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therefore, we include an indicator in each model to ac-
count for the length of each segment. In each model, we 
also include an indicator of the wave in which the segment 
ends to account for respondents having been interviewed 
over multiple waves and for potential seasonal variation. 

RESULTS

At the baseline interview, the mean age of the respondents 
was 19.4 years (Table 1). More than half (56%) of the re-
spondents were either married or in a serious nonmarital 
relationship. The majority had some education (98%), and 
more than half (55%) had at least some secondary school-
ing. The women in this sample had relatively few children: 
half (51%) had none and one-quarter had just one child. 

our models include whether a respondent had moved to a 
better house, her spouse or partner had gotten a good or 
better job, or her household had experienced a food short-
age since the last interview.

Baseline Controls: Social and Demographic Variables
Several social and demographic variables, measured at 
baseline and associated with fertility preferences, are in-
cluded as controls in all multivariate models. We use a 
three-category variable for relationship status: single (refer-
ence category), married and serious nonmarital partner-
ship. Education is categorized as no education (reference 
category), primary, some secondary education or com-
pleted secondary schooling. Age is coded continuously, 
and we include a quadratic age or “age-squared” term, to 
account for nonlinear age effects. Socioeconomic status is 
captured through an index of household goods. Respon-
dents were asked to identify which of the following nine 
working items they owned: bed with mattress, television, 
radio, landline or mobile phone, refrigerator, bicycle, mo-
torcycle, animal-drawn cart and car or truck. The index is 
created by summing the total number of items reported 
by each respondent. We include a variable for the number 
of living children. Fewer than 1% of the sample had more 
than three children, so we combine those women into one 
category. 

Sample Selection
All female respondents who were not knowingly pregnant 
at baseline and participated in at least one additional inter-
view qualified for inclusion in the analytic sample. Fewer 
than 1% of respondents were not interviewed at Wave 1 
and instead completed a baseline interview at Wave 2. 
Respondents were excluded if they were missing data on 
the desired timing of their next birth at any wave at which 
they were interviewed (2); answered “don’t know” (14); or 
stated “no preference/whenever” (45). Excluded respon-
dents, compared with those in the analytic sample, were, 
on average, one year older; they had, on average, one year 
less of education and one less working household good on 
the socioeconomic index; and they were less likely to be 
single. The final sample contained 1,254 Malawian women 
who were aged 15–25 at the baseline interview (83% of the 
female respondents who completed a baseline interview). 

Analytic Strategy
We begin by describing the extent of change in fertility tim-
ing preferences across four, four-month segments. Next, 
we use multivariate models to examine associations be-
tween selected characteristics and life events, and change 
in timing preferences. We use multinomial logit regression 
analyses, calculating relative risk ratios to separately com-
pare the likelihood of changes (accelerations and delays) 
in the desired timing of next birth with the likelihood of 
no change. We control for the baseline fertility timing pref-
erence in all models. Because some women reported in 
nonconsecutive waves, segments may be different lengths; 

TABLE 2:  Percentage of women who experienced life events across four segments of 
the Tsogolo la Thanzi study, Malawi, 2009-2010

Event Segment 1 Segment 2 Segment 3 Segment 4
(N=1,254) (N=1,195) (N=1,128) (N=1,031)

Reproductive
New pregnancy 7.3 8.6 8.1 6.8
New birth 0.6 3.9 6.7 8.2

Relationship
Rumors about partner’s fidelity 6.9 5.3 4.2 3.0
Lost a partner 5.3 6.4 6.7 5.6
Gained a partner 11.4 8.6 9.2 10.7

Health
Decline in health 5.9 4.9 6.1 5.2
Lost weight 6.1 7.5 5.4 4.5
Spouse illness 6.7 7.0 5.3 3.8

Economic
Better house 13.2 12.2 8.1 12.7
Spouse better job 8.5 6.0 4.7 4.4
Food shortage 20.4 19.3 9.6 9.9

Notes:  N=number of segments. A segment is defined as the period of time between two successive  
interviews.

TABLE 3: Percentage distribution of women across five 
waves of the Tsogolo la Thanzi study, according to direction 
of change in fertility timing preference across segments, 
Malawi, 2009–2010 

Change in desired timing of %
next child by segment

Segment 1 (N=1,254)
No change 45.8
Delay 26.4
Accelerate 27.8

Segment 2 (N=1,195)
No change 46.3
Delay 27.0
Accelerate 26.7

Segment 3 (N=1,128)
No change 47.4
Delay 28.2
Accelerate 24.4

Segment 4 (N=1,031)
No change 47.6
Delay 24.5
Accelerate 27.8

Total 100.0


