop re-
mains about the same, regardless of whether wede¢Don’t know”.
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Table 6
Additional number of children intended just befaral just after the change,
(a) women aged 18-44, (b) childless women aged418-3

Before After

All women 18-44 (1989-90) (1991-92)
Yes 1.97 1.97 2.05
Probably yes 1.72
Probably not 0
No 0 0 0
Don't know 1.43
All 0.81 0.77 0.77
Confidence interval (0.78 — 0.84) (0.73-10.8) (0.73-10.8)

. Before After
Childless age 18-34 (1989-90) (1991-92)
Yes 2.28 2.28 2.34
Probably yes 2.04
Probably not 0
No 0 0 0
Don't know 1.82
All 1.92 1.93 1.85
Confidence interval (1.85-1.98) (1.85-1.98) (1.78 — 1.91)

Source General Household Survey ESRC CPC series.

Note among all women aged 18-44, those answering “Yeaited on average 1.97
more children, the ones answering “No” zero, arel dhes answering “don’t know” 1.43
before the change in the pre-codes of the intergigestion. This represents an overall aver-
age of 0.81 more children wanted. If we do not tadte account those answering “Don’t
know”, then it represents an average of 0.77 mbildren.

" Excl. DK.

As expected, among those who respond that they twdrgve a child, those
who are more uncertain express a desire to haverfehildren. When they
state a number, those responding “Don’t know” desiren fewer, as they con-
sist of a mix of positively and negatively unsureople. Additionally, those
who answer “Probably yes” seem to give a lower nemtban if they had an-
swered “Yes”: there seems to be a priming effexteéd, to maintain the same
number intended among all the “Yes” responses,opsersith “Probably yes”
responses should have declared that they wantchi8ren (instead of 1.72)
for all women and 2.2 (instead of 2.04) for chifdlevomer?. It is possible that

5 The entry of a part of “Don’t know” (before theasige) into the “Probably yes” cate-
gory reinforces the results. We take the examphlyarhen aged 18-44: the positive and the
negative category each get four per cent from “D&nbw” after the change, and two per
cent remain in “Don’t Know”. Four out of ten arauthsupposed to have said zero before the
change (because they went to “No” after), and ropensate and get the average 1.43 for all



QUESTION FILTERS AND PRE-CODES 53

women who have been pushed into a category (ddy:"¢as” despite not be-
ing sure) provide an answer that does not correspotin their intentions, but
instead to what they see around them or to a sbdaal. When given the
opportunity to express their uncertainty, theyaefiit in the number they give.

To conclude, different methods of filtering quessoon intended family
size do have an effect on calculations, and fikersetimes diminish the ability
of the researcher to test various hypotheses lxydaavailability (for instance
numbers for the “Probably not” and “Don’t know”).

4. CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

How far can we go in cross-country comparisonsgugire GGS? Even if we
cannot assume that the results of the British gatéges can be replicated else-
where, there is a strong possibility that the distion of intentions, as well as
number of children intended, cannot be comparedwithe response categories
of the question on short-/long-term intentions eneed differently. Hungary,
the Netherlands and Norway coded them “Yes”, “No#l &Don’t know”, and
this cannot be comparedpriori with the other countries that show uncertain
pre-codes, and neither can Australia where thetigques/as not even asked.
However, the impact on the intended number of aettversus ‘uncertain’
pre-codes for this question can be considered nea¢® (0.1 to 5 per cent in
the British data series). Additionally, in the G@® “Probably not” respond-
ents were asked for their intended number in moshiies (apart from France
and Poland), unlike in the British survey. This ldodiminish the gap some-
what. By contrast, changes in the pre-codes frartam’ to ‘uncertain’ have a
much more substantial effect on the proportionndieg to remain childless (a
40 per cent decrease to 25 per cent increase, diegesn the basis for calcula-
tion).

In addition to the variation in pre-codes, we hdescribed the considerable
heterogeneity in the way questions and filters Hasen implemented in each
country, and this type of issue cannot be solveitt wiere imputations. This
adds a layer of ambivalence concerning the uséefiritention section for
comparative purposes. However, comparisons renassilfle by selecting sets
of countries that do not show uncommon pre-filtersa particularly high level
of missing and “Don’t know” responses — i.e. arot@d countries. Moreover,
depending on the research question, and by carefdlecting the pre-
categories used in the calculation of mean interfdedly size, some general

“Don’t know”, the future “Yes” respondents wouldueahad to declare to want 2.6 children.
To maintain this number the new “Probably yes” grawould have had to declare even
higher intentions. The 2.6 also does not seemnalicand there already seems to be an
influence on the category of the number declared.
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numbers should still be comparable despite thisrbgéeneity. The sensitivity
analysis based on the British General Householgeyurould be very helpful
in justifying such choices.

A simplified questionnaire design would avoid filerrors and heterogenei-
ty in responses seen between countries. Of coansleas we have seen, nation-
al data producers have their own constraints aasores for introducing heter-
ogeneity, as evidenced by French adaptation of sheey (Sebille and
Régnier-Loilier 2007). In this case budgetary agghl constraints limited the
possibility of adhering to the format of the starmtlguestionnaire. In addition,
the desire to keep the length of responding tostivgey to less than one hour
was an important factor in deciding about whetlesuppress questions and
add filters.

The choice of the questions and categories depamdke research objec-
tives. Assuming that the two main research questame: Do people realise
their short term intentions? and “How many children do people intend to
have across countrie§?l would recommend a two-stage question to improv
the chances of cross-country comparability.

First, | would suggest keeping the same pre-cdusgsallow uncertainty for
the short-term question, which would (1) maintdie time perspective in the
framework of a panel, and (2) be well-suited foorsttlerm studies because we
know that opinions expressed more clearly are niitedy to be realised
(Cavalli and Klobas 2013).

In life-long perspective, however, it would be bketto remove the condi-
tional question on intentions after the short-teuestion. Instead, one unique
guestion could be kept in by asking about the totahber of children the per-
son intends to have, for instanc&o“conclude, (in addition to the children you
already have and the one you are expecting) howyr{raore) children do you
intend to have, (including adopted childreh)Phis question could be asked
without a filter on short-term intentions. It couddso be asked for the total
number instead of the additional number, so astpkt independent of errors
in the fertility section.

As noted, it would be inappropriate to ask a wormao has said she cannot
have children whether she wants them. One way ridlbahis would be to add
adoptions to biological children (as suggestechi tentative question shown
above), and we could therefore also ask infertienen this question. If this
solution were not adopted then | would not reconuinitering on the ability
of the partner to have children and the age andbthe partner, as this seems
quite out of date. This would considerably simplif\e setting up of the ques-
tionnaire, so that it would no longer rely on prioformation about the partner
and thus diminish chance of error. The intentiohgauples could be asked
independently if they remain a research quegignse
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It is also important to ascertain the purpose ke question in the fe-
cundity section: Do you want to have a baby now®does not seem to have
been interpreted the same way in every country,odifesth seems to have been
considered a simple fertility intention questiorovever, being the first ques-
tion of the fecundity section, and otherwise cdunstig a duplicate of the inten-
tion questions, it might have been a question atnather the respondent (or
the partner) was currently trying to become pregnan

The importance of being clear on the pre-codes(@mdaining) filters is the
last important conclusion. It could be a good itteavrite the instructions for
interviewers at the same time as the standard iquasire so as to harmonise
the way questions are asked in all countries. ttiquéar, it seems important to
carefully consider how “Don’t know” responses arald with, for example
whether they are listed in pre-codes or as optionshe interviewer if the re-
spondent doesn’t know. “Don’t know”, missing andt moncerned answers
should also be easily differentiated in the postiog. Currently, country-level
information is necessary for reconstituting the lehseries of filters and to
construct the variables used for analysis accyrakar instance, in this study
people filtered out because they had been stetilisel to be recovered (by the
researcher) into the “No” category. The overallorestitution is somewhat
difficult when dealing with 15 GGS countries.

Further research ideas also emerge from this eq@or regarding meas-
urement of fertility preferences. We know that m@sges to intention questions
cannot always be taken for granted (Ni Bhrolchdid Beaujouan 2011). A
guestion that measures uncertainty could be adiedthe main questions, so
as to try and assess whether the person has egtihabout the topic before,
and how realistic she thinks her intention is. Sactype of query has been
made in the Austrian GGS, where people are askeddess how much their
intentions depend on how ready they feel. To deepgtoration of change
over the life course, we could imagine questionsvhether the person is wait-
ing for a specific event before having a child, heasily the person might
change her mind, or which changes in circumstarigatrmake her change her
mind (an example of this type is given by the Frerertility intentions Sur-
vey, 1998). For people working on voluntary chifdieess the best solution
would be to ask a question directly on the issu®. iRstance, in the Nether-
lands respondents were asked about whether thity wemnted to remain vol-
untarily childless.

Finally, monitoring of fertility behaviours remaire important objective
for demographers, and intentions are clearly platiiis. Continuity in the ask-
ing of questions on intentions is necessary fodyshg trends, but they could
also be coupled with other questions. For instapeesonal ideals appear to be
an important counterpart to intentions, and theyiarsome way ‘constraint-
free’ intentions. So studying them alongside iritete would improve our
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understanding of individual-level coherence andab&milation of constraints.
In the context of contemporary low fertility, it @l also be a useful comple-
mentary factor for understanding countries’ fditibrientations. Alternatively,
the “situated ideal” (ideal family size for a pansof the same milieu, with the
same resources, and asked in almost all Frencitityesurveys) is another
interesting feature, because it seems to accuratdigct the aggregate final
cohort fertility, at least in France (Beaujouan diodilemon 2013). Other topics
and international research regarding fertility prefices are emerging, and the
first rounds of the GGS provide fertile ground flee constitution of innovative
research questions in future surveys.
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APPENDIX: selected questions from the standard GGS questi@n
Preliminary filter questions

Note: The scheme below is designed to skip questiancurrent pregnancy
and fecundity for female Rs 50 or older and malevi®s partners 50 or older

and for Rs who have never had sexual intercourie ayperson of the opposite
Sex.

Ask from women:

6.02 | now would like to continue with some question pregnancies and
having children. Are you currently pregnant?

Ask from men who have a female partner, either asident, see Household
Grid, or nonresident, see 3.10:

6.02. | now would like to continue with some question pregnancies and
having children. Is your partner/spouse currentiggnant?

Ask from men without a partner:

6.02. | now would like to continue with some question pregnancies and
having children. Do you know of any woman who isesdly pregnant by you?

Interviewer Instruction:
If the answer“yes” is obtained from a man without a partner, usshe”
instead of‘partner” or “spouse” in the questions on current pregnancy.

1 —VYeSuiiii —[Jcontinue with 6.03

2= N0ttt ~~[lgoto 6.11

3 — maybe, do not know yet......... —[lgoto 6.11

(Asked non-pregnant women/men whose partner is piignant)
6.11 Do you yourself want to have a/another babwyho

1-yes
2—-no
3 — not sure

6.12 Some people are not physically able to hautdreh. As far as you know,
is it physically possible for you, yourself, to bBa/another baby?

1 —definitely not ....................... —~Jcontinue with 6.13
2 —probably not..............ccone —=[Jcontinue with 6.13
3 — probably yes.........ccccvvviinen ——[]go to Interviewer Check before 6.15
4 — definitely yes........................=[]go to Interviewer Check before 6.15

97— do not know............ceeueeeee. —[]go to Interviewer Check before 6.15
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6.13 a. Have you been sterilised or have you haderation that makes it
impossible for you to have

a child/ more children?
l-yes 2-ne»goto6.14

b. In what month and year did this operation occur?
month |__ | |year|__ ||

Interviewer Check: Does R currently have either a-tesident partner (see
Household Grid) or a non-resident partner (see 3)20

yes— continue

no — go to 6.22

6.16 Do you think it would be physically possiloleyfour current part-
ner/spouse to have a child of his/her own if helgaeted to?
1 — definitely not........ ~ continue with 6.17
2 — probably not........ - continue with 6.17
3 — probably yes........= go t0 6.18
4 — definitely yes....... - Qo010 6.18
97 — do not know......... — Q010 6.18

6.17 a. Has your partner/spouse ever been stalilizehad an operation that
makes it impossible for

him/her to have a child/ more children?
l1-yes, 2-no—»goto6.18

b. In what month and year did this operation occur?
month | | |year| | |

Interviewer Check: Look at answers to 6.12 and 6.16
Answer to either 6.12 or 6.16 i% — definitely not’ ..—[Igo to 6.23
NO such answer given..............cco oo iiiieeeeee e, -—[Jcontinue with 6.20

Questions on intentions
Asked if answer to 6.12 is not 1

6.22 Do you intend to have a/another child durihg hext three years?
1 — definitely not
2 — probably not
3 — probably yes
4 — definitely yes

Asked if answer to 6.12 is 1 or to same question ait partner (6.16) is 1
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6.23 Do you intend to adopt a child or apply fooptlon or take a foster child
during the next three years?

1 — definitely not

2 — probably not

3 — probably yes

4 — definitely yes

Interviewer check: Did R answer 3 or 4 to either tfe previous two ques-
tions?

YeS....c..... —[]go to 6.25

NO ..........: —[lcontinue

6.24 Supposing you do not have a/another childndutine next three years, do
you intend to have any (more) children at all?

1 — definitely not ........~[1go to 6.27

2 — probably not ....... —~[lgo to 6.26

3 — probably yes......: ~—[]continue with 6.25

4 — definitely yes ...... - continue with 6.25

6.25 Would you prefer your first/next child to bbay or a girl?
1 - boy
2 —qirl
3 — it does not matter

6.26 How many (more) children in total do you ite¢a have?
children



