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Abstract
Childbearing plans are made in the context of life course, gender and education.
This analysis considers the family plans of 5157 students without children
graduating from university, who participated in the Graduate Longitudinal
Study of New Zealand. Analysis explores differences by age, gender and major
subject. Nearly 40 per cent of graduates planned to parent within the next 10
years, and most graduates placed the highest importance on combining career
and children, rather than prioritising either career or children. These plans
were consistent across all ages, with women having higher intentions for
parenting than men. Difference by major were visible, with Commerce,
Humanities and Creative Arts majors having the highest intentions for
parenting within 10 years and STEM majors the lowest. Many graduates
appear to be postponing plans for childbearing, which follows current patterns
but could pose challenges.
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niversity has become an increasingly common step in young
adulthood, with about 40 per cent of all young adults in OECD
countries expected to hold a university degree (Buber-Ennser

et al., 2013). When planning their future, university students might
consider how their career goals intersect with other goals such as
childbearing. In many cases, this means delaying childbearing.
University graduates are the group most likely to postpone parenthood
and to have fewer children than they expected (Bean, 2005; BuberEnnser et al., 2013; Koropeckyj-Cox et al., 2015; Lampic et al., 2006;
Lucas et al., 2015; Penfold & Foxton 2015; Sørensen et al., 2016;
Virtala et al., 2011). This is particularly the case when highly educated
people partner with one another, as they are more likely to do (Jackson,
2002). Postponing parenthood also contributes to the rising prevalence
of infertility and unintended childlessness, situations that pose both
emotional and financial difficulties (Tonkin, 2018). To support
graduates in achieving their intentions around childbearing and workfamily balance in the years after they leave university, it is necessary
to understand their plans and goals.
Childbearing plans are made within the context of policies and
social norms. McDonald (2000a) specifies that for people to realise their
childbearing aspirations, both public and private institutions need to
fully support gender equity in childbearing and child rearing.
Childbearing will be problematic, resulting in low levels of overall
fertility and individuals not reaching their aspired fertility, when there
is a high level of gender equity in public institutions but a low level in
private institutions (i.e. when parents do not share care of children).
To counter this, it is necessary for policies and social norms to support
the combining of employment with parenting (Billari, 2018,
Goldsheider et al., 2015; McDonald, 2000a). However, gender equity
within families is not supported by a neoliberal model that places
responsibility for children on individuals and families (McDonald,
2000b). Aotearoa New Zealand established neoliberal economic
reforms in the 1980s and these were entrenched by the early decades
of the 2000s (Kelsey 1997). The existing national involvement in
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reconciling employment and childcare is represented by a few policies,
such as parental leave, early childhood education for pre-schoolers
aged 3–4, and the ability to request flexible working arrangements
(New Zealand Ministry for Women, 2020). Thus, students graduating
in the early 2000s are contemplating their employment and
childbearing futures in a structure that offers them a limited amount
of support.
To understand how students about to graduate from university
are considering their plans for childbearing in the context of their
anticipated employment, we ask: “What are the intentions for
parenting and for combining employment and childbearing?” This
question draws on the key frameworks offered by life course and
gender to understand the family plans of young adults aged 18–35 who
are about to graduate from New Zealand universities. Because this
research focuses on students who are about to graduate, these findings
are particularly salient for those about to embark on a career. We also
include ethnic groups not often visible in this body of research,
including Māori and Pacific Peoples. Our findings can assist career
counsellors, university lecturers and tutors and reproductive health
professionals, as well as young adults themselves, to prepare for their
lives ahead. Our study can also inform policymakers, employers and
those shaping the public response to work-life balance.

Life course
Early adulthood (between the mid-twenties and later thirties)
represents a period of multiple transitions and competing demands
(Bittman & Wajcman, 2000). This ‘rush hour of life’ can involve
education, entrance into the labour market, establishment of career
and residence, forming intimate partnerships and childbearing all
within a relatively short period of time. As such, early adulthood is a
time when ideals and preferences for family and children will be
particularly shaped by plans and goals for other aspects of life. Life
course theory highlights that it is during the time of training for
desired occupations that individuals begin to receive messages about
how they will be expected to work, the ways in which success is defined
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within their occupations, and the criteria for advancement (Elder,
1998; Pagnan & MacDermid Wadsworth, 2015).
Similarly, the cognitive-social model of childbearing suggests
that plans for employment can increase awareness of family
aspirations, so students about to graduate may be especially aware of
their future plans for work and family (Bachrach & Morgan, 2013).
This model accounts for ways in which individual cognitive preferences
are both constructed and constrained by the social and structural
context.
Committing oneself to a challenging career – or simply making
decisions about course-related choices – may evoke the formation of
intentions for children (Bachrach & Morgan, 2013). According to this
model, we hypothesise that:
-

Hypothesis 1: Younger students (in their early 20s) will have
lower intentions for becoming a parent in the next 10 years
and will prioritise a career over children to a greater extent
than will older students (in their later 20s and early 30s).

Gendered expectations for parenting
Highly educated women take their childbearing plans into account
when considering their future careers (Ussher, 2015). For example,
both men and women enrolled in female-predominant programmes
(such as veterinary medicine) in American universities perceived a
need to prioritise career over family to be successful (Pagnan &
MacDermid Wadsworth, 2015). As well as the financial costs of
attending university, students consider the opportunity costs
associated with balancing family and career plans. Opportunity costs
are incurred when students drop out of university or take time out of
the labour force to raise children (Bean, 2005; Joshi, 2002).
Persistent gendered inequalities in contemporary parenting
affect employment expectations placed on mothers and fathers. A
stable career increases the likelihood of remaining childless among
women but increases the likelihood of entering fatherhood for men
(Keizer et al., 2008), thus indicating divergent pathways into
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childlessness among men and women. For those who become parents,
while research shows that men have increased their overall time spent
caring for children, women still report being primarily responsible for
caregiving and housework (Pagnan & MacDermid Wadsworth, 2015).
McDonald’s (2000a) gender equity perspective would suggest that in a
context where women have high level of opportunities, as for university
graduates, yet are not supported in combining employment with
parenting, they may consider delaying or foregoing childbearing. Thus,
our second hypothesis states:
-

Hypothesis 2A: Fewer women will report an intention to
become a parent within the next 10 years compared with men.

-

Hypothesis 2B: Women will prioritise children over career to a
greater extent than will men.

Field of study and work-family balance
Different fields of undergraduate study lead to career trajectories that
differ in their economic rewards, demands and the relative importance
of balancing employment and family. For many women graduating
from medical school, residency training occurs during childbearing
years. Women entering medial school recognise this by planning to
postpone pregnancy because of perceived threats to their careers
(Tolhurst & Stewart, 2004; Willett et al., 2010). Graduate-level medical
students in Australia considered how specialties would be compatible
with family life, mindful that some specialties and locations offered
work with flexible and limited hours while others, like surgery, would
not (Tolhurst & Stewart 2004). Fields of study leading to jobs that are
more accommodating of a work-family balance impose fewer
constraints on childbearing. For example, research in the US shows
that women who studied education and health were the earliest to have
a first birth, whereas women who studied science and technology
delayed childbearing (Michelmore & Musick, 2014). A small
exploratory study at a New Zealand university of the career and family
plans of Health Sciences students in a diverse New Zealand-born
Pacific and Pacific-Islands-born group indicates that nearly all the
participating students wished to combine career and having children.
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Both men and women viewed both family and their medical profession
as central to their identity (Maifea, 2016).
Students also face economic constraints as they develop their
intentions for achieving work-family balance. High levels of student
debt may constrain students’ options by making employment
necessary. The average debt of New Zealand university students
graduating in 2014 was $20,000 (Nissen, 2015). This has been rising
since the 1990s with increasing tuition costs, the abolition of universal
student allowances and the introduction of the student loan scheme
(Bean, 2005). Drawing on interviews with 70 students enrolled at New
Zealand’s eight universities – including Asian, Pacific, Māori and New
Zealand European students – Nissen (2015) found that paid work is
essential to accommodate students’ loans. Yet, the pressure for
graduates to maximise income in order to eliminate debt is a
significant factor that problematises work-family balance. Among
students with higher levels of debt, the most relaxed about their loans
were students confident in their ability to ‘deal’ with their debt as a
result of perceived high incomes once they graduated. Almost all the
students claiming this relaxed attitude were male and the majority
studied economics, commerce, management or engineering (Nissen,
2015). This educational context frames the third hypothesis:
-

Hypothesis 3: Education and Humanities majors will have
greater intentions to parent and to prioritise balancing career
and children than STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering,
Math), Health Sciences and Commerce majors.

Method
Data
This analysis uses data from the baseline wave of the Graduate
Longitudinal Study New Zealand (GLSNZ; Tustin et al., 2012).
Participants were those enrolled in a programme of study that would
have allowed them to graduate with a bachelor’s degree or higher after
the successful completion of their studies in 2011. The baseline
sampling was conducted across all eight New Zealand universities
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between July and December 2011. A representative subsample
stratified by university ( N = 13,343) of all potential 2011 graduates
(approximately 36 per cent of the expected total graduate population)
was randomly selected and invited to participate in an online survey.
A total of 8719 completed the full baseline survey, a response rate of
65 per cent (Tustin et al., 2012).
Survey questions were asked across a wide range of domains
including general background characteristics; university experiences;
aspirations, goals and values; earnings and assets; health and wellbeing; personality and community involvement (Tustin et al., 2012).
The sample for our analysis included all GLSNZ participants
aged 20–34 who did not report having children, a total of 5157
(henceforth referred to as ‘the sample’).

Measures
Parenting intentions were ascertained using the participants’
responses to a general question about their plans for 10 years’ time.
Specifically, the question was: “Where would you like to be in 10 years’
time?” Participants were able to select as many responses as applied
from a list of several options. Among them was an option for
“parenting/caregiving”.

Those

participants

who

endorsed

the

parenting option were considered to have intentions to become a parent
within 10 years’ time.
Children and career intentions were based on a series of three
separate questions, asking the importance of “Having a career rather
than children”, “Having children rather than a career” and “Having
both a career and children”, with response options for each question
ranging from 1 = ‘not at all important’ to 5 = ‘extremely important’.
The key demographic characteristics we analyse are binary
gender, age divided into the groups 20–24, 25–29 and 30–34 years, and
domain of study, which includes STEM (Science, Technology,
Engineering,

Maths),

Health

Sciences,

Education,

Commerce,

Humanities (including Social Sciences), Creative Arts and Other
(including Architecture and Agriculture).
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Other characteristics of the participants included their
reported ethnicity (grouped as New Zealand European, Māori, Pacific
Peoples, Asian and Multiple/Other), their student debt (in $NZ), and
(coded dichotomously): whether they were in a relationship, whether
they were a first-generation student, whether they were employed
during their studies, if they reported a disability/impairment, and if
their degree level was undergraduate (compared with postgraduate).

Analysis
Hypotheses were tested using bivariate and multivariate analyses.
Parenting intentions were tested using chi-square and logistic
regression, and children/career intentions were tested using ANOVA
and OLS regression. Predicted probabilities were calculated using the
method of Glynn (2012).

Results
Characteristics of the sample
Nearly two-thirds of the participants in the sample were women,
reflecting both the greater number of women graduates in New
Zealand and a slightly higher response rate for women (see Tustin et
al., 2012). Most participants in the sample were in their early 20s, with
only 7 per cent in their early 30s, as detailed in the first column of
Table 1. STEM majors, Commerce majors, and Humanities majors
each comprised about one-fifth of the sample, with about 10 per cent in
each of the other major areas of study. Just over half of the sample
identified as New Zealand European, 17 per cent as Asian, 7 per cent
as Māori, and 2 per cent as Pacific Peoples, with an additional 19 per
cent classified as Other ethnicities or as endorsing more than one
ethnic group. Half of the sample reported being in a relationship, onethird was the first generation in their family to attend university, and
13 per cent reported a disability or long-term illness. A total of 67 per
cent were undergraduates and 73 per cent were studying full time.
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Nearly 60 per cent were employed, and they carried an average student
debt of $21,283.21 (SD $18,853.91).
Across the total sample of non-parents, the first row of Table 1
shows that 37 per cent of the graduates intended to parent within 10
years. Cohort members with negative responses could include those
who never want to be a parent, as well as those who would like to be a
parent but who envisioned this happening more than 10 years in their
future. The question was asked in a series of options for the next 10
years, and in this context the wording could have also been interpreted
to mean being a stay-at-home parent. Thus, the response to this
question represents an undercount of respondents’ future intentions
for childbearing.
Overall, non-parents placed highest importance on having both
children and career. Having children rather than career was rated
lower and having a career rather than children had the lowest average
importance. Each of these future plans showed bivariate differences by
gender, age and major, as indicated by the chi-square and ANOVA
tests.

Intention to parent
Intention to parent within the next 10 years was examined in the
context of focal variables and other characteristics using logistic
regression (see Table

2). The first step included the focal

characteristics of gender, age and major. As shown in Table 2, the
strongest effect was for gender: women had odds over 2.5 times greater
than men of expressing an intention to be parenting within 10 years.
Regarding age, 25- to 29-year-olds were significantly less likely than
20- to 24-year-olds to intend to be parenting within 10 years. Those in
the 30- to 34-year-old age bracket were just as likely as 20- to 24-yearolds to express an intention to be a parent within 10 years. As regards
subject major, Health Sciences, Education and Humanities students
had higher odds than STEM majors of expressing an intention to be
parenting within 10 years. Students who majored in Commerce,
Creative Arts or Other studies were no more or less likely than STEM
students to express an intention to be parenting within 10 years.
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Table 1: Characteristics of the sample and intentions for children and
career
Total sample
All (%)

***

% intending to parent
within 10 years
Importance of both
children and career,
mean (SD)1
Importance of career
rather than children,
mean (SD)1
Importance of children
rather than career,
mean (SD)1
Gender2

37.3

***

3.94 (1.02)

***

2.41 (.98)

***

2.84 (.97)

***

Women

Men

All (%)

62.9

37.1

% intending to parent
within 10 years
Importance of both
children and career,
mean (SD)1
Importance of career
rather than children,
mean (SD)1
Importance of children
rather than career,
mean (SD)1
Age2

46.3

22.3

3.99 (1.00)

3.87 (1.04)

2.34 (.95)

2.52 (1.01)

2.89 (.98)

2.78 (.96)

20–24

25–29

30–34

All (%)

73.2

20.2

7.5

% intending to parent
within 10 years
Importance of both
children and career,
mean (SD)1
Importance of career
rather than children,
mean (SD)1
Importance of children
rather than career,
mean (SD)1

38.5

33.3

37.2

3.98 (.98)

3.89 (1.03)

3.81 (1.14)

2.38 (.96)

2.49 (1.02)

2.48 (1.02)

2.86 (.97)

2.83 (.97)

2.79 (.98)

Major2

STEM

Health

Education

All (%)

19.6

11.8

9.6
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% intending to parent
within 10 years
Importance of both
children and career,
mean (SD)1
Importance of career
rather than children,
mean (SD)1
Importance of children
rather than career,
mean (SD)1

29.4

52.5

51.9

3.80 (1.07)

4.22 (.84)

4.10 (.94)

2.48 (1.00)

2.18 (.88)

2.01 (.86)

2.77 (.99)

3.01 (.91)

3.05 (1.04)

Commerce

Humanities

Creative
Arts
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Other3

All (%)

20.5

21.5

7.9

9.2

% intending to parent
within 10 years
Importance of both
children and career,
mean (SD)1
Importance of career
rather than children,
mean (SD)1
Importance of children
rather than career,
mean (SD)1

29.6

39.7

31.5

36.3

4.06 (.97)

3.81 (1.08)

3.83 (1.03)

3.94 (1.00)

2.57 (.99)

2.41 (.99)

2.61 (.98)

2.42 (.97)

2.93 (.95)

2.70 (.97)

2.72 (.97)

2.86 (.92)

Notes:

1. On a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 = ‘not very important’, and 5 = ‘very important’.
2. Asterisks indicate significance for chi-square tests of each variable and
intention.
3. Includes Agriculture and Architecture.

** = p < 0.01, *** = p < 0.001
N = 5157 graduates of New Zealand universities with no children at the time of
graduation.

In the second step of the logistic regression analyses, we added
the additional variables displayed in Table 2 as controls. As shown in
Table 2, students who were in a relationship had about 1.4 the odds of
expressing intentions to be parents within 10 years than did students
who were not in a relationship. Undergraduate students also had odds
1.4 greater of expressing intention to parent than postgraduate
students. In addition, students identifying as Asian or Other/Multiple
ethnic groups had significantly lower odds than New Zealand
Europeans to express intentions to parent within 10 years. The
addition of the control variables made no difference to the association
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of gender with intentions to parent, but the effect of age was no longer
significant. For subject major, the effect of Health Sciences and
Education was somewhat attenuated although they retained a
significant association. However, the effect of being a Humanities
major was reduced to non-significance. A suppression effect for
Creative Arts was revealed: Creative Arts students had lower odds
than STEM students of expressing an intention to parent within 10
years after the control variables were added to the model.
Predicted probabilities offer an interpretation of the focal
characteristics in relation to one another, given typical values for all
other characteristics. Predicted probabilities of intending to be a
parent within 10 years were calculated separately for men and women
by age (Figure 1) and by major subject area (Figure 2), with all other
variables set to mean or modal values (see Notes below Figures 1 and
2). There are few differences by age visible in Figure 1, with the only
clear differences being between men and women. Women have higher
expectations of intending to parent within 10 years than men.
Table 2: Logistic regressions predicting intention to parent within 10
years
Step 1
Women

B
0.98***

Step 2

SE
0.07

OR
2.66

B
0.95***

SE
0.07

OR
2.59

Age
20–241
25–29

–0.21**

0.08

0.81

–0.05

0.08

0.95

30–34

–0.08

0.12

0.92

0.07

0.12

1.07

0.68***

0.11

1.97

0.55***

0.11

1.74

0.66***

0.12

1.93

0.37***

0.12

1.45

0.10

0.91

–0.14

0.10

0.87

0.10

1.27

0.06

0.10

1.06

–0.12

0.13

0.88

–0.29*

0.13

0.75

0.18

0.12

1.20

0.08

0.12

1.09

0.33***

0.06

1.38

Major
STEM1
Health
Education
Commerce
Humanities
Creative Arts
Other
In a relationship

–0.09
0.24*
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Step 2

Ethnicity
NZ European1
Māori

–0.21

0.12

0.81

Pacific Peoples

–0.13

0.23

0.88

Asian

–0.60***

0.10

0.55

Multiple/Other

–0.24***

0.08

0.78

Disability

0.16

0.09

1.17

Undergraduate

0.34***

0.07

1.41

Full-time study

0.04

0.07

1.04

Debt (in dollars)

0.00

0.00

1.00

First-generation
student
Employed during
studies
Constant

–0.05

0.06

0.95

0.09

0.06

1.09

0.13

0.21

–1.32***

0.08

0.27

–1.57***

Note: 1 is the reference category.
* = p < 0.05, ** = p < 0.01, *** = p < 0.001
N = 5157 graduates of New Zealand universities with no children at the time of
graduation. Model –2LL = 6295.169, model chi-square = 520.098 (20 df) p < 0.001.

Figure 1: Predicted probabilities of intending to parent within 10
years, as a function of gender and age (years)
0.7
0.6

Probability

0.5
0.4
0.3
0.2
0.1
0.0
20-24

25-29
Men

30-34

20-24

25-29

30-34

Women

Note: Predicted probabilities are for participants with a Health Sciences major,
undergraduate, New Zealand European, not in a relationship, no disability, not first
generation, not employed, with average debt.
N = 5157 graduates of New Zealand universities with no children at the time of
graduation.

114

Hohmann-Marriott et al.

Figure 2 shows a similar pattern for men and women, while
revealing differences by subject area in predicted probabilities of
intentions to parent. Probabilities of intending to parent are predicted
for students who are aged 20–24, undergraduate, New Zealand
European, not in a relationship, with no disability, not first generation,
not employed, and with average debt. These probabilities reveal a
pattern distinct from the overall regressions in Table 2, reflecting the
differences in characteristics of students in each major.
For both men and women, the lowest probabilities of intending
to parent within 10 years are found among majors in STEM, Health
Sciences and Education subjects. The probability of STEM majors
intending to parent is about 20 per cent for men and 40 per cent for
women. In contrast, the highest probabilities of intending to parent are
among Humanities, Commerce and Creative Arts majors. The
probability of Humanities majors intending to parent is around 60 per
cent for men and 80 per cent for women. Considering subject major and
gender together, the probabilities of men in Humanities, Commerce
and Creative Arts subjects intending to parent (50–60 per cent) are
higher than the probability of women in STEM majors intending to
parent (40 per cent).
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Men

Women

Note: Predicted probabilities are for participants aged 20–24, undergraduate,
New Zealand European, not in a relationship, no disability, not first
generation, not employed, with average debt.
N = 5157 graduates of New Zealand universities with no children at the time
of graduation.

Importance of children and career
As shown in Table 1, prioritising ‘both children and career’ received the
strongest endorsement of the three career–children configurations. To
explore the association of the three focal characteristics (gender, age,
subject major) with these priorities while controlling for other
characteristics,

three

separate

ordinary

least

squares

(OLS)

regressions were used to predict the strength of importance given to
each career–child configuration. As shown in Table 3, gender and
subject major were important for all three configurations, but age only
differentiated responses to ‘both children and career.’ Women rated the
importance of ‘both children and career’ as well as the importance of
‘children rather than career’ more highly than did men. Conversely,
men rated the importance of ‘career rather than children’ more highly
than did women. Compared with the other major subject areas, those
in STEM subjects had the lowest endorsement of ‘both children and

Creative Arts

Humanities

Commerce

Education

Health

STEM

Creative Arts

Humanities

Commerce

Education

Health

0.9
0.8
0.7
0.6
0.5
0.4
0.3
0.2
0.1
0.0

STEM

Probabililty

Figure 2: Predicted probabilities of intending to parent within 10
years, as a function of gender and major subject area
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career’ and ‘children rather than career.’ ‘Career rather than children’
appears more complex, with Creative Arts and Commerce majors
endorsing this configuration more strongly than did STEM majors,
while Health Sciences and Education majors gave lower endorsements
than did STEM majors.
With regard to the other variables included in the model, Table
3 shows that the students who identified as Pacific Peoples or Asian
gave greater endorsements to all three career–children configurations
than did students who identified as New Zealand European. Those who
endorsed Multiple/Other ethnic groups were also more likely to place
greater emphasis on ‘career rather than children’ than those who
identified as New Zealand European. Those who were undergraduate
students at the time of the survey had stronger endorsement of
‘children rather than career’ and lower endorsement of ‘career rather
than children’ than did postgraduate students. The more student loan
debt carried by the students, the less strongly they endorsed having
‘children rather than career.’ Students who were employed during
their studies endorsed ‘children rather than career’ more strongly than
did those who were not employed. Finally, first-generation students
had stronger endorsements of ‘career rather than children’ than their
peers.

Family and career plans of students graduating from NZ universities

117

Table 3: Linear regressions predicting the importance of three
configurations of career and children1
Both children
and career
Coefficient
SE

Children rather
than career
Coefficient
SE

Career rather
than children
Coefficient
SE

0.06*

0.03

0.08**

0.03

−0.09**

0.03

25–29

−0.12 **

0.04

−0.03

0.04

0.04

0.04

30–34

−0.20 *** 0.06

−0.07

0.05

0.05

0.05

Health
Education
Commerce

0.37***
0.25***
0.23***

0.05
0.06
0.05

0.21***
0.21***
0.12**

0.05
0.06
0.04

−0.20***
−0.31***
0.09*

0.05
0.06
0.04

Humanities

−0.02

0.05

−0.09*

0.04

0.06

0.04

Creative Arts

−0.02

0.06

−0.08

0.06

0.26***

0.06

Other

0.11*

0.06

0.07

0.05

0.02

0.05

0.20***

0.03

0.06*

0.03

−0.12***

0.03

Women
Age
20–242

Major
STEM2

In a relationship
Ethnicity
NZ European2
Māori

−0.06

0.06

−0.07

0.06

0.10

0.05

Pacific Peoples
Asian

0.28*
0.11**

0.11
0.04

0.27**
0.11***

0.11
0.04

0.29**
0.44***

0.10
0.04

Multiple/Other

0.01

0.04

0.05

0.04

0.30***

0.04

Disability

0.01

0.04

−0.05

0.04

−0.01

0.04

Undergraduate

0.05

0.03

0.11**

0.03

Full time study

0.04

0.03

0.06

Debt (in dollars)

< 0.01

First-gen student
Employed during
studies
Constant

0.02

Notes:

−0.07*

0.03

−0.04

0.03

0.03

0.03
<
< –0.01**
0.01
0.01
0.03

0.07*

0.03

0.03

0.03

<0.01**

0.03

0.04

0.03

3.59***

0.06

2.63***

0.06

2.41

0.05

< 0.01

< –0.01 < 0.01

1. On a scale of 1–5, with 1 = ‘not very important’, and 5 = ‘very important’.
2. Is the reference category.
* = p < 0.05, ** = p < 0.01, *** = p < 0.001
N = 5157 graduates of New Zealand universities with no children at the time of
graduation. Each configuration is tested in a separate model.

118

Hohmann-Marriott et al.

Hypothesis testing
Taken together, the four analyses we conducted allow us to examine
the extent to which each hypothesis was supported. The first
hypothesis stated that graduates in their early 20s would have lower
intentions to parent and would prioritise career over children to a
greater extent than would graduates in their late 20s to early 30s. The
evidence here is mixed. The results of the bivariate analyses show that
25- to 29-year-olds were less likely than their younger and older peers
to express an intention to parent within 10 years. Once control
variables were added to the multivariate analyses, however, this effect
disappeared. In addition, there was no apparent effect of age on the
predicted probabilities of intending to parent. In contrast to our
hypothesis, the bivariate analyses showed that the youngest group of
students placed less emphasis on ‘career rather than children’ and
more emphasis on ‘both children and career’ than did their older peers,
but only the effect for ‘both children and career’ remained significant
after controlling for all other variables in the linear regression
analyses. Given these findings, this hypothesis was not supported.
Our second hypothesis stated that fewer women than men
would report an intention to become a parent within 10 years. Contrary
to our hypothesis, women graduates expressed much stronger wishes
to become a parent within 10 years than did men, even after controlling
for all other variables in the logistic regression analyses and predicted
probabilities. This hypothesis further stated that women would
prioritise children over career to a greater extent than would men. This
hypothesis was supported by the bivariate analyses and the effects
remained significant after controlling for all other variables in the
linear regression analyses. Specifically, women expressed stronger
preferences for combining children and career and for prioritising
children over a career, whilst men expressed a stronger preference for
prioritising their career.
The third hypothesis stated that Education and Humanities
majors would have greater intentions to parent and to prioritise
balancing career and children, compared with STEM, Health Sciences
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and Commerce majors. With regard to intentions to parent, the
bivariate analyses showed that Health Sciences and Education majors
were most likely to express an intention to parent within 10 years,
followed by Humanities majors. STEM and Commerce majors were the
least likely to express this intention. After controlling for all other
variables in the logistic regression analyses, Health Sciences and
Education majors were still more likely than STEM majors to express
intentions to parent. Note, however, that the predicted probabilities
showed all three of these subject majors as less likely to express
intentions to parent than were any other subject majors. With regard
to the relative importance graduates placed on career versus children,
bivariate analyses showed that Health Sciences, Education and
Commerce graduates had the strongest endorsements for combining
children and career and also the strongest endorsements of prioritising
children over career. These effects remained consistent once all other
variables had been controlled for in the multivariate analyses. The
multivariate analyses showed that prioritising career over children
was most strongly endorsed by Commerce and Creative Arts majors
and least endorsed by Health Sciences and Education majors, with
STEM and Humanities majors in between. Taken together, the results
partially support our third hypothesis; the analyses indicated that the
greatest contrast in family plans was between STEM majors and other
majors.
Overall, these results show that university graduates have
high expectations about becoming parents and combining parenthood
with their careers. Those graduating with STEM majors had strong
expectations for prioritising their career rather than becoming parents.
Graduates in the Education and Commerce fields, in contrast, tended
to have the highest expectations for becoming parents as well as
prioritising combining children with their career.

Discussion
This study draws on graduates’ responses as they consider their future
careers alongside their intentions for becoming a parent. We examined
age, gender and subject major to observe how these plans may differ.
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Overall, we found that nearly 40 per cent of graduates planned to
parent within 10 years. Graduates were forming complex plans for
balancing work and family, placing the highest importance on
combining a career and children. This was the preferred option for all
respondents, regardless of age, gender or subject major, with stronger
support than for prioritising either career or children. Across all ages,
graduates express similar intentions, suggesting that graduates
between 20 and 35 years of age are experiencing ‘the rush hour of life’
in a similar way.
Women had higher expectations than did men of parenting
within 10 years; women had over twice the odds of expressing an
intention of parenting within 10 years than men. Despite the overall
finding that graduates placed greater emphasis on combining children
with their careers than they did on prioritising either children or their
career, there were clear variations in the relative emphasis
respondents placed on each option by gender. Specifically, women were
more likely than men to consider prioritising children over their career.
This finding is consistent with the extensive research showing that far
more women than men take parental leave or exit the workforce for a
time after having children (Perry-Jenkins & Gerstel, 2020).
There were also clear patterns in parenting intentions and
priorities by subject area: those undertaking Commerce, Humanities
and Creative Arts majors expressed the highest level of intentions to
parent within 10 years, and STEM majors the lowest. These results
confirm prior findings that STEM disciplines are associated with
delayed and lower levels of childbearing, especially for women
(Michelmore & Musick, 2014). Although in our study the overall trends
were similar for both men and women, the differences by subject major
were so pronounced that men who were Commerce, Humanities and
Creative Arts majors had a higher predicted probability of intending to
parent than did women who were STEM majors. Extending prior
research, our study also examined graduates’ plans for combining work
and family and found that Education and Health Sciences majors
placed the highest importance on combining work and family. This
supports findings that students in medical fields are actively
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considering the possibilities of combining employment and child
rearing as they choose their specialties (Tolhurst & Stewart 2004).
This prior research also serves as a reminder that the broad groups of
majors we measured in our study obscure a wide variation in majors
and potential career paths within each grouping.
Given the focus on university graduates, our findings may not
be applicable to those with other training and career pathways.
Furthermore, these cross-sectional data are unable to disentangle the
causality of choice of major and parenting expectations. For instance,
it may be that STEM majors feel that they will be unable to combine
children and career and thus need to choose between having a career
and having children, and this is why they may be less likely to intend
to have children. It may also be that those who choose STEM subjects
as their major do so because they want to focus on their career and do
not have a strong prior intention to have children. Furthermore, it is
somewhat unclear how respondents interpreted the survey question
asking them to consider what they might be doing in the next 10 years.
It is possible that some interpreted the option of ‘parenting children’
as meaning that they would be a stay-at-home parent and thus may
have answered in the negative despite planning to have children in
that time frame. The wording of this option also emphasised their role
as parents, rather than specific intentions for childbearing. This may
have resulted in lower levels of expressed intentions than if the
question had been asked more directly. As such, our results may be
less applicable to the process of pregnancy and childbearing specifically
and cannot be directly compared with research asking about
childbearing desires and intentions.
In our study, about 60 per cent of the graduates in their early
20s did not plan to become a parent within 10 years. Many will
nevertheless want to be a parent some day and this will push their
time frame for having children into their mid-30s. Fully two-thirds of
graduates in their late 20s did not plan on parenting within 10 years.
This number will likely include many who do want to have a child some
day and who may be planning to delay becoming a parent until their
late 30s at the earliest. These findings reflect the increasing delay in
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childbearing in New Zealand (Hohmann-Marriott, 2016). The
graduates may be unrealistically optimistic, and like other New
Zealand university students, they may overestimate the chances of a
woman becoming pregnant, believe biological fertility decline to occur
much later than it does in reality, and overestimate the effectiveness
of assisted reproductive technologies (Lucas et al., 2015; Peterson et
al., 2012; Tydén et al., 2006; Whitten et al., 2013). Their delays in
childbearing could result in a higher chance of infertility, unintended
childlessness and having fewer children than desired, along with
health risks for mothers and children (Beaujouan & Sobotka, 2019;
Tonkin, 2018). Future research needs to continue considering the role
of education in fertility plans and achieved fertility, especially in light
of partnering and employment.
This study helps to shed light on childbearing in New Zealand
by focusing on university graduates as they are about to embark on
their careers. Many graduates do want to parent and most would like
to combine parenting with their career. This aligns with the standpoint
that support for childbearing needs to ensure that young people have
opportunities in both their public and private lives (Billari, 2018;
Goldsheider et al., 2015; McDonald, 2000a, 2000b). Aotearoa New
Zealand has recently begun using a well-being framework to make
budgetary and policy decisions (New Zealand Treasury, 2018). Parents’
work-family balance, while not directly addressed, is represented by
the dimension of ‘Jobs and earnings’, which encompasses the quality of
employment, along with aspects of ‘Social connections’ and ‘Time use’
(New Zealand Treasury, 2018). This well-being approach offers an
unprecedented opportunity to support parents: the ability to combine
employment with being an involved parent should be explicitly
supported by budget and policy decisions. Policies can support
employment

and

childbearing

in

three

complementary

ways

(McDonald, 2000c): 1. financial support (i.e. cash payments to
caregivers, tax exemptions, subsidised education, services and
housing, loan deferrals during caregiving, living wage, universal basic
income); 2. support for parents to combine employment and family (i.e.
maternity and paternity leave, child care for young children and after
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school, flexible working hours and short-term caregiving leave, antidiscrimination laws, working hours that are stable and not excessive);
and 3. social support for children and parenting (i.e. ensuring available
types of employment that can combine with caregiving, flexibility in
re-entering employment, child-friendly built environments, gender
equity within households and expectation of father involvement,
positive social attitudes towards children and parenting, and support
for parents of children with special needs and chronic illness). Feeling
secure in institutional and cultural support for childbearing will mean
that graduates can live lives that reflect their aspirations.
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