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1.1. Introduction 

1.1.1. The increase in nonmarital fertility 

Since the 1960s, Western societies are marked by a postponement of marriage and 
childbearing, along with an increase in unmarried cohabitation and divorce. These 
developments resulted in a disconnection between marriage and parenthood (Billari 
& Liefbroer, 2010) and a substantial increase in the number of births that happen 
outside of marriage (also referred to as nonmarital births or nonmarital fertility). In 
fact, several Western societies have shifted to a situation where more births happen 
outside of marriage than within marriage (see Figure 1.1). 

In the 1980s and 1990s, Van de Kaa and Lesthaeghe developed the Second 
Demographic Transition theory (SDT) in order to explain the observed changes in 
family-related demographic behaviour (Lesthaeghe & Van de Kaa, 1986). The SDT 
presumes that Western societies’ economic development resulted in a shift from 
traditional and authoritative value orientations to secular and rational orientations 
(Inglehart & Baker, 2000; Lesthaeghe, 1995; Van de Kaa, 2001). This in turn enhanced 
the freedom of choice in organizing one’s individual life and in following non-
traditional family formation patterns (Lesthaeghe, 2010; Lesthaeghe & Van de Kaa, 
1986; Van de Kaa, 2001). The introduction of highly efficient methods of contraception 
in the mid-1960s is assumed to have functioned as a catalyst in this process 
(Lesthaeghe, 1995; Van de Kaa, 2001). 

1.1.2. Nonmarital fertility: A sign of progress or inequality? 

The SDT suggests that non-traditional family patterns spread across countries through 
a process of ‘diffusion’, through which new family norms and behaviour are first 
adopted in countries with more ‘progressive’ value orientations and are afterwards 
adopted by other countries (Lesthaeghe, 2010; Thornton, 2001). The SDT refers to a 
similar process to explain how new norms and behaviour spread within countries. In 
this case, non-traditional family patterns are expected to spread from a small group of 
people with more progressive value orientations - such as the younger cohorts and the 
higher educated – to the whole society (Van de Kaa, 2001). Today, the SDT is a widely 
used framework to study changes in family formation and childbearing. Nevertheless, 
the general idea of new demographic behaviour being a sign of progress has been 
criticized, and particularly by American scholars in regard to nonmarital fertility. 
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Figure 1.1. Percentage of live births outside marriage. 
Sources: Eurostat (2015); Hamilton, Martin, Osterman, Curtin, & Mathews (2014); Ventura & 
Bachrach (2000). 

 
The first criticism focuses on the micro-level level processes, i.e. to differences 

between groups of people within a country. It is argued that the women with fewest 
opportunities and resources are more likely to follow the trajectory of nonmarital 
births (McLanahan, 2004; Musick, 2002). The fact that nonmarital fertility is more 
common among the lower than among the higher educated contrasts with the 
assumption of the SDT that new demographic behaviour tends to be more common 
among the higher educated during the early stages of the SDT, after which it spreads 
(equally) across different educational groups during later stages. Apart from one’s own 
socio-economic status, characteristics of the childhood family play a pivotal role in 
explaining nonmarital fertility in the US. Research has shown that those growing up 
with parents with a lower socio-economic status are more likely to have a nonmarital 
birth when reaching adulthood than those growing up with higher-SES parents 
(Aassve, 2003; Amato et al., 2008; McLanahan, 2004; Musick, 2002). In addition, 
racial-ethnic diversities are observed in the US with nonmarital fertility being more 
common among Latin- and African-Americans than among the non-Hispanic non-
Black population (McLanahan, 2009; Ventura & Bachrach, 2000). Being born to an 
unmarried mother in turn reduces children’s life chances, through lower parental 
socio-economic resources and quality of parenting (Wu, 1996). Synthesizing these 
insights, McLanahan (2009) concludes that nonmarital fertility is part of a “pattern of 
disadvantage” which plays an important role in the reproduction of inequality from 
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one generation to the next. In the remainder of this chapter I will refer to this view as 
the Pattern of Disadvantage perspective or PoD. 

The second criticism focuses on the macro-level factors that are assumed to drive 
family-related demographic changes. McLanahan (2004) argues that the changes in 
value orientations and the technical advancement of contraceptives have resulted in 
different pathways for different women in the US. Higher educated women became 
more likely to follow trajectories of delays in marriage and childbearing, which 
positively impacted their opportunities and resources. Instead, lower educated women 
followed more often the trajectory into nonmarital fertility. These societal 
developments thus negatively impacted the opportunities of lower educated women. 
She therefore claims that – at least in the US – macro-level processes often implicitly 
associated with progress and prosperity could actually be the source of socio-economic 
and racial-ethnic disparities observed in nonmarital fertility (McLanahan, 2004). In 
addition, she proposes that a third macro-level factor – the increase in income 
inequality – plays an important role in explaining social-class and racial disparities 
and is a driving force behind diverging destinies (McLanahan, 2004; McLanahan & 
Percheski, 2008)1. 

To sum up, the PoD challenges the assumption of the SDT that the increase in 
nonmarital fertility is mainly driven by the adoption of secular and rational value 
orientations by the highly educated, by showing in contrast that those with the least 
socio-economic resources have a higher risk of nonmarital fertility in the US. In 
addition, the PoD reserves a prominent role to characteristics of the childhood family 
to explain family formation patterns, which has been largely ignored by the SDT. The 
PoD argues that next to shifts in value orientations and contraceptive use, income 
inequality plays an important role in explaining the increase in nonmarital fertility. 
And finally, that all these macro-level factors may be sources for existing inequalities 
in nonmarital fertility at the micro-level. Although these claims are largely based on 
the American context, they are expected to apply to other Western societies as well, 
albeit actual differences found between racial and socio-economic groups are likely to 
differ depending on the macro-context (McLanahan, 2004; McLanahan & Percheski, 
2008). 

These and other critiques have been addressed by one of the founding fathers of 
the SDT in 2010 (Lesthaeghe, 2010). Regarding the different trajectories of sub-groups 
in the US, he concludes that this reflects the importance of historical path dependency 
in the unfolding of the SDT. He claims that the pathway into nonmarital fertility is a 

                                                   
1 She also mentions that changes in welfare-state policies – in the form of state-provided benefits 

to single mothers – prevent mothers with low socio-economic status from starting a union. However, 
the general consensus is that the effects of these programmes are small (Moffit, 1998). 
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typical American feature already historically related to low education and poverty, 
which may explain why in the American context this continues to be related to class 
and racial differences, while this may be different in other national contexts 
(Lesthaeghe, 2010). In addition, Lesthaeghe (2010) claims that American research 
shows that the rise in cohabitation may especially be influenced by acceptability and 
legitimacy of this behaviour, while for example postponement of parenthood may be 
less influenced by moral concerns, and more by structural factors. He therefore seems 
to imply that different macro-processes may be driving different demographic 
behaviours. 

1.1.3. Research questions 

In recent years, some cross-national studies have tested the claims made by the PoD 
and the SDT, by examining the association of own educational attainment with 
nonmarital fertility in cross-national studies (Mikolai, Berrington, & Perelli-Harris, 
2018; Perelli-Harris, Sigle-Rushton, et al., 2010) and by examining the association of 
macro-indicators related to the PoD and the SDT with the prevalence of nonmarital 
fertility (Lappegård, Klüsener, & Vignoli, 2018). However, two of McLanahan’s claims 
have so far received less attention in research outside of the US. Firstly, her claim of 
the importance of socio-economic status of the childhood family and ethnic 
background as factors to explain nonmarital fertility. And secondly, her claim that 
value orientation, modern contraceptive use, and economic inequality may explain 
differences in patterns of nonmarital fertility by socio background across countries. I 
therefore aim to answer the following questions: 
 
Research question 1: ‘Is nonmarital fertility influenced by characteristics of the 
childhood family?’ 
 
Research question 2: ‘Is the association of characteristics of the childhood family 
with nonmarital fertility influenced by the societal context?’ 
 
Family formation behaviour plays an important role in a person’s life, not only through 
its direct effect on family life and social relationships, but also through the 
consequences it can have for future socio-economic prospects. The first 
contribution of this dissertation to the existing literature is my focus on socio-
economic background of the childhood family, operationalized by parental 
socioeconomic status and ethnic background. Thus far, cross-national research has 
mostly focused on the influence of a person’s own socio-economic status on the 
likelihood of experiencing a nonmarital birth. However, studies show that parents can 
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have a long-lasting effect on their children, through the transmission of preferences, 
resources and socio-economic status. Socioeconomic status and ethnic background of 
the childhood family are therefore important to include in research in order to 
understand family formation better and to grasp what role family background may 
play in the reproduction of inequality from one generation to the next. 

The second contribution of the dissertation is to test to what extent the 
societal context in which one lives can help explain differences in the association of 
socio-economic background with family formation behaviour. Scholars have argued 
that the societal context may affect the association of socio-economic background with 
nonmarital fertility (Lesthaeghe, 2010; McLanahan, 2004). However, thus far this has 
never been empirically tested in a cross-national setting. This dissertation examines 
which societal factors actually matter and how they influence the association of socio-
economic background with nonmarital fertility. 

The third contribution of the dissertation is to distinguish three different 
events: first births within marriage, within cohabitation, or while being single. From 
Section 1.2 it will become apparent that the theories and mechanisms used to explain 
the influence of childhood characteristics on family formation differ when births to 
singles, births to cohabiting couples, or births to married couples are considered. 
Nevertheless, American research often examine the influence of independent variables 
on the likelihood of having nonmarital or marital births, thereby ignoring possible 
differences in outcomes for births while being single and births within cohabitation. 
Instead, European research tends to ignore births to singles, and only focuses on the 
distinction between births within cohabitation and marriage. Research thus rarely 
examined the influence of the same determinants on all three events, which is 
important for a more complete understanding of family formation. 

Figure 1.2 provides an overview of the conceptual model which will be examined 
in this dissertation. To limit the scope of the research, nonmarital fertility is reflected 
in the partnership status around the birth of the first child; the situation for higher 
order births is not examined. Because data sources to study the influence of ethnic 
background on nonmarital fertility are limited, I was not able to study this relationship 
in a cross-national setting. The second research question is therefore only examined 
in relation to socio-economic status of the childhood family and not in relation to 
ethnic background. 
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Figure 1.2. Overview of conceptual model. 

1.2. Background 

In this section, I will provide an overview of the theoretical and empirical literature 
relevant to the research questions. I will first discuss research related to the individual-
level mechanisms concerning the association of characteristics of the childhood family 
with partnership status around the birth of the first child (Figure 1.2; Arrow 1). Next, 
I will discuss literature relevant to the question how the association of characteristics 
of the childhood family with nonmarital fertility depends on the societal context in 
which one lives (Figure 1.2; Arrow 2). 

1.2.1. Characteristics of the childhood family and nonmarital fertility 

The first research question which I aim to answer in this dissertation is whether 
characteristics of the childhood family are associated with nonmarital fertility. Family 
sociologists have identified several mechanisms through which parents can influence 
their children’s family formation. These mechanisms can roughly be separated into 
those related to (1) socialization, modelling, and social control, and (2) availability of 
material resources. 

Socialization can be described as “the process by which children acquire the 
social, emotional, and cognitive skills needed to function in the social community” 
(Grusec & Davidov, 2010, p. 691). Socialization is the outcome of different processes, 
including reinforcement, punishment, and observational learning (Bandura, Grusec, 
& Menlove, 1966; Grusec & Davidov, 2010). Much of the socialization process occurs 
at a young age in the context of one’s family of origin. Parents and caregivers are 
therefore among the most important social agents through which children acquire 
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their social, emotional, and cognitive skills (Grusec & Davidov, 2010). Relevant in 
relation to family formation is the fact that through socialization, children can 
internalize the values and attitudes of their parents, which in turn influence children’s 
family-related preference and behaviour, not only during childhood, but also during 
their adult life (Axinn, Clarkberg, & Thornton, 1994; Barber, 2000; Barber & Axinn, 
1998; Liefbroer & Elzinga, 2012; Starrels & Holm, 2000). Next to socialization, 
modelling is believed to be an important way to acquire new behaviour (Bandura, 
1986). Young adults who leave the parental home to establish their own household and 
family may use their parents, or their childhood family, as a role model to guide their 
own behaviour (Keijer, Liefbroer, & Nagel, 2018; Liefbroer & Elzinga, 2012; Thornton 
& Camburn, 1987). Yet, even in situations where they do not share their parents’ 
preferences, children may still follow the wishes of their parents, for example to please 
them or to avoid conflict; a mechanism commonly referred to as social control. Several 
studies have indeed found that parental preferences have an independent effect on 
children’s family formation behaviour (Barber, 2000; Barber & Axinn, 1998). In fact, 
some research suggests that in situations where preferences of parents and children 
differ, the preferences of parents are a more important determinant of children’s 
behaviour than their own preferences (Barber, 2000). Through socialization, 
modelling, and social control, parents can influence their children’s likelihood of 
experiencing a nonmarital birth for example by influencing their likelihood of having 
premarital sex (Thornton & Camburn, 1987), or by influencing the occurrence and 
timing of marriage, cohabitation, and parenthood and thereby the order of events 
(Barber, 2000; Barber & Axinn, 1998; Fasang & Raab, 2014; Keijer et al., 2018). 

Material resources of the childhood family may also influence a young adult’s 
family formation behaviour. Children growing up in families with fewer material 
resources are more likely to be confronted with economic hardship, unemployment 
spells of their parents, residential moves, and so forth (Haveman & Wolfe, 1995; 
Högnäs & Thomas, 2016). Parents dealing with these family situations have been 
shown to provide less monitoring and supervision of their children (Hofferth & 
Goldscheider, 2010) and to spend less (quality) time with them (Baizán, Domínguez, 
& González, 2014; Bianchi, Cohen, Raley, & Nomaguchi, 2004). It has been argued 
that this in turn can increase unsafe sexual intercourse, early union formation, and 
therefore the likelihood of experiencing a nonmarital birth (McLanahan, 2009; Miller, 
2002). In addition to these indirect effects through negative childhood experiences, 
parental resources can influence demographic behaviour through financial transfers 
and gifts. Research has shown that parents often transfer money or real estate around 
the period when children leave the parental home, or start a family, suggesting that 
parental assets play an important role in children’s family transitions (Albertini & 
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Kohli, 2013; Albertini, Kohli, & Vogel, 2007; Kohli, 1999; Ploeg, Campbell, Denton, 
Joshi, & Davies, 2004). Through the transfer of these resources, parents may affect 
their children’s likelihood of experiencing a nonmarital birth, for example by 
influencing their probability of establishing an independent household with a 
romantic partner or their ability to afford a wedding (Albertini & Kohli, 2013; Ploeg et 
al., 2004). 

Characteristics of the childhood family may affect the preferences which parents 
transmit to their children as well as the degree of material resources they have 
available to transmit to their children; and this may increase or decrease their 
children’s likelihood of experiencing a nonmarital birth. I will explore this further in 
the next sections for the characteristics this dissertation focuses on: socio-economic 
status (Section 1.2.2) and racial-ethnic background (Section 1.2.3) of the childhood 
family. 

1.2.2. Socio-economic status of the childhood family and nonmarital fertility 

The relationship between socio-economic status of the childhood family and 
nonmarital fertility is extensively examined in the US. This research shows that those 
growing up with parents with a lower socio-economic status are less likely to be 
married when becoming a parent themselves (Aassve, 2003; Amato et al., 2008; 
Högnäs & Carlson, 2012; Wu, 1996). Only a few studies have examined the influence 
of socio-economic status of the childhood family on nonmarital fertility outside of the 
US. These studies, conducted in the UK (Berrington, 2001; Ermisch, 2001; Ermisch & 
Francesconi, 2000; Rowlingson & McKay, 2005) and Sweden (Bernhardt & Hoem, 
1985), have come to the same conclusion as American scholars, namely that those 
growing up with parents with a lower socio-economic status have a higher likelihood 
of experiencing a nonmarital birth when reaching adulthood. I am only aware of one 
cross-national study which has examined the influence of own as well as parental (in 
this case father’s) educational attainment on the likelihood of experiencing a first birth 
in cohabitation or in marriage (Lappegård et al., 2018). After including own 
educational attainment in the model, this study did not find a significant effect of 
father’s educational attainment on women’s likelihood of experiencing their first birth 
in cohabitation or in marriage. However, this study pooled the information of all 
countries into one model. The non-significant overall effect of father’s educational 
attainment may thus mask the fact that in some countries socio-economic status of the 
childhood family does affect nonmarital fertility, while in other countries it does not. 
In fact, it is very probable that country differences exist, as this is something that both 
proponents of the PoD and the SDT have suggested (Lesthaeghe, 2010; McLanahan, 
2004; McLanahan & Percheski, 2008). 
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Births to singles and births to cohabiting couples are often grouped together 
under the same heading of ‘nonmarital fertility’. Some mechanisms can be assumed to 
play a role in explaining the influence of socio-economic status on births to singles, as 
well as births to cohabiting coupes. Other mechanisms are instead mainly used to 
explain either socio-economic differences in births to singles or in explaining 
differences in births to cohabiting couples. I therefore first discuss literature related to 
the influence of socio-economic status of the childhood family and births to singles, 
and after that for births within cohabitation. 
 
Single upon birth. Regarding births to singles, it has been argued that parents’ 
socio-economic status influences their preferences regarding the importance of 
parenthood in relation to other life goals such as educational and occupational 
attainment. Through socialization and social control, they may transmit these beliefs 
to their children. Children growing up with parents with a higher socio-economic 
status may therefore on average have higher educational and occupational aspirations, 
while those from lower socio-economic backgrounds may value parenthood more 
(Friedman, Hechter, & Kanazawa, 1994; Musick, England, Edgington, & Kangas, 
2009). Due to the difficulty for single parents to combine family life with other socio-
economic goals (Härkönen, 2016; Lichter, Sassler, & Turner, 2014), those growing up 
with higher-SES parents are therefore assumed to be more motivated to avoid 
unplanned pregnancies and single parenthood than those from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds (Brown & Booth, 1996; Frisco, 2005). 

Parental socio-economic status may not only influence children’s motivation to 
avoid single parenthood, but also their ability to successfully prevent it. American 
studies have shown that children growing up with parents with a lower socio-economic 
status have a higher chance to encounter family stress, due to parental unemployment, 
economic hardship, etc. which in turn reduces monitoring and supervision of parents 
(Miller, 2002; Musick et al., 2009). In addition, it is argued that children growing up 
in families with a lower socio-economic status have reduced access to medical care, 
abortions, as well as certain type of modern contraceptive methods (Boussen, 2012; 
Musick et al., 2009; Silverman, Torres, & Forrest, 1987). Reduced parental 
monitoring, and reduced access to family planning methods may in turn have a 
negative effect on contraceptive use which can increase the chance of an unplanned 
pregnancy. Compared to those with higher-SES parents, those growing up with lower 
SES parents may also be less likely to move in with a partner before the birth of the 
child when faced with an unplanned pregnancy, because they receive less material 
support to establish one’s own household (Albertini & Kohli, 2013; Fingerman et al., 
2015). 
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As explained in Section 1.2.1, parents may influence their children’s behaviour 
via social modelling (Barber, 2000; Fasang & Raab, 2014; Högnäs & Carlson, 2012; 
Liefbroer & Elzinga, 2012; Musick, 2002). Already existing correlations between socio-
economic status and nonmarital fertility may increase through the mechanism of 
modelling. In a context where parents with a lower socio-economic status are more 
likely to be a single parent, children of lower-SES parents may not only have a higher 
likelihood of becoming a single parent due to differences in preferences or access to 
resources, but also because they copy the behaviour of their parents. 

Socio-economic status of the childhood family may also influence the likelihood 
of having a birth while being single indirectly through the transmission of socio-
economic status. The transmission of socio-economic status refers to the consistently 
found correlation between the socio-economic status of parents and their children 
(Breen & Jonsson, 2005; Ganzeboom, Treiman, & Ultee, 1991; Kurz & Müller, 1987). 
Education plays an important role within this mechanism (Breen & Jonsson, 2005; 
Ganzeboom et al., 1991; Jerrim & Macmillan, 2015). Via socialization, parents are 
expected to shape their children’s educational aspirations and school performance 
(Erikson & Jonsson, 1996). Parental material and financial resources may also 
influence the quality of the school which children attend as well as their participation 
in extra-curricular activities and courses (Garner & Raudenbush, 1991; Lehmann, 
2012; Mayer, 2002). In addition, genetics play a role in status transmission of parents 
to children, by affecting for example cognitive ability and personality (Nielsen, 2006). 
Research has shown that through the transmission of socio-economic status, parents 
may indirectly influence demographic behaviour of their children (Fasang & Raab, 
2014; Liefbroer & Elzinga, 2012). To give an example. I already mentioned that those 
growing up with parents with a higher socio-economic status may have higher 
educational and occupational aspirations which can increase their motivation to avoid 
single motherhood. This link may be become stronger due to the actual higher 
educational and occupational performance of children of higher SES parents. 

Regarding births to singles, the literature above points to the Pattern of 
Disadvantage perspective where those growing up with parents with a lower socio-
economic status have a higher chance to have a birth while being single than those 
growing up with higher SES parents. This reading is not necessarily at odds with the 
Second Demographic Transition theory, since the SDT has focused more on single 
parenthood as the result of a divorce or separation and less to births to singles. 
 
Cohabiting upon birth. When it comes to socio-economic differences between 
childhood families in the likelihood of becoming a cohabiting parent, the American 
literature has sought an explanation in the different meaning that is attached to 
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cohabitation and marriage. It is argued that in the US, couples hold on to certain goals 
and objectives which they feel they have to achieve before they are ready to get married 
(Clarkberg, 1999; Gibson-Davis, 2007; Gibson-Davis, Edin, & McLanahan, 2005; 
Smock & Greenland, 2010; Smock, Manning, & Porter, 2005). The list of prerequisites 
for marriage often includes things related to material resources (purchase of a house), 
financial resources (adequate savings for a ‘proper’ wedding), and financial stability 
(stable income) (Cherlin, 2004). Those with lower-SES parents may have more 
difficulty to meet these requirements than those with higher-SES parents, due to a 
lower likelihood of receiving direct financial transfers from their parents (Albertini & 
Kohli, 2013; Fingerman et al., 2015). This may be strengthened through the 
transmission of socio-economic status from parents to children. People from lower 
socio-economic backgrounds may therefore be more likely to decide to postpone the 
wedding until later in their relationship and perhaps after becoming parents, while 
people from higher socio-economic backgrounds do not have to postpone the wedding 
and are therefore more likely to marry before starting a family (McLanahan & 
Percheski, 2008; Oppenheimer, 2003). In the context of the US, cohabitation is 
therefore often described as a ‘poor man’s wedding’ and births to cohabiting couples 
are seen as a part of the Pattern of Disadvantage (Oppenheimer, 2003). 

According to the SDT, the increase in cohabitation at the expense of marriage 
reflects the need of individuals for autonomy and self-actualization in the context of 
romantic relationships. This view is supported by qualitative studies which have 
shown that people tend to associate cohabitation with personal freedom, financial 
independence, and distancing oneself from social norms advocating marriage (Perelli-
Harris et al., 2014). The SDT does not specifically address how socio-economic status 
of the childhood family may influence the likelihood of becoming a cohabiting parent. 
However, research examining differences in parenting styles have shown that 
generally, parents with a higher socio-economic status emphasize autonomy more 
when raising their children, while parents with a lower socio-economic status tend to 
underscore conformity (Gauthier, 2015; Kohn, 1969; H. Park & Lau, 2016; Weininger 
& Lareau, 2009). If it is true that the higher educated are more likely to cohabit when 
starting a family (Van de Kaa, 2001), this relationship may become stronger if children 
copy the behaviour of their parents. One could therefore argue that via the 
mechanisms of socialization, social control and social modelling children of higher-
SES parents may be more likely to cohabit when starting a family than children 
growing up with lower-SES parents. 

Regarding the link between socio-economic characteristics of the childhood 
family and becoming a cohabiting parent, expectations derived from the PoD and SDT 
clearly differ. Outside of the US, most research on nonmarital fertility in Western 
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societies have examined the association of own educational attainment with 
nonmarital fertility, with a focus on births to cohabiting or married couples. A study 
conducted in eight European countries has shown that in about half of these countries 
the least educated women have higher first birth rates in cohabitation than in marriage 
compared to higher educated women, while in the other half of the countries no 
significant educational gradient was found (Perelli-Harris, Sigle-Rushton, et al., 
2010). A study comparing first birth rates in cohabitation and marriage in a pooled 
model containing information of 16 European countries showed that on average, low 
educated women have a higher risk of experiencing a birth in cohabitation than in 
marriage, compared to medium and high educated women (Lappegård et al., 2018). 
The results of these studies are therefore more in line with the PoD which assumes 
that nonmarital fertility is more common among the lower educated, than with the 
SDT which assumes that nonmarital fertility is more common among the higher 
educated. 

1.2.3. Ethnic background and nonmarital fertility 

Ethnic and racial differences in nonmarital fertility have been extensively studied in 
the US. Compared to White women, nonmarital fertility is more common among 
Hispanics and African Americans. Among the White non-Hispanic population around 
22% of births were to unmarried women in the year 2000, while this was true for 42% 
of births to Hispanic women and 69% of births to African American women (Ventura 
& Bachrach, 2000). Around half of all nonmarital births in the US are to cohabiting 
parents and the other half to single parents, but substantial racial-ethnic differences 
are found in this division (Manlove, Ryan, Wildsmith, & Franzetta, 2010). While about 
70% of nonmarital births of African American women happen to single parents, this is 
true for around 50% of native born Hispanic Americans, 40% of White Americans, and 
30% of foreign born Hispanic Americans (Manlove et al., 2010). 

Thus far, only a few studies provide insight in the occurrence of nonmarital 
fertility among migrants in the European context. It should be noted that these studies 
did not differentiate between those who were a lone-parent from the start of 
parenthood and those who ended up as a single parent after experiencing a separation, 
divorce, or death of a partner. A study in the UK shows that children from Caribbean 
and African households are more likely to live in lone-parent families than native 
British children, while lone-parenthood is less common among Indian, Pakistani, 
Bangladeshi, and Chinese households (Berrington, 1994). A Dutch study examined 
ethnic differences in family trajectories among native Dutch women and young adults 
whose parents migrated from Morocco, Turkey, Surinam and the Dutch Antilles 
(Kleinepier & de Valk, 2016). The study shows that, compared to native Dutch women, 
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women with a Moroccan and Turkish background are less likely to be in the cluster of 
cohabiting mothers. Women whose parents migrated from Surinam are somewhat less 
likely to be in the cohabiting mother trajectory, but much more likely to experience 
long spells of single motherhood, as compared to Dutch natives. Single motherhood is 
also more common among women with an Antillean background. Moroccan women 
were also more likely to be in the single motherhood cluster, albeit the difference with 
native Dutch women is small. 

Socio-economic characteristics of the childhood family as well as current socio-
economic status have been shown to explain part of racial-ethnic differences in family 
formation trajectories (Harknett & McLanahan, 2004; Kleinepier & de Valk, 2016; 
Raley, Sweeney, & Wondra, 2015; Wildsmith & Raley, 2006). In addition, two other 
factors are often mentioned to explain racial-ethnic differences: cultural differences in 
the perception of family formation, and differences in the use of family planning 
methods (Cutright & Smith, 1988; Harknett & McLanahan, 2004; Wildsmith & Raley, 
2006). 
 
Single upon birth. In the past, differences between the African and White American 
population in births to singles have been attributed to differences in sexual activity, 
legitimization of pregnancies through marriage, abortion rates, and contraceptive use 
(Cutright & Smith, 1988). However, nowadays, racial-ethnic disparities in single 
parenthood in the US are largely explained by only one factor: differences in 
contraceptive use (Kim & Raley, 2015). Cultural differences in the perception of family 
formation may play a role here. Research has shown that although African Americans 
would be more upset than Hispanic and White Americans if they were to experience 
an unplanned pregnancy (Hayford & Guzzo, 2013), they do agree more often with the 
statement that single mothers could raise a child just as well as two parents (Harknett 
& McLanahan, 2004). White Americans and Latin Americans, may thus be somewhat 
more motivated to prevent single motherhood than African Americans. 

In the European literature, differences in attitudes towards marriage and 
partnerships is assumed to play an important role in racial-ethnic differences in single 
motherhood. In Western Europe, single motherhood tends to be higher among 
migrants and descendants originating from the Caribbean (Berrington, 1994; 
Kleinepier & de Valk, 2016). Most attention in the literature has been devoted to 
Caribbean migrants. In the Caribbean, it is common to have a matriarchal family 
system in place, in which men play a more limited role in family life (Miner, 2003; 
Sharpe, 1997). In this context, childbearing often precedes marriage and female-
headed families are common (Shaw, 2003). European scholars assume that 
differences in the importance of marriage and in the acceptance of female-headed 
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households may explain why marriage rates tend to be lower and single motherhood 
tend to be higher among migrant groups originating from the Caribbean region 
(Hannemann & Kulu, 2015; Kleinepier & de Valk, 2016). 
 
Cohabiting upon birth. Next to socio-economic causes, cultural aspects are among 
the most commonly mentioned factors when explaining racial-ethnic differences in 
births to cohabiting couples in the US (Oropesa, 1996; Wildsmith & Raley, 2006). 
Higher birth rates within cohabitation among Hispanic Americans are for example 
attributed to the higher acceptance of consensual unions, because this type of 
relationship historically represents an analogy to marriage in many Latin American 
countries (Oropesa, 1996; Wildsmith & Raley, 2006). African Americans, on the other 
hand, are assumed to emphasize the economic prerequisites and economic benefits of 
marriage more, and may therefore be more reluctant than White Americans to marry 
when these objectives are not met (Edin, 2000; Harknett & McLanahan, 2004). 

Differences in attitudes and preferences are also thought to be at the core of 
ethnic differences in family formation behaviour in the European context. Migrant 
groups originating from North-African, Middle-Eastern and South-Asian countries 
come from a context with traditional trajectories of family formation characterized by 
direct marriage and becoming a parent soon after (Hannemann & Kulu, 2015; 
Kleinepier & de Valk, 2016). Among these groups, births within cohabitation can be 
assumed to be less common. Marriage plays a less prominent role in the Caribbean 
(Hannemann & Kulu, 2015; Kleinepier & de Valk, 2016), and migrant groups 
originating from the this region can be expected to be more likely to experience a birth 
in cohabitation. 

1.2.4. Societal Context 

Thus far, I have focused on the micro-level by discussing literature explaining how 
characteristics of the childhood family can influence the likelihood of experiencing 
births in cohabitation or while being single. I now turn to the literature related to the 
second research question which focuses on the influence of the societal context on 
these micro-level processes. Scholars have suggested that the societal context plays an 
important role in understanding socio-economic and racial-ethnic differences found 
in nonmarital fertility across countries (Lesthaeghe, 2010; McLanahan, 2004; 
McLanahan & Percheski, 2008). This suggests the existence of an interaction effect, in 
which macro-indicators influence inequalities in nonmarital fertility found at the 
micro-level. How societal contexts exactly influence these micro-level associations is 
less clear-cut. Thus far, most studies have examined how societal factors influence the 
occurrence or diffusion of nonmarital parenthood and early parenthood (Lappegård 
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et al., 2018; Santelli, Song, Garbers, Sharma, & Viner, 2017; Singh & Darroch, 2000; 
Vitali, Aassve, & Lappegård, 2015). In other words, they have focused on the direct 
effect of macro-indicators on nonmarital fertility. 

Socio-economic and racial-ethnic differences may both be influenced by the 
societal context (McLanahan, 2004; McLanahan & Percheski, 2008). Yet, due to the 
limited availability of data sources to study the influence of ethnic background on 
nonmarital fertility cross-nationally, the second research question is only examined in 
relation to socio-economic status of the childhood family and nonmarital fertility. The 
literature review provided in Section 1.2.1 identified the following mechanisms as 
being at the basis of explaining the association of socio-economic status of the 
childhood family with nonmarital fertility: the transmission of norms regarding family 
formation, the transmission of material resources, and – in the case of births to singles 
– the prevention of unplanned pregnancies. It can be expected that the societal context 
plays an important role in how these mechanisms play out at the individual level. In 
this dissertation I focus on three macro-indicators which are mentioned in the SDT or 
the PoD theories as factors which play a role in family formation behaviour: norms 
regarding family formation, use of family planning methods, and economic inequality. 

1.2.5. Norms regarding family formation 

The post-war period in Europe and North-America is characterized by an increasing 
need for autonomy and independence of individuals to make their own decisions, 
without the involvement of the state, religious institutions, the family etc. (Van de Kaa, 
2001). During the sexual revolution (1960s-1980s), the belief that sexuality should be 
restricted to (heterosexual) marriage was challenged (Lesthaeghe, 2010). Under the 
influence of these and other developments – such as the decline in religious affiliation 
– marriage has undergone a process of deinstitutionalization (Cherlin, 2004; 
Lesthaeghe, 1995, 2010; Van de Kaa, 2001). These developments are reflected in 
considerable differences between countries in the extent to which certain family forms 
are approved of (see Figure 1.3). 

How societal differences in family norms are affecting the relationship between 
socio-economic background and nonmarital fertility at the individual level is not 
straightforward and may depend on the partnership status under consideration: births 
to singles or births within cohabitation. Regarding births to singles, it is argued that 
those growing up with parents with a lower socio-economic status are less motivated 
to avoid a birth while being single because they rank single motherhood higher as 
compared to other life goals. However, this may be more the case in countries where 
less social stigma is attached to single parenthood. If this is the case, the negative 
association of parental SES with having a child while single is stronger in countries  
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Figure 1.3. Percentage of the population agreeing with different family 
arrangements in 2009. 
Information on proportion approving of cohabiting couples is not available for the US and Canada. 
Chapter 4 provides more detailed information on method. Sources: EVS (2011); WVS (2015). 
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that are less traditional in their views on family formation than in countries which are 
traditional regarding family formation. Based on the SDT, one may argue that parents 
with a higher socio-economic status tend to emphasize individual autonomy more. 
This may result in their children being more likely to cohabit when becoming a parent 
as compared to those with lower parental SES. This may be especially true in countries 
where cohabitation is accepted. Following this reasoning, it can be expected that in 
countries with less traditional norms regarding family formation those with higher 
parental SES are more likely than those with lower parental SES to experience a birth 
within cohabitation, while in more traditional countries no differences are found. The 
Pattern of Disadvantage perspective, instead, argues that the change to less traditional 
value orientations may have aggravated the socio-economic divide in nonmarital 
fertility (McLanahan, 2004). Based on the PoD, it can therefore be expected that those 
with a lower parental SES are more likely to have a birth in cohabitation than those 
with a higher SES, and this effect is stronger in countries with less traditional norms 
regarding family formation as compared to more traditional countries. 

1.2.6. Family planning 

In 1960, the birth control pill was approved for contraceptive use in the US. It became 
instantly popular and its use spread quickly to Europe and other continents. The 
introduction of hormones as birth prevention also led to other contraceptives, such as 
new forms of intrauterine contraceptive devices (IUD) and emergency contraception. 
Access to legal abortion has also changed dramatically (Levels, Sluiter, & Need, 2014). 
Liberalization of abortion laws started in the 1950s in Eastern Europe, and gradually 
spread throughout nearly all industrialized countries (L. Finer & Fine, 2013). 
Currently, most Western societies are allowing abortion either on request or on rather 
non-restrictive grounds in the early stages of gestation (L. Finer & Fine, 2013; Levels 
et al., 2014). However, even though contraceptives and abortion may be legally 
available, usage of family planning methods is variable due to issues related to actual 
availability and affordability (see Figure 1.4). In the case of abortion, restrictions are 
often politically motivated. Procedural barriers – such as waiting periods, mandatory 
counselling, and third party consent – can for example be imposed to cater to 
pronatalist and religious movements, by indirectly restricting abortions (L. Finer & 
Fine, 2013). 

Access to family planning can be expected to play a role in socio-economic 
differences in births to singles, due to its relation with unplanned pregnancies. It is not 
clear what direction this effect would take. On the one hand, it is possible that in 
countries with better access to family planning, especially women from higher  
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Figure 1.4. Abortion rate and the proportion of women of fertile ages 
using modern contraception.  
Abortion rate refers to the number of abortions per 1,000 women aged 15-44. Chapter 4 provides 
more detailed information on method. Sources: Alkema, Kantorova, Menozzi, & Biddlecom (2013); 
United Nations (2007). 
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1.2.7. Economic inequality 

Economic inequality differs substantially between countries (see Figure 1.5). Scientists 
are still debating exactly how these differences (have) come about. However, welfare 
state arrangements and the implementation of universal social policies are considered 
to play a pivotal role (Korpi & Palme, 1998). Economic inequality may influence the 
association of socio-economic background with nonmarital fertility at the individual 
level. 

When it comes to births in cohabitation, American scholars claim that couples 
may postpone or forego marriage as long as they have not met certain financial goals, 
such as the purchase of a house (Gibson-Davis, 2007; Smock et al., 2005). These goals 
may be easier to reach for those with higher educated parents, especially in 
economically unequal societies (Gibson-Davis, 2007). Firstly, because differences in 
transfers of resources to children by lower- and higher-SES parents may be larger in 
economically unequal societies. And secondly, because the intergenerational 
transmission of socio-economic inequality is stronger in economically unequal 
societies (Jerrim & Macmillan, 2015). 

American scholars have argued that higher economic inequality could lead to 
marginalization of young women with a lower socio-economic background. The feeling 
of limited possibilities to advancement in life could reduce the opportunity cost of 
women to have an unplanned pregnancy and increase their chance of having a birth 
while being single (Kearney & Levine, 2014).Support for this claim is found in a study 
which shows that in a context with high economic inequality, American teenagers from  

Figure 1.5. Gini coefficient of economic inequality.  
The Gini coefficient of economic inequality ranges from 0 to 100, where 0 represents perfect equality 
and 100 represents perfect inequality. Chapter 4 provides more detailed information on method. 
Source: World Bank (http://iresearch.worldbank.org/PovcalNet/home.aspx) 
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lower socio-economic backgrounds were less likely to terminate a pregnancy and this 
increased their chance for an early nonmarital birth (Kearney & Levine, 2014). Taking 
these arguments together, the negative association of parental SES with births to 
single women and to cohabiters would be stronger in economically unequal societies 
than in economically equal societies. 

1.3. Outline of the Dissertation 

This dissertation aims to answers two research questions: ‘Is nonmarital fertility 
influenced by characteristics of the childhood family?’ and ‘Is the association of 
characteristics of the childhood family with nonmarital fertility influenced by the 
societal context?’ I focus on two characteristics of the childhood family, namely socio-
economic status and ethnic background. The questions are answered by research 
reported in four empirical chapters. Chapters 2, 3, and 4 focus on the association of 
the socio-economic status of the childhood family with nonmarital fertility. In Chapter 
2, I examine cross-national variation in the influence of parental socio-economic 
status on the risk of experiencing a birth in cohabitation, marriage, or while being 
single. In Chapter 3, I have a closer look at births within cohabitation. In this chapter, 
I examine if the association of parental socio-economic status with a birth in 
cohabitation or marriage is influenced by the level of economic inequality and family-
related norms in a country. Chapter 4, instead, focuses on conceptions to single 
women, as well as their likelihood of starting a union during this pregnancy. Here, I 
test whether the association of parental socio-economic status with single women’s 
likelihood of becoming a parent is influenced by access to family planning, economic 
inequality, and family-related norms in a country. In all three chapters, socio-
economic status of the childhood family is measured by parents’ educational 
attainment. Chapter 5 focuses on the association of ethnic background with 
nonmarital fertility. The influence of ethnic background is examined in the UK by 
comparing family formation of first and second generation migrants from India, 
Bangladesh, Pakistan, and Jamaica with that of the native population. 

1.4. Data and Method 

The data used in the empirical chapters to answer my key research questions were 
selected on the bases of the following criteria: the data needed to contain information 
on the timing of birth of the first biological child, on the timing of cohabitations, 
marriages, and separations, and on parental educational attainment. This dissertation 
uses data from the Generations and Gender Survey Wave 1 (DOIs: 10.17026/dans-
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z5zxn8g), see Gauthier, Cabaço, & Emery (2018) or visit the GGP website 
(https://www.ggp-i.org/) for methodological details. In addition, it used data of the 
Canadian General Social Survey (Béchard & Marchand, 2008), the Dutch Survey on 
Family Formation (CBS, 2012), and the British Understanding Society survey (Knies, 
2016). Post-harmonized data of the American National Survey on Family Growth and 
the British Household Panel Survey were taken from the Harmonized Histories 
(Perelli-Harris, Kreyenfeld, & Kubisch, 2010). Data on norms regarding family 
formation were obtained from the World Value Survey (WVS, 2015) and the European 
Value Study (EVS, 2011), economic inequality from the World Bank 
(http://iresearch.worldbank.org/PovcalNet/home.aspx), modern contraceptive use 
from the UN dataset ‘World Contraceptive Use 2017’ (Alkema et al., 2013), abortion 
rate from the report ‘World Abortion Policies’ (United Nations, 2007), and adolescent 
abortion rates from Sing and Darroch (2000). 

Parental socio-economic status can be captured with various indicators. The 
most commonly used are parental educational attainment, occupational status, and 
income. All three indicators have a clear link with economic capital and therefore with 
parental resources. However, especially educational attainment is commonly 
mentioned as a proxy for cultural capital which may capture parental preferences 
better (Bourdieu, 1986; Kraaykamp & van Eijck, 2010). In addition, parental 
educational attainment is rather stable over time, and may therefore give a better 
reflection of the general situation during childhood. Finally, in the countries used in 
this study, the cohorts of the parents were characterized by high female participation 
in education, but lower levels of female labour force participation. Using parental 
educational attainment thus captured more often information on both parents. Ethnic 
background was based on information on the country of birth of the individual and his 
or her parents. Men and women born outside of the UK were categorized as first-
generation migrants. Men and women who were born in the UK, but had at least one 
parent born outside of the UK were categorized as second-generation migrants. 

I used discrete-time competing risk models to estimate the association of socio-
economic background with the monthly risk of having a birth in marriage, 
cohabitation or while being single. The advantage of an event-history design is that it 
allows to include those who did not experience a birth (yet) at the time of the interview. 
In other words, the analyses are not based on a selective sample of parents. In Chapters 
3 and 4, I test the moderating effect of macro-indicators on the association of parental 
education with union status at birth. This could be examined with multi-level analyses, 
by including an interaction between a macro-level indicator and the random slope of 
parental educational attainment in the model. However, it has been suggested that this 
strategy is problematic when using less than 25 countries (Bryan & Jenkins, 2016). 

http://iresearch.worldbank.org/PovcalNet/home.aspx
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When estimating a macro-micro level interaction with multi-level analysis using fewer 
than 25 data points at the macro-level, the models may underestimate the standard 
errors, which increases the likelihood of making a type I error (the incorrect rejection 
of a true null-hypothesis). When using close to 20 data points, Bryan and Jenkins 
estimated that the standard errors would be underestimated by about 4%. I therefore 
relied on meta-regression to predict the macro-micro level interaction (Brons & 
Härkönen, 2018; Zoutewelle-Terovan & Liefbroer, 2017). In a first step, all analyses 
were run separately for each country. In the second step, the covariates of socio-
economic background were regressed on the macro-level variables, using meta-
regression with the Knapp-Hartung modification. The Knapp-Hartung modification is 
a conservative method which can be used to test an interaction with few data points 
(Higgins & Thompson, 2004). 

1.5. Summary of each chapter 

1.5.1. Chapter 2: Parental educational differences in partnership status at 
first birth in Europe and North-America 

The first study (Chapter 2) examines the association of parental educational 
attainment with the partnership context at first birth in 16 European and North-
American countries. This study relates to my first research question ‘Is nonmarital 
fertility influenced by characteristics of the childhood family?’ I also examine if the 
association of parental educational attainment with partnership context changes over 
cohorts and to what extent it changes when own educational attainment is taken into 
account. I distinguish between three partnership statuses: marriage, cohabitation, and 
being single. Being married served as the reference category in all models. 

The results show that in North American and East European countries – but not 
in Western European countries - men and women growing up with lower educated 
parents have a higher risk of experiencing a birth within cohabitation as compared to 
those with higher educated parents. In North American countries and in half of West 
and East European countries, those growing up with lower educated parents also have 
a higher risk of experiencing a birth while being single as compared to those with 
higher educated parents. The association of parental educational attainment with 
partnership status at birth tends to change over cohorts. However, no clear pattern 
could be observed. In some countries, the association of parental educational 
attainment with experiencing a first birth in cohabitation or while being single is more 
negative for more recent cohorts compared to older cohorts. In other countries, 
however, the association of parental education attainment is less negative for more 
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recent cohorts than for older cohorts. Accounting for own educational attainment 
tends to reduce the negative effect of parental educational attainment, although in 
most countries the effect of parental educational attainment remains statistically 
significantly related to partnership status at birth. 

1.5.2. Chapter 3: Explaining cross-national variation of parental educational 
differences in having a first birth while cohabiting 

The second study (Chapter 3) aims to explain why cross-national differences are found 
in the association of parental educational attainment with the likelihood of having a 
birth in cohabitation or in marriage. I test whether the association of parental 
educational attainment with the likelihood of having a birth in cohabitation is subject 
to differences between countries in economic inequality and in norms regarding family 
formation. This study relates to my second research question ‘Is the association of 
characteristics of the childhood family with nonmarital fertility influenced by the 
societal context?’ I expect that the association of parental educational attainment with 
the likelihood of having a first birth within cohabitation is more negative – thus having 
a child within cohabitation is more common among women with lower educated 
parents - in countries with a higher level of economic inequality. For norms regarding 
family formation, two opposing expectations can be formulated. Based on the SDT, it 
can be expected that the association of parental educational attainment with first 
births in cohabitation is more positive – thus having a child within cohabitation is 
more common among women with higher parental education – in countries with less 
traditional norms regarding family formation. Instead, based on the PoD, it can be 
argued that the association of parental educational attainment is more negative – thus 
having a child in cohabitation is more common among women with lower parental 
educational – in countries with less traditional norms regarding family formation. 

When considering the outcomes in all countries, I find a clear parental 
educational gradient of having a birth in cohabitation or marriage. Women with high 
educated parents are least likely to have a birth in cohabitation, followed by women 
with medium educated parents. Women with low educated parents are the most likely 
to have a birth in cohabitation. The models furthermore show substantial variation in 
the association of parental educational attainment with partnership status across 
countries. Part of this variation can be explained by differences in economic inequality 
and norms regarding family formation. The study shows that in countries with 
traditional family norms, women with low or medium educated parents are more likely 
to have a birth in cohabitation than women with high educated parents. However, in 
countries with less traditional family norms, no significant association of parental 
educational attainment with the likelihood of having a child in cohabitation is found. 
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The interaction effect is stronger for low versus high, than for medium versus high 
parental education. Differences in economic inequality across countries only 
significantly alter the likelihood of having a birth in cohabitation when women with 
medium and high educated parents are considered. In economically unequal societies, 
women with medium educated parents are more likely to have a birth in cohabitation 
than women with high educated parents, while this difference is not statistically 
significant in more economically equal societies. 

1.5.3. Chapter 4: Explaining cross-national variation of parental educational 
differences in having a first birth while being single 

In the third study (Chapter 4), the influence of the societal context on the association 
of parental educational attainment with the likelihood of women experiencing a first 
birth whilst single is examined. This study relates to my second research question ‘Is 
the association of characteristics of the childhood family with nonmarital fertility 
influenced by the societal context?’ I hypothesize that conceptions leading to live 
births are more common among single women with lower educated parents than 
among single women with higher educated parents, and that single women with lower 
educated parents are less likely to enter a union during pregnancy. I argue that cross-
national differences in access to family planning may particularly influence the 
association of parental educational background with single women’s likelihood of 
experiencing a conception leading to a live birth. Cross-national differences in norms 
regarding family formation may be important in explaining the association of parental 
educational attainment with single women’s likelihood of entering a union during 
pregnancy. Differences in economic inequality may play a role in the association of 
parental educational attainment at both stages of the family-building process. 

Across countries, a negative parental educational gradient was found of 
experiencing a pregnancy while being single and of remaining single during this 
pregnancy. In other words, single women with lower parental educational attainment 
were more likely to experience a conception and were more likely to remain single 
during this pregnancy. The overall association of parental education with single 
women’s likelihood of experiencing a conception was larger than the association of 
parental education with the likelihood of entering a union during pregnancy. 

Access to family planning altered the parental educational gradient for single 
women’s likelihood of experiencing a first pregnancy. The gradient was stronger in 
countries with higher levels of modern contraceptive use and higher adolescent 
abortion rates. However, general abortion rates (of all women of fertile ages) did not 
significantly alter this gradient. The strength of the association of parental education 
with single women’s likelihood of remaining single during pregnancy was significantly 
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influenced by societal norms regarding marriage. In countries with less traditional 
norms regarding marriage, women with lower parental educational attainment were 
more likely to remain living single than those with higher parental education 
attainment. In countries with traditional norms regarding marriage, no differences 
were found between women with different levels of parental education. Interestingly, 
no significant interaction effect was found for the indicator capturing a country’s 
norms regarding single motherhood. In contrast to expectations, economic inequality 
did not significantly alter the association of parental educational attainment with 
single women’s likelihood of becoming pregnant or to remain living single during 
pregnancy. 

1.5.4. Chapter 5: Ethnic differences in partnership status at first birth in the 
UK 

In the fourth study (Chapter 5), I examine ethnic differences in the likelihood of 
experiencing a first conception to a live birth outside of marriage, and in the likelihood 
of experiencing a transition to a union during this pregnancy in the UK. This relates to 
my first research question ‘Is nonmarital fertility influenced by characteristics of the 
childhood family?’ Compared to British natives, I expected South Asian migrants 
(originating from Bangladesh, Pakistan, and India) to follow a more traditional family 
pathway, with fewer conceptions outside of marriage. It was also expected that sexual 
intercourse outside of marriage would be less common among South Asian migrants 
as compared to British natives. Because pre-marital sex is uncommon among South 
Asian migrants, I assumed that becoming pregnant while being single and starting a 
union during pregnancy would be uncommon too. For Caribbean migrants 
(originating from Jamaica), I expected marriage to play a less central role in family 
formation than for British natives. Conceptions outside of marriage were therefore 
expected to be more common among Caribbean migrants as compared to British 
natives, while union formation during pregnancy were expected to be less common. In 
addition, I examine if family formation behaviour differs between first- and second-
generation migrants. Non-Western migrants migrating to Western societies are 
confronted with a societal context that is very different from the one experienced in 
their countries of origin. Still, family formation behaviour of the first generation may 
be rather similar to that of the population in the country of origin. First generation 
migrants mostly grew up in the country of origin and may even have started family 
formation before migrating to Europe. However, descendants of these immigrants – 
the second generation - are already from a young age in daily contact with the host 
society, and are therefore assumed to show more similarities to the native Western 
population (Giguère, Lalonde, & Lou, 2010; Kalmijn & Tubergen, 2006). 
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The study shows that compared to the native British population, South Asian 
minorities are less likely to experience a conception outside of marriage. 
Unexpectedly, South Asian minorities are just as likely as the British population to 
make a transition to a first union during pregnancy. Compared to the native British 
population, Caribbean minorities are more likely to experience a first conception 
outside of marriage and less likely to make a transition to a union during pregnancy. 
Second generation single women from the Caribbean are less likely to experience a 
first conception than the first generation. Apart from this finding, no other significant 
differences were found between first- and second-generation migrants. Including 
parental educational attainment in the models led to slight changes in the regression-
coefficients, without affecting the abovementioned conclusions. 

1.6. Discussion 

Over the past decades, family-related demographic behaviour has undergone changes 
leading to a diversification of families in Western societies. One notable change has 
been the rapid increase in nonmarital births. While in the 1960s less than 10% of births 
happened outside of marriage, nowadays, the number of nonmarital births already 
exceeds births to married couples in many countries. It is still under debate what the 
consequences of these demographic changes are for societies and individual lives. In 
the US, those growing up in disadvantaged families are more likely to experience a 
nonmarital birth as an adult and growing up with unmarried parents has negative 
consequences for one’s socio-economic outcomes. Therefore, nonmarital fertility plays 
an important role in the intergenerational transmission of inequality from one 
generation to the next in the context of the US. It is not known to what extent this 
pattern is generalizable to other Western societies, because the influence of 
characteristics of the childhood family on nonmarital births has rarely been addressed 
in cross-national research. The first research question I address in this 
dissertation is therefore: ‘Is nonmarital fertility influenced by characteristics of the 
childhood family?’ In this dissertation I have examined two characteristics of the 
childhood family: socio-economic status captured by parental educational attainment 
and ethnic background captured by country of birth of a person and his or her parents. 
To limit the scope, I have only focused on partnership status around the birth of the 
first child; I have not examined the situation for higher-order births. 

Research suggests that socio-economic status of the childhood family can 
influence nonmarital fertility through the transmission of preferences and of material 
resources. These general mechanisms may work differently depending on the type of 
nonmarital births considered: births to cohabiting couples or births to singles. 
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Regarding births to cohabiting couple, qualitative studies in the US suggest that 
couples may decide to have a birth in cohabitation instead of marriage, because they 
find themselves – at that moment in time - unfit for marriage due to their financial 
situation. With this in mind, it can be expected that those growing up with lower 
educated parents are more likely to have a birth in cohabitation. I show in Chapter 2, 
that births within cohabitation were more common among those with lower educated 
parents in 11 out of the 16 countries. This was found in North-America and Central and 
Eastern Europe (except for Poland). In Western Europe, a negative gradient in the 
association of parental educational attainment was only found in Norway. In Austria, 
births within cohabitation were more common among those with lower educated 
parents in the cohort born in the 1960s, but this effect became smaller among more 
recent cohorts resulting in a nonsignificant effect when all cohorts were taken 
together. 

Different from the US, in Europe, cohabitation is often seen as a reflection of 
autonomy and self-actualization in the context of partnerships. In this case it can be 
expected that births within cohabitation are more common among those growing up 
with higher educated parents as these parents may emphasize the importance of 
autonomy more than those with lower educated parents. Support for this argument 
was found in the Netherlands where births to cohabiting couples were more common 
among those with higher educated parents than among those with lower educated 
parents. In addition, the results suggest that in Belgium and France, cohabitation was 
more common among those with higher educated parents for the cohort born in the 
1960s. However, among more recent birth cohorts this effect disappeared, resulting in 
an overall nonsignificant effect when data of all birth cohorts were taken together. 
Note that the same pattern is found in the Netherlands, however, in this case the 
overall sum was positive. 

To sum up, when it comes to the association of socio-economic status with first 
births in cohabitation, in the majority of countries the results are in line with the 
Pattern of Disadvantage perspective because those growing up with lower educated 
parents are more likely to have a birth in cohabitation. However, in a few countries, 
namely the Netherlands, Belgium and France, the results are more in line with the 
Second Demographic Transition theory which suggests that in the early stages of the 
transition, nonmarital fertility may have been more common among those more open 
to secular and rational value orientations – in this case those who grew up with higher 
educated parents – after which the behaviour diffused to all parts of society with the 
increasing adoption of nonmarital fertility. 

The literature regarding single parenthood suggests that those growing up with 
parents with higher educational attainment may be more motivated to avoid single 
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parenthood because they may attribute more importance to other life goals than 
motherhood. In addition, they may be better able to avoid becoming a parent while 
being single by preventing unplanned pregnancies or because they have the resources 
to move in with a partner when confronted with a pregnancy. It is therefore expected 
that having a first birth while being single is more common among those with lower 
parental educational attainment. In Chapter 2, I found that in North America as well 
as in half of the European countries, women with lower educated parents are more 
likely to have a birth while being single than women with higher educated parents. In 
the other countries, no significant difference in births while being single and births 
within marriage was found by parental educational attainment. 

A more in-depth examination of births to single women was performed in 
Chapter 4. In this chapter, I examined the association of parental educational 
attainment with the chance of single women to experience a conception leading to their 
first live birth as well as their chance of subsequently starting a union during 
pregnancy. The results show that those with lower educated parents are more likely to 
experience a conception while living single. This was true for all countries – except 
Georgia and Sweden – for which the negative effect sizes were not statistically 
significant. In some countries parental educational differences aggravate during 
pregnancy because those with lower parental educational attainment are more likely 
to remain living single and less likely to start a union during pregnancy than those with 
higher educated parents. Taking Chapter 2 and 4 together, the results regarding births 
to singles are mostly in line with the PoD as it is more common among those growing 
up with lower educated parents. 

Racial-ethnic background is strongly related to nonmarital fertility in the US. 
Ethnic background has thus far received little attention in the literature on nonmarital 
fertility in Europe. In Chapter 5, I examined whether ethnic background is associated 
with the likelihood of experiencing a conception leading to a live birth outside of 
marriage, and whether ethnic background is associated with the likelihood of making 
a transition to a first union during pregnancy. Ideally, I would have liked to examine 
the influence of ethnicity in several countries simultaneously, to understand the 
generalizability across different societal contexts. In practice, the number of data 
sources which can be used to study family formation behaviour among different ethnic 
groups in Europe is limited. I therefore focused on the UK, for which rich survey data 
is available for a large number of South Asian and Caribbean migrants as well as the 
British native population. 

The literature suggests that marriage plays a less central role in family formation 
of Caribbean migrants compared to the British native population, due to the more 
matriarchal oriented family system in the Caribbean. The results indeed indicated that 
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nonmarital fertility is higher among Caribbean migrants compared to the native 
British population, firstly, because they are more likely to experience a conception 
outside of marriage, and secondly, because they are less likely to start a union during 
pregnancy. In South-Asia, childrearing and bearing is still strongly bound to marriage. 
This was also reflected in the results because South Asian minority groups had a lower 
probability of experiencing a conception outside of marriage than the native British 
population. The literature suggests that sexual intercourse outside of marriage is less 
common among South Asian minorities compared to West-European populations. I 
had therefore expected that South Asian minorities would first marry and then become 
pregnant, and that they would be less likely to start their first union during pregnancy 
than the British population. However, as it turns out, South Asian minorities are just 
as likely as the British population to make a transition to a first union during 
pregnancy. There may be different reasons behind the fact that people start a union 
during pregnancy. Some couples may have become less strict regarding unprotected 
sexual intercourse in anticipation of a wedding, while others may start a union in 
reaction to an unplanned pregnancy. It is plausible that the reasons for moving in 
differ between ethnic groups. For example, compared to British natives and Caribbean 
migrants, South Asian minorities may be more likely to marry during pregnancy to 
avoid the shame of a birth outside of marriage. Data sources rarely allow to test the 
reason for moving in with a partner. A more indirect way to grasp this is to look at the 
timing of union formation during pregnancy. If the start of a union is especially 
common after the first 3 months of pregnancy (the period when people find out about 
a pregnancy), this can indicate that partnerships are more often formed in reaction to 
pregnancies. If the start of a union is instead more common in anticipation of a 
wedding, a more equal distribution over gestation period can be expected. 
Unfortunately, the small sample size of South Asian minorities moving in with a 
partner during pregnancy did not allow us to explore timing of partnership formation 
in more detail, and this therefore has to be left to further research. 

Overall, family formation was strikingly similar between first- and second-
generation migrants. I did find that compared to the first generation, second 
generation Jamaican women are less likely to experience a first conception when living 
single. However, I did not find any differences between first- and second-generation 
Caribbean migrants in the likelihood of experiencing a conception in cohabitation, nor 
in the likelihood of starting a union during pregnancy. Chapter 4 shows that access to 
contraceptives especially plays a role in socio-economic differences in conception risk 
among single women, while norms regarding family formation play a role in socio-
economic differences in the likelihood of starting a union during this pregnancy. It is 
plausible that this is also true for ethnic differences in births to single women. If so, 
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the reduction in single motherhood among second generation Jamaican women may 
reflect increased access to family planning methods and sex education in the UK as 
compared to the Caribbean, more so than a change in attitudes towards single 
motherhood. Yet, this hypothesis needs to be addressed by future research before a 
conclusion can be drawn. 

The literature suggests that ethnic differences in nonmarital fertility come about 
due to cultural differences in the perception of family formation as well as due to 
differences in material resources. In the American literature, the disadvantaged 
position of Latin Americans and African Americans is often stressed as a very relevant 
factor in the explanation of racial-ethnic differences. To grasp how relevant ethnic 
differences in socio-economic position are to explain the patterns found, I compared 
models excluding and including parental educational attainment. I found that ethnic 
differences in socio-economic background did not account for the ethnic differences 
described above. This type of analyses is not sufficient to understand the exact role 
that cultural differences and material resources play in ethnic differences in 
nonmarital fertility. However, it does suggest that in the context of the UK, cultural 
differences in the perception of family formation do play an important role in addition 
to socio-economic differences. 

Taken together, the results show that ethnic background plays an important role 
in understanding nonmarital fertility. Socio-economic disadvantage of the childhood 
family does not seem to play a pivotal role in explaining differences between Caribbean 
migrants and British natives. However, having a nonmarital birth may have important 
implications for the socio-economic outcomes of parents and their children, especially 
when it concerns births to singles. 
 
It is often suggested that societal context is important in understanding how 
differences in nonmarital fertility between groups come about at the individual level. 
However, thus far studies examining the influence of societal context on the link 
between characteristics of the childhood family and nonmarital fertility are scarce and 
have only focused on the American context. The second research question is 
therefore: ‘Is the association of characteristics of the childhood family with 
nonmarital fertility influenced by the societal context?’ 

American scholars have suggested that economic inequality in a country could 
play a role in aggravating socio-economic differences in nonmarital fertility. Two 
mechanisms are mentioned in the American literature to explain the influence of 
economic inequality. Firstly, it is assumed that higher economic inequality could lead 
to marginalization of young women with a lower socio-economic background, which 
could  reduce the opportunity cost of women of single parenthood (Kearney & Levine, 
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2014). I found no support that such a mechanism could explain cross-national 
differences in births to singles. The association of parental educational attainment 
with the likelihood of experiencing a birth while being single or to start a union during 
pregnancy, did not differ by economic inequality in a country. Perhaps, the mechanism 
mostly applies to the behaviour of very young women. In the sample of countries I 
used, the US was the only country in which conceptions to a live birth were higher 
among single women aged 15-18 than among single women aged 23-26. This may 
explain why the findings from the US are not generalizable to other Western societies. 

Secondly, American scholars claim that intrinsic assumptions about when one is 
ready for marriage – having a stable income, a house, enough money for a proper 
wedding, etc. –  may influence the decision of a couple to remain cohabiting or to 
marry when becoming parents (Gibson-Davis, 2007; Smock et al., 2005). These goals 
may be easier to reach for those with higher educated parents, especially in 
economically unequal societies (Gibson-Davis, 2007). Also here, one might expect to 
find a gradient in this association, where economic inequality more strongly alters the 
difference between those with lower and higher educated parents than the difference 
between those with medium and higher educated parents. Instead, I found that level 
of economic inequality only significantly alters the likelihood of women with medium 
and high parental SES of having a birth in cohabitation. In economically unequal 
countries, women with medium parental SES are more likely to have a birth in 
cohabitation than women with higher parental SES. This association is not found in 
more economically equal societies. I do not have a clear explanation of why I did not 
find a gradient in this association. Perhaps the prerequisites for marriage – such as 
homeownership and a stable income – are always hard to reach for those with low 
educated parents, regardless of the level of economic inequality in a country. However, 
for those with medium educated parents, such goals lay within their reach, but are 
harder to obtain when one lives in more economically unequal societies. Those with 
medium educated parents may therefore decide to delay the wedding while already 
starting a family. 

Differences in norms regarding family formation play an important role in the 
Second Demographic Transition theory (SDT), to explain country differences in 
family-related demographic behaviour. Although the Second Demographic Transition 
theory is not very explicit about within-country variation, it does mention that those 
giving expression to anti-authoritarian and secular value orientations are among the 
first to adopt new family behaviour (Van de Kaa, 2001). Based on the SDT, it might 
therefore be expected that in countries where cohabitation receives little stigma, births 
to cohabiting couples are more common among those growing up with higher 
educated parents as they perceive cohabitation as more gender equal and more 
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autonomous than marriage. The Pattern of Disadvantage perspective, instead, argues 
that the change to less traditional value orientations may have aggravated socio-
economic differences in nonmarital fertility (McLanahan, 2004). Chapter 3 shows that 
in countries that have traditional norms regarding family formation, women with 
lower educated parents are more likely to experience a birth in cohabitation than 
women with higher educated parents, however, no association of parental educational 
attainment with births within cohabitation is found in less traditional countries. The 
finding that socio-economic inequalities are smaller in countries that are less 
traditional does therefore align somewhat with the SDT. However, the SDT seems to 
suggest that in traditional societies, births to cohabiting couples are almost non-
existent. This research shows that even in countries where marriage is highly valued, 
births in cohabitation are not uncommon, but are mostly adopted among those from 
lower socio-economic backgrounds. This relates to the literature regarding the 
meaning of cohabitation (Bumpass & Raley, 1995; Rindfuss & Vandenheuvel, 1990). 
It appears that in countries where marriage is highly valued, such as the US and in 
Central and Eastern European countries, cohabitation functions as a ‘poor man’s 
marriage’. In this context, having a birth in cohabitation is not necessarily the 
preferred situation, but is chosen as a second best option. In societies in which less 
value is attached to marriage, cohabitation might become an interesting alternative to 
marriage (Heuveline & Timberlake, 2004; Hiekel & Castro-Martín, 2014; Holland, 
2013). This may especially be the case for those growing up with higher educated 
parents, as they may view cohabitation as a reflection of equality and independence in 
their relationship. 

For births to singles, I argue that those growing up with lower educated parents 
are less motivated to avoid a birth while being single. It is plausible that in less 
traditional countries, not living with a partner when becoming a parent is less 
stigmatized. This may make the prospect of single motherhood less detrimental, 
especially for women with lower educated parents, who may have fewer educational 
and occupational aspirations than women with higher educated parents. I therefore 
expected to find that the negative association of parental SES is stronger in countries 
that are less traditional in their views on family formation than in countries which are 
traditional regarding family formation. This would be in line with the PoD perspective, 
arguing that the change to less traditional value orientations could aggravate socio-
economic differences in nonmarital fertility. Chapter 4 confirms this expectation: in 
countries that have traditional norms regarding family formation, no parental 
educational gradient is found, while in less traditional countries single women with 
lower educated parents are more likely to remain living single during pregnancy. 
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The influence of access to family planning on the association of socio-economic 
status of the childhood family with nonmarital fertility, was only examined for births 
to single due to its assumed relation with unplanned pregnancies. From the outset, it 
was not clear which direction the effect would take. On the one hand, it is possible that 
in countries with limited access, especially those from higher socio-economic 
backgrounds use it due to their access to limited resources. While this disparity would 
not be present in countries where access to family planning is less restrained. On the 
other hand, it is possible that in countries with better access to family planning, 
especially those from higher socio-economic backgrounds would use it, because single 
parenthood has a higher penalty for this group than for those with lower parental SES. 
As a result – and in line with the PoD - differences between those with lower and higher 
parental SES would be larger in societies with better access. The results are line with 
the latter argument. Single women with lower educated parents are more likely to 
experience a conception to a live birth than women with higher educated parents and 
this negative gradient is stronger in countries with wider access to family planning. 
This seems to suggest that women with higher educated parents make more use of 
available family planning methods than women with lower educated parents. 

1.7. Limitations and Future Directions 

The main contribution of this dissertation to the literature is its focus on 
characteristics of the childhood family in a cross-national perspective. However, this 
cross-national focus meant I often had to make sacrifices in other areas. Socio-
economic status of the childhood family can be measured with various indicators, such 
as educational attainment, occupational status, and (household) income. For several 
reasons explained in Section 1.4, I used parental education. However, in some 
instances it might have been interesting to examine the association of one of the other 
indicators too. In Chapter 3, I find rather puzzling results for the interaction effect of 
economic inequality in a country with the association of parental educational 
attainment with births in cohabitation. One of my expectations was that differences 
between material transfers from parents to adult children due to differences in 
parental socio-economic status may be larger in economically unequal societies. For 
this reason, I hypothesized that parental socio-economic differences in the likelihood 
of having a birth in cohabitation and while being single would be larger in 
economically unequal societies than in more economically equal societies. Instead, I 
did not find a significant interaction effect for births to singles. Regarding births within 
cohabitation, I did not find a gradient in the interaction-term of economic inequality. 
Instead, it was found that economic inequality only significantly alters the differences 
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between those with medium and high educated parents. The likelihood of transferring 
goods to children may be more strongly correlated with parental income or wealth 
than with parental educational attainment. Using parental income instead of parental 
educational attainment could therefore have served as an interesting robustness 
check. Unfortunately, parental income is not available in the surveys I used. 

The results of Chapter 2 suggest that influence of socio-economic status on 
nonmarital fertility does not only differ between countries, but also within countries 
over time. To make an even stronger case regarding the influence of macro-indicators, 
it would have been interesting to examine the influence of for example norms 
regarding family formation and access to family planning methods within countries 
over time. Due to data limitations this was unfortunately not possible. In this case, the 
limiting factor is the availability of macro-indicators for the period before the 1990s. 
Examination of a small time-period does not necessarily have to be an issue as long as 
there is enough variation – or even better fluctuation – in the macro-indicator 
examined. However, the macro-indicators that are important in understanding 
nonmarital fertility only change slowly over time and (abrupt) fluctuations are rare, 
which made examining changes over time impossible. The cross-national focus also 
limits the scope of macro-indicators available to use. This is especially true for norms 
regarding family formation, for which I was completely dependent on the World Value 
Survey and the European Value Study. Ideally, one would have liked to examine a 
range of perceptions regarding marriage, cohabitation, contraceptive use, abortion etc. 
Instead I was bound to use the one or two indicators which came closest to the concept 
I wanted to measure and which was / were available in all or at least most of the 
countries I used for the analyses. 

To examine the influence of ethnic background on nonmarital fertility, I used the 
British Understanding Society survey which oversamples certain ethnic minority 
groups. The results show that conceptions to singles are more common among 
Jamaican women than among British women, however, these differences are smaller 
for second generation migrants than for the first generation. I have to leave it to future 
research to establish why this is the case. It may be related to better access to sex 
education and modern contraceptives in the UK as compared to Jamaica. But a proper 
examination of the influence of macro-characteristics on ethnic differences requires a 
much larger sample size of ethnic minority groups. This is something that survey data 
may not able to provide, and it may be worthwhile for future research to focus 
attention to administrative data sources. 

Often, fertility and fertility-related studies only focus on women. My 
recommendation for future research is to increase the inclusion of men in fertility 
research. Firstly, because nowadays family and fertility surveys often collect 
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information of both men and women, and using information of men can thus serve as 
a robustness test. Secondly, because American research suggests that the 
intergenerational transmission of norms and values regarding family-related 
behaviour can be different from parents to daughters as compared to from parents to 
sons (Axinn & Thornton, 1993; Barber, 2000; Raffaelli & Ontai, 2004). This may cause 
differences in partnership context at births for men and women, something which has 
not received much attention in cross-national and European research thus far. One of 
the reasons for not including men in fertility research is their tendency to underreport 
nonmarital children or to misreport birth dates. Under- and misreporting is especially 
prevalent when men have not shared a household with their children or when they did 
not have a (good) relationship with the mother of their children (Joyner et al., 2012; 
Rendall, Clarke, Peters, Ranjit, & Verropoulou, 1999). Chapter 2 shows that in all 
countries considered in that chapter, the percentage of first births while being single 
is lower for men than for women, while this is not the case for births within 
cohabitation or marriage. Including men in fertility research should therefore be less 
problematic in research focusing on birth that happen within a union and in contexts 
where births to singles are uncommon. Even in contexts where births to singles are 
common, I believe that underreporting of men does not necessarily result in exclusion 
of men from fertility research. After all, other factors such as family complexity, age 
and educational attainment may also lead to under- and misreporting of children and 
their birth dates, but does not urge researchers to exclude certain groups from fertility 
research altogether. A careful examination of data quality and a thorough discussion 
of the results may therefore be a more fruitful strategy in these instances. Regardless 
of my own recommendation, I did not follow this suggestion myself in all instances. I 
could have included results for men in Chapter 3 which focuses on births in 
cohabitation and marriage. Because of the complexity of explaining and reporting on 
macro-micro level interactions, I decided not to do this. 

1.8. Conclusion and Societal Implications 

This dissertation aimed to improve our understanding of socio-economic and ethnic 
differences in nonmarital fertility in Western societies. In order to do so I formulated 
two research questions. Question 1 ‘Is nonmarital fertility influenced by 
characteristics of the childhood family?’, and question 2 ‘Is the association of 
characteristics of the childhood family with nonmarital fertility influenced by the 
societal context?’ The study provides evidence to answer ‘yes’ to both questions. 
Although more research is needed in this area, the results from the current study 
suggest the following. 
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Thus far, the focus of European research has mostly been on socio-economic 
status (educational attainment) of a person him- or herself. The lack of attention for 
characteristics of the childhood family may originate from the fact that – at least in 
Western societies – acceptance of nonmarital fertility is rather high and modern 
contraceptives are generally available. This may give the impression that individuals 
are free to make decisions regarding family formation, without much interference 
from others, such as parents. However, the literature suggests that there are very 
subtle ways in which characteristics of the childhood family can influence nonmarital 
fertility. People may for example internalize certain preferences that their parents have 
regarding the importance of parenthood and a career and use these when making their 
own decisions regarding family formation. Parents may also provide financial aid 
when their children make the transition to starting their own family. Even social 
control may still play a role in family formation decision, simply because children 
know their parents’ preferences and may act upon this to please their parents. The 
research presented in this dissertation supports the idea that characteristics of the 
childhood family play an important role in the occurrence of nonmarital fertility; 
parental socio-economic status and ethnic background are both important 
determinants of partnership status at first birth. 

I found that first births in cohabitation are more common among those growing 
up with parents with a lower socio-economic status than among those with higher SES 
parents. However, I also found substantial cross-national variation this relationship. 
Norms regarding family formation are especially important for understanding the 
association of parental socio-economic status with births within cohabitation. In 
countries that are more traditional regarding family formation, births to cohabiting 
couples are more common among those from lower socio-economic backgrounds, 
while these differences disappear in less traditional countries. Cohabitation as a ‘poor-
man’s marriage’ appears to apply mostly to countries in which marriage is still highly 
valued. 

The term ‘poor-man’s marriage’ suggests that there are not many differences 
between a cohabiting or a married couple taking care of children. Through laws and 
policies, cohabiting couples and parents are often treated differently than married 
couples and parents. In fact, this may be especially the case in societies where marriage 
is highly valued. Union status does not only play a role in the rights and responsibilities 
between partners during a union, but also after a union dissolves or after the death of 
a partner (Perelli-Harris & Gassen, 2012). Of course, couples may choose cohabitation 
exactly because of the fact that fewer rights and responsibilities are attached to it. For 
example, people may choose to cohabit to avoid financial responsibility for a partner 
in case of unemployment or debts, or to avoid the obligation to pay alimony to an ex-
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partner in the future. However, through laws and regulations, the unequal occurrence 
of births in cohabitation may also aggravate inequalities between groups. Entitlement 
to taxes and social security benefits often differ for cohabiting and married couples. 
And after separation or death of a partner the division of property and entitlement to 
inheritance may depend on the partnership status. It is important that couples are 
aware of their rights and responsibilities, in order to avoid unexpected negative 
consequences of their decisions. 

Countries with less traditional norms regarding family formation lack an 
association of parental socio-economic status with experiencing a birth in 
cohabitation. However, even in these countries further research may be worthwhile. 
Research in the Netherlands suggests that in a context where different legal types of 
marriages and cohabitation exist, groups of people may differ in the type of 
cohabitation they choose (Poortman & Mills, 2012). It is therefore possible that socio-
economic differences still exist, but are obscured by the fact that in the data sources I 
have used, the different types of cohabitation are lumped together. 

In the UK, births to cohabiting couples were more common among first- and 
second-generation migrants from the Caribbean than among the native British 
population. American literature suggests that racial-ethnic differences in nonmarital 
births may arise due to a disadvantaged position of Latin Americans. I found that 
ethnic differences only reduce somewhat when including parental educational 
attainment in the models. This suggests that cultural differences may be more 
prominent in explaining ethnic differences in births to cohabiting couples in the UK. 
While consensual unions and marriages may have the same legal status in the 
Caribbean region, this is often not the case in Western societies. If the public is not 
aware of these differences, this still may result in unintended negative consequences 
in the long run for certain groups of people, in this case migrant groups originating 
from the Caribbean. 

Regarding births to singles it was found that single women with lower parental 
SES are more likely to experience a conception leading to a live birth and are less likely 
to start a union during this pregnancy than women with higher parental SES. Norms 
regarding family formation are important to understand the association of parental 
socio-economic status with births to singles. However, the mechanism appears to work 
differently as compared to births in cohabitation. In countries with less traditional 
norms regarding union formation, single women with lower parental educational 
attainment are more likely to remain single during pregnancy, while in countries 
which are traditional these differences are not found. Access to family planning 
methods is also important in explaining country differences in the association of 
parental socio-economic status with births to single women. However, this macro-
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indicator is related to single women’s likelihood of experiencing a conception. Single 
women with lower parental socio-economic status have a higher risk of experiencing a 
conception than single women with higher parental socio-economic status, but this 
gradient is stronger in countries with higher levels of modern contraceptive use and 
higher adolescent abortion rates. Keeping in mind that single motherhood can have 
important negative implications for the socio-economic prospects of mother and child, 
this implies that less traditional norms and better access to family planning methods 
may increase the intergenerational transmission of inequality through single 
motherhood. 

I also found ethnic difference in the likelihood of having a first birth while being 
single. First- and second-generation migrants from Caribbean descent are more likely 
to experience a birth while being single and less likely to start a union during this 
pregnancy than the native British population. However, in some regards behaviour of 
descendants of migrants became more similar to that of the native population. 
Jamaican women’s likelihood of experiencing a conception while living single was 
lower for the second generation than for the first generation, but remained higher 
compared to native British women. It is plausible that the decrease in conceptions to 
single women among second generation Jamaican minority groups is due to better 
access to family planning methods and to sexual education. 

Many countries already have universal and targeted policies in place to combat 
the negative socio-economic consequences of single motherhood for mothers and their 
children. The current study shows that, in addition, it may be worthwhile to implement 
policies that reduce socio-economic inequality in the likelihood of becoming pregnant 
outside a union. Perhaps societies should increase the knowledge of family planning 
methods, especially among those from lower socio-economic backgrounds and certain 
migrant groups. While sex education is perhaps mostly targeted at teenagers, this 
study shows that policy makers may consider targeting other age-groups as well since 
– apart from the case of the US – pregnancies to single women are more common 
among young adults than among teenagers. 



 
 

  



 
 

  


	Chapter 1



