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SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
MAYBE, BABY? 

EMPIRICAL INVESTIGATIONS ON  
FERTILITY DECISION-MAKING IN SINGAPORE 

  
   
1. Context  
 
Like many other developed countries, Singapore has been faced with a rapidly declining Total 
Fertility Rate (TFR) over the past decade, particularly among Chinese Singaporeans.  
 
Despite policy initiatives and economic incentives, the TFR has remained largely unresponsive. This 
perhaps suggests that fertility decisions are not made with complete rationality; policy initiatives 
must account for individuals’ complex decision models in order to be successful.  
 
2. Research Question 
 
Building on existing research in the fields of fertility and behavioural heuristics, this paper answers 
the research question: 
 

How do behavioural heuristics and biases influence Chinese Singaporeans’ fertility decisions? 
 
This question is advanced via three research hypotheses. The three sets of relationships being 
investigated in this study are illustrated in the conceptual framework below. Do note that fertility 
intentions are used as a proxy for individuals’ fertility decisions.  
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Research Hypotheses and Conceptual Framework 

 
3. Research Findings 
 
Following an initial pilot study, an online survey was circulated to Chinese Singaporeans and 
Permanent Residents, aged 23-42, who were married and without children. Based on the responses 
obtained, the study yielded three sets of key findings:   
 
I. Hypothesis 1: Background variables have a significant impact on Singaporeans’ fertility intentions 
 
Key findings  
• Age has a significant positive relationship with Child Number Intentions and a significant 

negative relationship with Child Timing Intentions 
• Years a person has been married has a significant negative relationship with Child Number 

Intentions and a significant positive relationship with Child Timing Intentions 
o This observation has support from the Status Quo Bias   

• Female income levels and Male education levels both have a significant positive relationship with 
Child Timing Intentions  
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II. Hypothesis 2: Background variables have a significant impact on Singaporeans’ exhibition of 
behavioural heuristics in their fertility decisions   
 
Firstly, for this hypothesis, the following behavioural heuristics, across two dimensions, were 
examined:  
 

 
 

Key findings (Behavioural heuristics in present dimension) 
• Female respondents significantly overestimated the cost (loss) of having a child. 
• However, respondents from both genders were found to lower their estimates of the cost of 

having a child after they were tasked to list the specific costs of having a child. 
 
Key findings (Behavioural heuristics across time) 
• Respondents from both genders believe that the affordability of a child in the future will be 

significantly higher than the affordability of a child in the present (demonstrating present bias). 
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Behavioural heuristics in Two Dimensions  
• Overall, the study confirms that behavioural heuristics are salient for perceptions of cost and 

affordability, but not for perceptions of the gains of having a child. This is illustrated in the 
diagram below: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Secondly, the study found that background variables do influence individuals’ exhibition of 
behavioural heuristics. Significant background variables are listed in the table below:  
 

Behavioural Heuristics by Category Background variables 
Cost Estimates Income (Wife) (+, Quadratic) 

Income (Husband) (-) 
Affordability  Income (Wife) (-, Quadratic) 

Education (Husband) (-) 
Present Value of Children vs. Life Years Married (-) 

Social Influence (+) 
Anticipated Regret  Family Orientedness (+) 

Social Influence (+) 
  
III. Hypothesis 3: Behavioural heuristics mediate the relationship between Background variables and 
fertility intentions 
 
Key findings 
• Some – but not all – behavioural heuristics mediate the relationships between background 

variables and fertility intentions 
o What this means is that while background variables have an impact on individuals’ 

fertility decisions and individuals are influenced in their fertility decisions by 
behavioural heuristics, behavioural heuristics do not provide the (full) explanation 
for why background variables influence individuals’ fertility decisions. 

o This does not discount the value of background variables or behavioural heuristics in 
explaining fertility intentions. 
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4. Policy Implications 
 
The policy implications of these findings are two-fold.  
 
Firstly, the impact of background variables on fertility intentions highlights that certain target groups 
may respond better to policies than others. Admittedly, however, creating segmentations in the 
population to administer policies may not always be feasible. 
 

Target Group Rationale Policy 
Recommendation(s) 

1. Young couples 
and newly-weds 

Status quo bias  

2. Women earning 
higher incomes 
 
 
 
3. Well-educated 
men 

Loss Aversion / Cost 
estimation 
 
 
 
Affordability 
 

Address opportunity costs 
perceived by women, 
particularly those in the 
upper middle-income range. 
 
Address perceptions of 
affordability among well-
educated men.  
     
Supportive workplace 
cultures and policies for 
working mothers. 
 

4. Fathers and 
fathers-to-be who are 
drawing a lower salary 

Loss Aversion / Cost 
estimation 

Provide greater financial 
support. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



SINGAPORE POLICY JOURNAL  
2014-00-02S	  

	   PAGE 6 

Secondly, the impact of behavioural heuristics on fertility intentions has implications on the 
strategies adopted. 
 

Policy Strategy Elaboration 
5. Address child timing 
intentions rather than child number 
intentions  
 

 

6. Avoid using a pre-
determined cost benchmark for 
either policy planning or public 
education  
 

Encourage individuals to compute the 
costs of having a child for themselves. 

7. Avoid public campaigns that 
emphasise the value of children. 
They are likely to be redundant  
 

Focus instead on addressing the issue of 
the opportunity costs of having a child. 
Highlight the improbability of future 
costs being drastically lower than present 
costs. 
 

8. Avoid excessive dependence 
on an incentives-based strategy. 
While they are important for certain 
groups of individuals, there are 
deeper behavioural factors that need 
to be addressed. 
 

 

 
Finally, there are a number of ways to further this study:  
• Expand the scope of the study, with a larger random sample from a wider educational spectrum, 

to allow greater generalisability; 
• Explore the effect of heuristics on non-Chinese individuals; 
• Incorporate the two-dimensional classification of behavioural heuristics into a decision-making 

model catered specifically to fertility. 
 
Overall, behavioural heuristics and biases – especially cost estimation and loss salience – have a 
substantial influence on Chinese Singaporeans’ fertility intentions. While this study did not involve a 
large sample, its findings are sufficient to indicate some impact. It is therefore important to 
incorporate a behavioural perspective in future fertility research and policy-making in Singapore. 

 
 

 


