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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 
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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 



13 
 

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 



15 
 

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 



19 
 

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


30 
 

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. 



35 
 

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-



46 
 

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. 



 
 

  



 
 

  



 
 

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

Chapter 2 
 

Parental educational differences in partnership 
status at first birth in Europe and North-America2 

 
 
 
Abstract. In the US, growing up with parents with a low socio-economic status (SES) 
has been shown to increase the chance of having a birth outside marriage. However, 
less is known about the influence of parental SES in other Western countries. The 
current paper examines the association of parental educational attainment with the 
partnership context at first birth in 16 European and North American countries, by 
differentiating births within marriage, within cohabitation, or while being single. 
Moreover, we test whether the association of parental education with partnership 
context at childbirth changes over cohorts and whether its influence changes when 
controlling for own educational attainment. Data from the Generations and Gender 
Programme were used, as well as data from the American National Survey of Family 
Growth, the Canadian General Social Survey, and the Dutch Survey on Family 
Formation. The results show that in North American and East European countries, but 
not in West European countries, lower parental education increases the risk of having 
a birth within cohabitation. Moreover, in North-American countries and half of the 
West and East European countries, lower parental education increases the risk of 
having a birth while being single. The association of parental education with the 
partnership context at birth tends to change furthermore over cohorts, although no 
clear pattern could be observed between countries. The study suggests that the 
intergenerational transmission of education is an important mechanism in explaining 
the influence of parental education, although other mechanisms also appear to be at 
work. 
  

                                                   
2 This chapter has been published as Koops, Judith C., Liefbroer, Aart C., & Gauthier, Anne H. 

(2017). The Influence of Parental Educational Attainment on the Partnership Context at First Birth in 
16 Western Societies. European Journal of Population, 33(4), 533-557. DOI: 10.1007/s10680-017-
9421-9. 
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2.1. Introduction 

Over the past decades, the percentage of children born outside marriage (non- marital 
births) in Western societies has increased strongly. Within the European Union, the 
percentage of all births to unmarried women increased from 9 per cent in 1980 to 40 
per cent in 2011 (Eurostat, 2006, 2015), and in the US it increased from 18 per cent in 
1980 to 41 per cent in 2013 (Martin, Hamilton, Osterman, Curtin, & Mathews, 2015). 
‘Nonmarital births’ is an umbrella term including births to cohabiting couples and to 
persons without a coresidential partner. The increase in nonmarital births is mostly 
due to an increase in births within the context of cohabitation (Kennedy & Bumpass, 
2008; Kiernan, 2004). As a consequence, births to cohabiting parents nowadays make 
up the lion’s share of the nonmarital births in Europe. An increase in births to 
cohabiting couples is observed in the US as well, although births to single mothers 
continue to represent a significant portion of nonmarital births (Heuveline, 
Timberlake, & Furstenberg, 2003). 

In the US, growing up with parents with a low socio-economic status (SES) has 
been shown to increase the chance of having a birth outside marriage (Aassve, 2003; 
Amato et al., 2008; Wu, 1996). As such, the influence of parental SES on young adults’ 
partnership context at birth has been argued to be part of the reproduction of social 
inequality. Although this has been well documented in the US, much less is known 
about the influence of parental SES on partnership context at birth in other Western 
societies. In particular, it could be that in European countries that are more 
egalitarian, parental SES has less or no impact on partnership context at first birth. 
Moreover, while most US-based research has assessed the influence of parental SES 
on the chance of having a birth within or outside of marriage, it is likely that parental 
SES is differently related to the chance of having a birth within cohabitation and while 
being single. 

Some cross-national studies have looked at the influence of own education on the 
partnership context at birth (e.g. Perelli-Harris, Sigle-Rushton, et al., 2010). However, 
focusing on parental education has the advantage of giving insight into the impact of 
socio- economic status across generations. Moreover, parental education is a measure 
that does not suffer from reverse causation, whereas own education is believed to do 
so in some contexts (Hoem & Kreyenfeld, 2006). In the US, for example, births to 
single mothers are often teenage births which increase the chance of these women to 
drop out of school, thereby reducing their overall attained educational level (Hoffman, 
Foster, & Furstenberg, 1993). 
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In this paper, we study the influence of parental SES on the partnership context 
at first birth by examining how parental educational attainment influences whether 
first births occur within marriage, within cohabitation, or outside a coresidential 
partnership (i.e. single). We study union status at first birth, because starting a family 
is an important event in people’s lives that often triggers changes in partnership 
relations (Perelli-Harris et al., 2012). 

We analyse data from 16 industrialized countries to test the hypothesis of the 
reproduction of social inequality in a variety of contexts. More specifically, we seek to 
answer three questions. Firstly, what is the influence of parental educational 
attainment on the partnership context at first birth and how consistent is this influence 
across countries? Secondly, how consistent is this influence across cohorts within 
these countries? Lastly, to what extent does the association of parental education with 
partnership context at first birth change when a person’s own educational attainment 
is included? Analyses are carried out separately by gender to establish if similar 
patterns are found for men and women. 

To answer our research questions, retrospective event history data are used from 
13 European countries from the Generations and Gender Survey, as well as data from 
the American National Survey of Family Growth, the Canadian General Social Survey, 
and the Dutch Survey on Family Formation. 

2.2. Background 

In this section, we discuss the literature that sheds light on the relationship between 
parental educational attainment and their children’s partnership status at birth. Given 
that parental education is a key dimension of parental SES, we will discuss not only 
studies on parental education, but also studies that focus on other aspects of parental 
SES. 

2.2.1. Influence of parental SES on marital versus nonmarital births 

In the US, low parental SES is associated with a higher risk of childbearing outside 
marriage. Research found that a lower and decreasing parental income increases the 
chance of experiencing nonmarital childbirth for women (Aassve, 2003; Högnäs & 
Carlson, 2012; Wu, 1996). 

Various mechanisms have been suggested to explain this association. Parental 
SES is for example expected to influence the intergenerational transmission of norms 
and values regarding parenthood behaviour. In the US, parents with a lower SES are 
more likely to have experienced single parenthood, cohabitation, and separation 
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(McLanahan, 2009; Musick & Mare, 2004). Studies have found that these parenthood 
behaviours are subsequently transmitted from parents to their children (Barber, 2001; 
Högnäs & Carlson, 2012; Liefbroer & Elzinga, 2012; Musick, 2002). This can be 
explained by socialization, as parents who themselves have not raised their children 
within marriage, might express more positive attitudes towards nonmarital 
childbearing (Axinn & Thornton, 1993; Thomson, McLanahan, & Curtin, 1992; Wu, 
1996). Alternatively, children might use their parents or their childhood family as a 
role model for their own behaviour (Forste & Jarvis, 2007; McLanahan & Sandefur, 
1994; Thornton & Camburn, 1987). 

Another mechanism focuses on the marriage market of children with low SES 
parents. Children with lower SES parents have been argued to be more likely to have 
a lower income, be unemployed, or face other types of problems that make them less 
attractive on the marriage market (Oppenheimer, Kalmijn, & Lim, 1997). Information 
on parental resources may also be used by peers to assess the ‘quality’ or ‘potential’ of 
a partner, thereby influencing their decision to marry this person (Aassve, 2003). 
Moreover, children of lower status parents are more likely to grow up in poor 
neighbourhoods with less attractive marriage partners (Edin, 2000; Wu, 1996). As 
having a child outside marriage carries little stigma among lower status groups in the 
US, people with low SES parents are expected to be less inclined to marry in response 
to a pregnancy, thereby increasing their likelihood of having a nonmarital birth 
(Cherlin, Cross-Barnet, Burton, & Garrett-Peters, 2008; Edin & Kefalas, 2005). 

Finally, lower SES parents invest fewer resources in their children than parents 
with a higher status, for example due to their lower income (Haveman & Wolfe, 1995). 
Low status parents also tend to devote less (quality) time to their children (Bianchi et 
al., 2004). This is explained by the reduced ability of lower status parents to outsource 
household and care tasks, which leaves them with less time to spend on high-quality 
activities with their children (Baizán et al., 2014). Children with lower SES families 
are also more likely to experience stress during childhood, due to unemployment or 
separation of their parents, residential moves, etc. (Haveman & Wolfe, 1995; Högnäs 
& Thomas, 2016). The lower quantity and quality of parental investments and the 
increased likelihood of encountering stressful family situations could negatively 
influence the parent–child relationship and reduce parents’ ability to monitor and 
supervise their children (Axinn & Thornton, 1993; Hofferth & Goldscheider, 2010; Wu 
& Martinson, 1993). As a result, children with lower SES parents are more likely to 
have early and unsafe sexual intercourse (Forrest, 1994; Miller, 2002), which increases 
their chance of childbearing outside marriage. 
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2.2.2. Influence of parental SES on cohabiting versus single births 

The US literature on the impact of parental SES is traditionally focused on marital 
versus nonmarital childbearing. Yet, given the increasing share of cohabiting parents, 
scholars have been stressing the need to distinguish three childbearing contexts: 
within marriage, within cohabitation, and outside a coresidential partnership (Amato 
et al., 2008; Hofferth & Goldscheider, 2010). This is part of a broader discussion 
regarding the meaning of cohabitation, that is, whether it should be seen as an 
alternative to marriage, or instead as an alternative to singlehood (Bumpass & Raley, 
1995; Holland, 2013; Rindfuss & Vandenheuvel, 1990). 

In the US, cohabitation is mostly regarded as part of a pattern of disadvantage 
(PoD). Here, cohabitation is more common among the economically disadvantaged—
for example because they have a lower chance to get married (e.g. Goldstein & Kenney, 
2001)—and is therefore viewed as a ‘poor man’s marriage’ or as an alternative to 
singlehood (Heuveline & Timberlake, 2004; Kalmijn, 2011; Oppenheimer, 2003; 
Rindfuss & Vandenheuvel, 1990). A similar pattern is observed in many Eastern 
European countries and other English-speaking countries (Heard, 2011; Mikolai, 
2012; Perelli-Harris & Gerber, 2011). 

According to the Second Demographic Transition theory (SDT), improving living 
standards, weakening normative regulations, and increasing female autonomy 
resulted in an increasing need for self-development and individualism (Lesthaeghe, 
2010; Van de Kaa, 2001). Among other demographic changes, this manifested in an 
increased acceptance of cohabitation as an alternative to marriage and an acceptable 
context for childbearing (Kiernan, 2001b). This idea is underscored by the finding that 
a large group of cohabiting parents in Europe are in a committed relation often ending 
in marriage or view their union as an alternative to marriage— either because they 
ideologically reject marriage or because they believe marriage is irrelevant (Heuveline 
& Timberlake, 2004; Hiekel & Castro-Martín, 2014). A non-negligible fraction of 
cohabiting parents therefore seems to have consciously made the decision to (first) 
cohabit instead of getting married. Alternative explanations provided in the Section 
2.2.1 (e.g. the unavailability of suitable marriage partners, the lack of contraceptive 
use) might therefore be less relevant for this group. Thus, it is plausible that a low 
parental SES is less relevant for explaining births to cohabiting couples as compared 
to births to singles, which advocates a research design in which the three partnership 
contexts (marriage, cohabitation, and singlehood) are clearly distinguished from each 
other. 
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2.2.3. Differences across societal settings and cohorts 

US research concluded that children growing up with parents with a lower SES have a 
higher chance of having a child outside of marriage. A few studies in other countries 
came to the same conclusion. However, they were either performed in the UK where 
family formation patterns correspond highly to the US context (Berrington, 2001; 
Ermisch, 2001; Rowlingson & McKay, 2005), or quite long ago in a country—Sweden—
where family formation patterns since changed drastically (Bernhardt & Hoem, 1985). 
To our knowledge, no recent study investigates this link in several countries 
simultaneously, even though it is likely that the strength of this association depends 
on the societal context. 

In the US context, children with lower SES parents are assumed to be more 
positive towards having a child without being married (Shattuck, 2017). However, for 
births to cohabiting couples, this relationship is possibly different in societies that are 
more progressed in the Second Demographic Transition (see discussion above) or that 
legally treat cohabiting and married couples with children more equally (Perelli-Harris 
& Gassen, 2012). Having a birth in cohabitation might thus be less related to low 
parental SES in West European countries. Moreover, low parental SES might be less 
related to having a birth while being single and within cohabitation in countries with 
more generous social policies (e.g. Nordic countries)—because children may have 
more opportunities to overcome their parents’ low SES as they grow up (Crettaz & 
Jacot, 2014; OECD, 2015). The same holds for countries where people from different 
SES groups are equally likely to circumvent unwanted or unintended pregnancies, for 
example through general access to contraceptives and abortion (L. B. Finer & Zolna, 
2014; Levels et al., 2014). Thus, parental SES might have a very different effect on the 
likelihood of having a birth in a certain partnership context in Western European 
countries, than in other countries, such as the US. 

Differences in the influence of parental SES may also be observed across cohorts 
within countries. One potential factor is the advancement over cohorts in the SDT and 
the related shift in attitudes and norms towards childbearing in cohabitation. The SDT 
assumes that the higher educated are often among the first to adopt new demographic 
behaviours, followed by the rest of society (Lesthaeghe & Surkyn, 1988). Recent 
changes in the legal system in some countries, such as France and Belgium, whereby 
cohabiting couples with children enjoy a similar legal treatment as married couples 
(Barlow & Probert, 2004), may have led to smaller differences by parental SES. 
General societal changes such as the increase in economic inequality in some countries 
(OECD, 2011) may affect the influence of parental SES as well, for example, by 
increasing the difficulties that children with low status parents face when growing up. 
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2.2.4. Potential change in the influence of parental education by introducing 
own education 

Previous research in the US has shown that the association of parental SES with 
partnership context often decreases when including own education in the model 
(Aassve, 2003; Amato et al., 2008). Using panel data, Musick and Mare (2006) 
showed that in the US the poverty of the mother significantly increases the poverty 
risk of her daughter, which is in turn correlated with the daughters’ family structure. 
In other Western societies, parental and children’s socio-economic status are often 
positively related to each other as well (Breen & Jonsson, 2005). Therefore, the 
intergenerational transmission of SES could potentially explain the influence of 
parental education on partnership status at birth. 

2.2.5. Gender 

Most research that study factors influencing the partnership context at birth have only 
considered women. Some research, focusing on the intergenerational transmission of 
living arrangements, found that the mechanism of socialization and role modelling is 
stronger for daughters than for sons (Axinn & Thornton, 1993). It is assumed that 
parents put more effort in transferring their norms and attitudes related to family 
formation to their daughters than to their sons, since daughters are more involved in 
childrearing and therefore play a more important role in socializing the 
(grand)children (Raffaelli & Ontai, 2004). Another study indicated that, while the 
intergenerational transmission of norms and attitudes was similar among sons and 
daughters, parents tried to transmit more traditional family norms to their daughters 
and more liberal norms to their sons (Barber, 2000). These findings suggest that the 
influence of parental education on the partnership context at birth could differ 
between men and women. For example, the negative association of parental SES with 
the chance to have a birth outside of marriage could be stronger for daughters than for 
sons. Parents might transfer their norms regarding family formation more strongly to 
their daughters than to their sons, and higher status parents might be more liberal 
regarding their sons’ behaviour than that of their daughters. However, we expect these 
differences to be small, since we have little reason to assume that other mechanisms 
mentioned in the theory section are gendered. 
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2.3. Data and Method 

2.3.1. Data 

To answer the research questions, information on 16 countries was analysed. We used 
the Generations and Gender Survey harmonized version 4.2—GGS (Gauthier et al., 
2018; Generations and Gender Programme, 2019) for the analysis of 13 countries. For 
Canada and the Netherlands, we used original datasets, respectively, the General 
Social Survey cycle 20—GSS (Béchard & Marchand, 2008) and the Onderzoek 
Gezinsvorming (English translation: ‘Survey on Family Formation’)—OG (CBS, 2012). 
For the US, we used the dataset of the National Survey of Family Growth—NSFG—
which was harmonized by the Non-Marital Childbearing Network (Perelli-Harris, 
Kreyenfeld, et al., 2010). Information on the year of collection, age range, and sample 
size is given in Table 2.1. 
 
Table 2.1. Information of the datasets used.a 
    Sample size 
Country Dataset Collected Age Total Women Men 

North American countries 
Canada CAN   GSS  2006 15–79 23,608 10,940 8,595 
US US   NSFG  2006–08 15–45 13,495  7,211 6,046 

West European countries 
Austria AUT   GGS  2008–09 18–46  5,000  2,946 1,982 
Belgium BEL   GGS  2008–10 18–82  7,163  3,355 3,159 
France FRA   GGS  2005 18–79 10,079  5,122 3,969 
Netherlands NET   OG  2008 18–63  7,811  3,358 3,033 
Norway NOR   GGS  2007–08 19–81 14,881  6,847 6,704 

East European countries 
Bulgaria BUL   GGS  2004 17–85 12,858  6,407 5,408 
Czech Republic CZE   GGS  2004–06 18–79 10,006  4,470 4,211 
Estonia EST   GGS  2004–05 21–81  7,855  4,994 2,806 
Georgia GEO   GGS  2006 18–80 10,000  5,259 4,183 
Hungary HUN   GGS  2004–05 21–79 13,540  7,025 5,597 
Lithuania LIT   GGS  2006 17–80 10,036  4,380 4,338 
Poland POL   GGS  2010–11 18–84 19,987 10,717 7,833 
Romania ROM   GGS  2005 18–80 11,986  5,744 5,741 
Russia RUS   GGS  2004 17–81 11,261  5,759 3,360 
a The table provides information on to the name of the (Dataset), the year of data collection 
(Collected), the age range of the respondents in the dataset (Age), and the sample size after deleting 
respondents with values missing on the (in)dependent variables (Sample size). 

 
The first wave of the GGS contains information on European and non-European 

Western societies. Key advantages of the GGS are that it includes information on the 
socio-economic status of parents and detailed (monthly) retrospective information on 
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the occurrence and timing of cohabiting and marital partnerships, as well as fertility. 
For this paper, we were able to use data of four West and nine East European countries. 
Insufficient information on fertility history, partnership history, or parental 
educational attainment was available for Australia, Italy, Japan, and the Netherlands. 
Investigation of retrospective data of various countries of the GGS has suggested that 
there are issues with the quality of the fertility history of the German dataset 
(Kreyenfeld & Bastin, 2016; Vergauwen, Wood, De Wachter, & Neels, 2015). Germany 
was therefore dropped from the analyses. Data for Sweden were not yet available at the 
time of the data analyses. Combining all datasets left us with information on 189,566 
respondents. Due to values missing on the dependent and independent variables, 
information on 171,499 respondents was available for analysis.3 

2.3.2. Data quality 

Previous research has shown that men’s fertility reports are generally less reliable than 
women’s (Joyner et al., 2012; Rendall et al., 1999). Apart from being less accurate in 
providing dates, men tend to underreport the number of nonmarital children. These 
data quality issues are especially acute for fathers who do not share a household with 
their children and who do not have a good relationship with the mother of the children 
(Joyner et al., 2012). This suggests that no great data quality issues should arise for 
men who had their first child within cohabitation or within marriage. However, it is 
possible that men who had their first birth while being single are less accurate in 
providing birth dates or might not report these births. Research has shown that 
underreporting can affect the influence of background variables on fertility outcomes, 
by attenuating the coefficients (Joyner et al., 2012). The strategy in this paper 
therefore involves assessing the descriptive data of men and women, to check whether 
the information on single births of men appears to be reliable, before comparing and 
interpreting the results of the analyses. 

2.3.3. Variables 

Our focus is on union status at first birth. The datasets contain information on the 
months and years in which children are born and the start and ending of cohabitations 
and marriages. By combining the fertility and partnership histories, we calculated the 
respondents’ age at childbirth and constructed the variable partnership context at 

                                                   
3 Information was missing on: timing of birth of the respondent (0.5%); partnership situation at 

first birth (2.3%); respondent’s own educational attainment (0.7%); and parental educational 
attainment (5.7%). Moreover, 0.2% of the sample was deleted because the first birth occurred before 
the age of 15. 
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birth. We differentiated between three possible events, having a first birth within 
marriage, within cohabitation,4 or while being single. Respondents who did not 
experience the birth of a biological child before the age of 45 or at the time of the 
interview were right censored. 

The key independent variable parental educational attainment is measured by 
combining information on the educational attainment of the respondent’s father and 
mother. Specifically, we used the mean of father and mother’s education, or the 
education of only one of the parents if the information was not available for both.56 To 
facilitate testing whether the influence of parental education differed across cohorts, 
parental educational attainment was centred around the country mean. In the Dutch 
OG, respondents were asked about their parents’ educational attainment when they 
did not live with their parents at the moment of the interview. This is not a large 
problem since households consisting of children, parents, and grandparents are 
uncommon in the Netherlands (Coleman & Garssen, 2002). In the GGS and the 
American NSFG, parental education was measured with the International Standard 
Classification of Education (ISCED97), which is a categorical variable. The Canadian 
GSS and the Dutch OG used a country-specific list. 

We recoded all educational attainment data into the International Standard 
Level of Education (ISLED) coding system, with scores ranging between 0 and 100. 
The ISLED-coding system was recently developed by Schröder and Ganzeboom (2014) 
and has two important advantages compared to ISCED. First, it allows us to include 
the educational variable as a continuous variable, which facilitates the interpretation 
of the influence of this variable on the outcome variable (especially when examining a 
possible changing influence of the variable over cohorts). Second, for some countries 
more detailed information was asked in the original questionnaire, which could not be 
captured by the 6 levels of ISCED. By requesting the raw data of countries, and 
converting this directly into ISLED, a richer variable could be created for some of the 
European countries. Schröder (2014) provided country-specific information on the 
translation to ISLED for all countries in our dataset, except Georgia, the US, and 
Canada. For these countries, instead, a general conversion scheme was used which is 

                                                   
4 The French data contain information on whether cohabiting couples have registered their union, 

called Pacte Civil de Solidarite´ (PACS). We have regarded these couples as cohabiting couples. 
5 In the GGS, the questions on father and mother’s education were only asked whether the child 

grew up with at least one of the biological parents. Consequently, in countries with a high percentage 
of children who did not grow up with either one of their parents, the number of missings on parental 
education could be rather high. This was the case for Lithuania and Russia, where the number of 
missings on parental education exceeds 10%. 

6 Some theories suggest that mothers are more important in the socialization of daughters and 
fathers in socializing their sons (Goslin & Aldous, 1969). Using the mean of father and mother’s 
educational attainment might in that case lead to a reduction in the magnitude of the coefficients. 
Additional analyses—available upon request—show that mother’s (father’s) educational attainment 
was not consistently more important for women (men) than for men (women). 
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based on the correspondence between ISCED and ISLED in all countries of the 
European Social Survey (Schröder & Ganzeboom, 2014). 

Respondent’s own educational attainment is included as a time-varying 
covariate by using information on the highest educational level (in ISLED) attained by 
the respondent in combination with information on the year and month in which this 
highest level was reached, thereby assuming that respondents remained enrolled in 
school continuously after finishing primary education.7 The educational level is made 
to increase linearly from age 15 until the age at which the highest educational level has 
been attained, after which it remains constant. If respondents indicated that they were 
still enrolled in school at the moment of the interview, we assumed continuous 
schooling until the timing of the interview.8 In case information on the timing of 
reaching the highest educational level was missing, the median age at reaching ISLED 
level9 in that country was used to impute the missing value. 

Cohort is a continuous variable reflecting the year of birth of the respondent. 
Only for the descriptive results showing the changes in partnership context at birth 
over different cohorts, a categorical variable was constructed. This variable 
differentiates people born before 1955, between 1955 and 1975, and after 1975. Because 
of the younger age range for the data of Austria and the US, and because for the US 
only data collected in 2006–2008 was used, these countries lack a cohort with people 
born before 1955. The SDT assumes that in many countries changes in family 
behaviour started from the 1960s onwards (Lesthaeghe & Surkyn, 1988).Therefore, 
cohort was centred around the year 1960 in the interaction model testing the 
difference in the association of parental education over cohorts. 

As control variables, age, age2, and age3 were included to correct for the nonlinear 
effect of age on the chance of having a first child. These are time-varying covariates 
referring to the respondent’s age in months at any moment between the age of 15 and 
the timing of entry into parenthood (or the timing of the interview if a respondent did 
not have a biological child at the time of the interview or before the age of 45). 

                                                   
7 Since the data lack more detailed information on the educational history, the assumption was 

made that the respondent stayed in school continuously until finishing education. 
8 To assure that the final level of education did not become improbably high for respondents still 

enrolled in school, we assumed an increase until the mean age of reaching the highest educational 
level in a country or until the highest possible ISLED level in a country. 

9 When less than 80% of the respondents in a country indicated when they finished a certain 
ISLED level, the median age of reaching the corresponding ISCED level over all countries was used 
instead. 
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2.3.4. Analytical approach 

A discrete-time competing risk model is estimated to test the association of the 
independent variables with the risk of having a first birth within cohabitation or while 
being single as compared to having a birth within marriage. This model examines the 
monthly risk of a respondent to experience one of the events, starting from the age of 
15. The model is competing because as soon as a person has experienced an event, he 
or she is no longer at risk of experiencing any of the other events. The results of the 
multinomial logistic regressions are reported in relative risk ratios. A relative risk ratio 
greater than one indicates that an increase in the independent variable increases the 
risk of becoming a cohabiting or single parent compared to becoming a married 
parent. A relative risk ratio smaller than one indicates that an increase in the 
independent variable decreases the risk of having a first child within cohabitation or 
while being single compared to having a first child within marriage. Since we are 
interested in how trends differ between countries and between genders, all analyses 
are run separately by country and gender.10 

2.4. Results 

In this section, we start with discussing the results of women. In Sections 2.4.5 and 
2.4.6 the results of men are compared to those of women. 

2.4.1. Descriptive statistics 

Table 2.2 gives an overview of the distribution of first births across partnership 
contexts. These results show that in all countries the overall percentage of women who 
have their first birth within marriage is higher than the percentages having their first 
birth within a cohabitation or outside a coresidential partnership. However, the 
percentage having their child in marriage clearly decreases across cohorts. The 
descriptive results of the most recent cohort should be interpreted with caution, as 
most people born after 1975 had not yet experienced a birth of a child at the moment 
of the survey. In some countries, early births are more often nonmarital births. Part of 
the lower percentage of marital births in the most recent cohort might thus result from   

                                                   
10 Different analytical approaches are suitable to answer the research questions posed in this 

chapter. In this case, the same analytical strategy is used as in the article of Perelli-Harris, Sigle-
Rushton, et al. (2010) which examines the association of women’s own educational attainment with 
union status at first birth. An alternative approach is to model the risk of a first birth and to add union 
status as a time-varying independent variable (e.g. Baizán et al., 2003). However, this approach would 
have been more cumbersome, because the model relies on a three-way interaction - between union 
status, parental educational attainment and cohort – to examine if the effect of union status has 
changed over time. 
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Table 2.2. Weighted percentage of respondents having a first child 
within marriage, cohabitation, and while being single.a 
  Women   Men 
Country Cohort Married Cohabiting Single   Married Cohabiting Single 
North American countries 
CAN 1927–55 90.9  2.1  7.0 89.5  2.3  8.3 
 1955–75 73.9 14.0 12.1 75.0 15.2  9.8 
 1975–91 43.4 35.0 21.7 42.5 36.3 21.1 
 Total 77.4 11.5 11.1 78.5 11.5 10.1 
US 1961–75 67.3 13.6 19.1 66.1 16.2 17.7 
 1975–93 38.5 30.8 30.6 39.3 31.4 29.3 
 Total 56.1 20.3 23.6 57.1 21.3 21.6 

West European countries 
AUT 1963–75 60.2 28.2 11.6 58.3 30.5 11.3 
 1975–90 44.5 42.8 12.7 46.9 40.4 12.7 
 Total 55.6 32.5 11.9 55.7 32.7 11.6 
BEL 1928–55 85.5  3.7 10.9 89.5  4.1  6.4 
 1955–75 76.9 14.1  9.0 80.3 14.3  5.4 
 1975–90 51.5 41.6  6.9 48.7 44.1  7.3 
 Total 76.6 14.0  9.4 81.3 12.8  6.0 
FRA 1926–55 82.1  4.6 13.3 88.0  5.4  6.6 
 1955–75 61.8 30.8  7.4 58.9 35.9  5.2 
 1975–87 38.2 49.9 11.9 32.7 58.0  9.3 
 Total 70.0 19.5 10.6 72.5 21.4  6.2 
NET 1945–55 94.7  1.8  3.6 96.8  2.2  1.0 
 1955–75 80.6 16.8  2.6 80.3 18.1  1.6 
 1975–90 60.0 35.3  4.7 52.0 44.3  3.7 
 Total 81.6 15.3  3.1 82.8 15.6  1.6 
NOR 1927–55 84.3  4.0 11.7 83.7  6.8  9.6 
 1955–75 47.9 40.8 11.3 45.8 46.7  7.5 
 1975–88 24.0 64.5 11.5 24.0 67.7  8.4 
 Total 61.7 26.8 11.5 61.3 30.2  8.5 

East European countries 
BUL 1919–55 86.3  4.4  9.3 89.4  5.3  5.3 
 1955–75 87.3  7.7  5.0 84.7 11.6  3.7 
 1975–87 63.6 29.1  7.3 54.4 42.8  2.8 
 Total 84.6  8.1  7.3 85.3 10.3  4.5 
CZE 1926–55 84.4  2.8 12.8 88.1  2.4  9.5 
 1955–75 79.1  7.5 13.4 82.2  8.2  9.6 
 1975–87 64.5 17.0 18.6 59.6 28.1 12.3 
 Total 79.9  6.5 13.7 83.4  6.9  9.7 
EST 1924–55 83.5  8.3  8.2 86.4  9.0  4.7 
 1955–75 67.8 21.1 11.2 67.9 28.0  4.1 
 1975–83 35.4 52.1 12.5 31.3 63.6  5.2 
 Total 73.3 17.0  9.7 73.9 21.7  4.5 
GEO 1926–55 82.7 11.8  5.5 83.7 12.0  4.3 
 1955–75 78.7 17.2  4.1 71.3 24.7  4.0 
 1975–88 57.8 37.7  4.5 53.8 40.9  5.3 
 Total 77.0 18.3  4.7 74.3 21.5  4.2 
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HUN 1926–55 93.7  1.4  4.9 92.0  2.1  5.9 
 1955–75 84.9  8.0  7.1 82.9 10.9  6.3 
 1975–83 66.5 24.0  9.6 63.5 30.8  5.7 
 Total 88.3  5.6  6.1 86.7  7.2  6.1 
LIT 1926–55 86.8  2.5 10.7 89.5  2.0  8.5 
 1955–75 85.1  4.6 10.3 88.8  4.5  6.7 
 1975–88 74.0 12.9 13.1 79.5 13.1  7.3 
 Total 84.2  4.9 10.9 88.0  4.6  7.4 
POL 1927–55 89.3  2.4  8.4 92.2  1.8  6.0 
 1955–75 87.5  4.9  7.6 88.9  5.2  5.9 
 1975–93 74.5 14.0 11.5 76.9 15.7  7.4 
 Total 84.9  6.3  8.8 87.4  6.4  6.3 
ROM 1925–55 86.9  3.7  9.4 90.9  3.3  5.8 
 1955–75 87.4  7.8  4.8 89.0  7.5  3.6 
 1975–87 80.0 14.9  5.1 79.2 19.3  1.5 
 Total 86.2  7.0  6.8 89.0  6.7  4.4 
RUS 1923–55 81.3  8.1 10.6 85.5  7.4  7.1 
 1955–75 82.6  8.8  8.6 84.8  9.9  5.4 
 1975–87 69.5 17.1 13.5 77.7 17.3  5.1 
 Total 80.5  9.5 10.1 84.4  9.5  6.1 
a Percentages are presented separately by country, cohort, and gender. 

 
the overrepresentation of early births in this cohort. However, in North America, 
Western Europe, Estonia and Hungary, the change in marital births is already visible 
when comparing women born before 1955 and between 1955 and 1975. As the larger 
part of these cohorts already experienced childbirth, it is very likely that the differences 
in these cohorts will remain. The decrease in the percentage of births within marriage 
is accompanied by an increase in the percentage of first births to cohabiting women. 
In most East European countries, with the exception of Estonia and Georgia, the 
percentage of births within cohabitation is lower than in West European countries. 
The pattern in the North American countries is slightly distinct from that in Europe. 
In the US and Canada, the diminishing percentage of first births within marriage in 
the younger cohorts coincides with an increase in both the percentage of births to 
cohabiting and to single women. In contrast, the percentage of first births to single 
women among European countries is relatively stable across cohorts. 

2.4.2. The role of parental educational attainment 

To answer the first research question on the association of parental education with 
partnership context at birth, we estimated a model including parental educational 
attainment, cohort, and the control variables age, age2, and age3. The results of these 
models are presented in Table 2.3. Panel 1 shows the results for the comparison 
between having a birth within cohabitation and having a birth within marriage, and 
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Panel 2 for the comparison between having a birth while being single and having a 
child within marriage. 

Panel 1 shows that in the North American countries, most of the East European 
countries (except Poland), and in Norway, women with parents with a lower 
educational level have a higher risk of having a first birth within cohabitation 
compared to a birth within marriage, than women with higher educated parents. In 
the Netherlands, women with lower educated parents instead have a lower risk of 
having a birth within cohabitation, compared to women with higher educated parents. 
In Austria, Belgium, and Poland, parental education is positively associated and in 
France negatively associated with the outcome variable, but in these countries the 
associations were not statistically significant. In all countries, the risk of having a first 
birth within cohabitation rather than within marriage increases across cohorts. 
 
Table 2.3. Results of the multinomial logistic regression showing the 
association of cohort and parental educational attainment (P_educ) with 
the risk of having a first birth within cohabitation (Panel 1) or while 
being single (Panel 2). a 
 Panel 1: cohabitation versus married   Panel 2: single versus married 
 Women  Men    Women  Men 
 Cohort P_educ  Cohort P_educ    Cohort P_educ  Cohort P_educ 
North American countries 
CAN 1.125***  .978*** 1.117***    .984***    1.047***  .990*** 1.028***  .995 
US 1.073***  .973*** 1.056***    .969***    1.032***  .978***  .998  .979*** 

West European countries 
AUT 1.063*** 1.000 1.045**   1.003    1.023  .985**  .991  .997 
BEL 1.089*** 1.003 1.092***   1.001     .997  .990  .999  .997 
FRA 1.083***  .995 1.090***    .999     .990*  .981*** 1.009 1.002 
NET 1.154*** 1.007* 1.145***   1.010**    1.022  .993 1.064**  .993 
NOR 1.096***  .981*** 1.092***    .984***    1.025***  .973*** 1.019***  .978*** 

East European countries 
BUL 1.065***  .953*** 1.070***    .938***     .992  .990  .994  .997 
CZE 1.047***  .979** 1.070***    .985    1.012***  .986** 1.006  .988 
EST 1.060***  .985*** 1.071***    .986***    1.027***  .987** 1.003 1.007 
GEO 1.040***  .985*** 1.051***    .987***     .991 1.003 1.008  .991 
HUN 1.093***  .976*** 1.094***    .978***    1.021***  .986* 1.009  .986* 
LIT 1.048***  .985* 1.067***    .997    1.003  .995  .991  .997 
POL 1.051*** 1.002 1.072***    .997    1.009**  .998 1.007  .996 
ROM 1.048***  .957*** 1.063***    .930***     .973***  .996  .975***  .993 
RUS 1.023***  .991** 1.017**    .998    1.003  .991**  .985* 1.006 
a The reference category of the independent variable is high parental educational attainment; and of 
the dependent variable is having a birth within marriage. The models are controlled for age, age2, 
and age3 (results not shown in the table). 
* p .05; ** p .01; *** p .001 
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Panel 2 of Model 1 shows that in all countries, except Georgia, parental education 
is negatively associated with the risk of having a birth while being single compared to 
a birth within marriage, indicating that overall women with lower educated parents 
have a higher risk of having a birth while being single. The coefficients were not 
statistically significant in the North American, half of the West European (Austria, 
France, and Norway), and half of the East European countries (Czech Republic, 
Estonia, Hungary, and Russia).11 The risk of having a first birth while being single 
rather than while being married decreases across cohorts in France and Romania, but 
increases in the US, Canada, Norway, and a number of East European countries 
(Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, and Poland). 

2.4.3. Cohort differences in the role of parental educational attainment 

In order to examine whether the association of parental educational attainment with 
union status at childbirth differs across cohorts (research question 2), we re- estimated 
the previous model and included an interaction term between parental education and 
cohort. The main effect of cohort represents the association of cohort for women with 
an average level of parental education. The main effect of parental education can be 
interpreted as the estimated association of parental education for women born in 
1960. The results are presented in Table 2.4. 

The results of the main effect of parental education on the risk of having a birth 
in cohabitation (Panel 1) and the interaction effect with cohort show that in Canada 
and Norway the negative association of parental education is more negative for 
younger cohorts. In Austria, Estonia, Georgia, and Russia, the negative association 
instead becomes less negative with consecutive cohorts (the same is found in the US 
and Bulgaria, but the associations do not reach significance). The opposite is found in 
the Netherlands, in this country the positive association becomes less positive with 
consecutive cohorts (in Belgium this association does not reach significance). In 
France, the positive association for older cohorts changes into a negative association 
for more recent cohorts. 

For the model comparing the risk of having a birth while being single versus 
within marriage (Panel 2), only for a few countries significant interaction effects are 
found. In Canada, the negative association of parental education is more negative for 
consecutive cohorts, while in Austria and Russia the negative association become less 
negative. In Poland, the negative association for older cohorts changes into a positive 
association for younger cohorts. 

                                                   
11 As a sensitivity analysis, we ran the same models but included parental educational attainment as 

a categorical variable, comparing low (ISCED 0–2) with middle (ISCED 3–4) and high (ISCED 5–6) 
levels. The results strongly resemble the results based on the models including ISLED. 
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2.4.4. Change in the role of parental education by introducing own education 

To examine to what extent the association of parental education with the partnership 
context at birth changes by including own educational attainment, a model was 
estimated including both variables.12 

When comparing Panel 1 of Table 2.3 and Table 2.5, we observe that in all North 
American and East European countries (except Poland) the negative coefficient of 
parental education and the risk of having a first birth within cohabitation versus within 
marriage becomes less negative when own educational attainment is included in the 
model. However, in most countries (Canada, the US, Bulgaria, Estonia, Georgia, and 
Romania), the negative association remains statistically significant. In Norway, the 
initial negative association declines slightly, but remains significant too, while in the 
Netherlands a marginal reduction in the size of the positive coefficient reduces the 
initial significant association to non-significance. In Poland, Austria, Belgium, and 
France, the coefficients become slightly more positive or less negative, but remain non-
significant. 

For women we find that, in the models comparing the association of the 
independent variables with the risk of having a first birth while being single versus 
within marriage (see Panel 2 of Table 2.3 and Table 2.5), including own education in 
the model reduces the size of the negative coefficient of parental education. In some 
cases, the coefficient even becomes positive. While in the initial models a significant 
negative association of parental education with single births was found in nine 
countries, this is reduced to three countries—the US, Austria, and Norway—in the 
models including own educational attainment. 

2.4.5. Gender differences: comparing births within cohabitation versus 
within marriage 

As discussed in the data quality section, there is little reason to expect substantial 
underreporting of births within cohabitation and marriage for men. This is supported 
by the descriptive results (Table 2.2, Panel 1); the changes in the distribution of births 
to cohabiting men over cohorts resemble the pattern observed for women. 

The association of parental education with the risk of having a birth within 
cohabitation versus within marriage is similar for men and women in most countries. 

                                                   
12 We also estimated a model that included school enrolment, which did not lead to large changes 

in the association of parental education with the outcome variable. Because the quality of the school 
enrolment variable for the US is questionable and because school enrolment could be endogenous 
(with partner status at conception influencing school enrolment as married people are less likely to 
terminate school in the period between conception and birth than cohabiters and singles), we decided 
to present the model without school enrolment. 
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Only in the Czech Republic, Lithuania, and Russia, a negative association is found for 
women, while for men no significant difference between the higher and lower educated 
is found, however, note that in the Czech Republic the association almost reaches 
significance for men (b = .985; p = .054). 

Several gender differences are found regarding the changing association of 
parental education over cohorts. In Bulgaria, Hungary, and Romania, the negative 
association of parental education does not significantly change across cohorts for 
women, while the association becomes more negative for men. In Austria, France, and 
Estonia, the opposite is found, in these countries the association of parental 
educational attainment does not change over time for men, while it does change for 
women (see Section 2.4.3 for the discussion on the result for women). 

For the model including a respondent’s own educational attainment, we only find 
different results for men as compared to women in three countries. In France and the 
Netherlands, a positive and significant association is found for men and no significant 
differences are found for women (the p-value is .045 for French men). In Estonia, we 
find a similar negative coefficient of parental education for men and women, however, 
for men this coefficient does not reach significance, although both p-values balance 
around the .05 level (for women: p = .039; for men p = .078). 

2.4.6. Gender differences: comparing births while being single versus within 
marriage 

Overall, the descriptive results (Table 2.2, Panel 2) show that the distribution of single 
births for men and women follow a similar pattern across cohorts. However, taking all 
cohorts together, the total percentages of births to singles reveal that in all countries, 
this percentage is lower for men than for women, which hints to a tendency of men to 
underreport this type of births. In the majority of countries, the differences of the 
percentage between men and women are rather small. In fact, in 11 countries the 
differences are 3 percentage points or less. However, in relative terms these differences 
can still be substantial. We will therefore only discuss the results for the countries for 
which the underreporting of men is less than 25%13 compared to the percentage of 
women (Canada, the US, Austria, Georgia, and Hungary), and where the results lead 
to different conclusions for men than for women. 

                                                   
13 While the cut-off point of 25% is arbitrary, it errs on the conservative side by omitting countries 

where the difference between men and women clearly suggests underreporting. 
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Table 2.4. Results of the multinomial logistic regression showing the association of cohort and parental 
educational attainment (P_educ) and their interaction, with the risk of having a first birth within cohabitation 
(Panel 1) or while being single (Panel 2).a 
 Panel 1: cohabitation versus married  Panel 2: single versus married 
 Women  Men  Women  Men 
 Cohort P_educ P_educ* cohort  Cohort P_educ P_educ* cohort  Cohort P_educ P_educ* cohort  Cohort P_educ P_educ*cohort 

North American countries 
CAN 1.121***  .987***  .999*** 1.115***  .988**  .999* 1.045***  .992**  .999** 1.028***  .995  1.000 
US 1.071***  .967*** 1.001 1.047***  .981*  .999 1.029***  .976*** 1.000  .995  .977**  1.000 

West European countries 
AUT 1.069***  .982** 1.002*** 1.048**  .998 1.001 1.029*  .961*** 1.002**  .989  .999   .999 
BEL 1.090*** 1.011*  .999 1.092*** 1.005  .999  .999  .989 1.001  .999  .997   .999 
FRA 1.083*** 1.003  .999** 1.091*** 1.006  .999  .989*  .980**  .999 1.009 1.002   .999 
NET 1.157*** 1.016**  .999* 1.150*** 1.023***  .998*** 1.023  .992 1.000 1.066**  .988  1.001 
NOR 1.092***  .992**  .999*** 1.089***  .990***  .999*** 1.023***  .975***  .999 1.016***  .978***   .999 

East European countries 
BUL 1.068***  .951*** 1.001 1.052***  .954***  .999**  .990*  .990*  .999  .989*  .992   .999* 
CZE 1.047***  .986 1.000 1.069***  .991 1.000 1.011**  .988**  .999 1.005  .990  1.000 
EST 1.061***  .993 1.001*** 1.070***  .994 1.000 1.026***  .992 1.000 1.004 1.008  1.000 
GEO 1.044***  .986*** 1.001*** 1.058***  .988*** 1.001***  .992 1.006 1.000 1.011  .993  1.001 
HUN 1.088***  .990  .999 1.089***  .992  .999** 1.016***  .988*  .999 1.004  .982*   .999* 
LIT 1.049***  .986 1.000 1.065*** 1.007  .999 1.006  .994 1.000  .988*  .996   .999* 
POL 1.051*** 1.001 1.000 1.073***  .997 1.000 1.010**  .997 1.001*** 1.007  .996   .999 
ROM 1.046***  .962** 1.000 1.051***  .943***  .998**  .972***  .991  .999  .973***  .988   .999 
RUS 1.026***  .990** 1.001** 1.021**  .996 1.001* 1.006  .991** 1.001**  .986* 1.006  1.000 
a The reference category of the independent variable is high parental educational attainment; and of the dependent variable is having a birth within 
marriage. The models are controlled for age, age2, and age3 (results not shown in the table). 
* p .05; ** p .01; *** p .001 
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Table 2.5. Results of the multinomial logistic regression showing the association of cohort, own educational 
attainment (O_educ), and parental educational attainment (P_educ) with the risk of having a first birth within 
cohabitation (Panel 1) or while being single (Panel 2).a 
 Panel 1: cohabitation versus married  Panel 2: single versus married 
 Women  Men  Women  Men 
 Cohort O_educ P_educ  Cohort O_educ P_educ  Cohort O_educ P_educ  Cohort O_educ P_educ 
North American countries 
CAN 1.133***  .972***  .983*** 1.121***  .976***  .990** 1.056***  .956***  .997 1.033***  .971*** 1.003 
US 1.068***  .956***  .986*** 1.049***  .951***  .987* 1.028***  .964***  .986***  .993  .964***  .990* 

West European countries 
AUT 1.064***  .997 1.001 1.045** 1.004 1.003 1.024  .987**  .989*  .991  .984* 1.000 
BEL 1.090***  .996 1.005 1.092***  .996 1.003 1.001  .982**  .999 1.002  .978** 1.008 
FRA 1.085***  .996*  .997 1.095***  .984*** 1.007*  .995  .985**  .990 1.011  .990 1.008 
NET 1.152*** 1.003 1.006 1.145***  .997 1.011** 1.033*  .969***  .999 1.065**  .974* 1.000 
NOR 1.099***  .989***  .985*** 1.093***  .983***  .991*** 1.030***  .968***  .983*** 1.020***  .983***  .985** 

East European countries 
BUL 1.061***  .960***  .976*** 1.065***  .961***  .960***  .994  .977*** 1.003  .993  .988 1.003 
CZE 1.049***  .967***  .993 1.068***  .978***  .996 1.014***  .980***  .995 1.005  .993  .992 
EST 1.063***  .975***  .993* 1.072***  .976***  .993 1.030***  .984***  .992 1.005  .972*** 1.015* 
GEO 1.040***  .986***  .990** 1.050***  .988**  .991*  .991 1.001 1.003 1.009  .987  .995 
HUN 1.093***  .968***  .990 1.090***  .965***  .995 1.026***  .966*** 1.001 1.008  .987*  .993 
LIT 1.054***  .969***  .993 1.069***  .971*** 1.008 1.007  .987**  .998  .993  .986** 1.003 
POL 1.057***  .977*** 1.007 1.075***  .974*** 1.008 1.016***  .973*** 1.006 1.008  .987** 1.000 
ROM 1.058***  .950***  .976* 1.065***  .954***  .951***  .979***  .979*** 1.006  .979***  .973*** 1.007 
RUS 1.030***  .977***  .995 1.020***  .974*** 1.004 1.010**  .979***  .995  .986*  .995 1.008 
a The reference category of the independent variable is high parental educational attainment; and of the dependent variable is having a birth within 
marriage. The models are controlled for age, age2, and age3 (results not shown in the table). 
* p .05; ** p .01; *** p .001 
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Gender differences in the association of parental education with the risk of having 
a birth while being single versus within marriage are found in Austria and Canada 
(Table 2.3, Panel 2). In these countries, the coefficients for both men and women are 
negative, but were not statistically significant for men. 

Regarding the changes in the association of parental educational attainment over 
cohort (Table 2.4, Panel 2), a few gender differences are observed as well. In Hungary, 
the negative association of parental education with the risk of having a birth while 
being single versus within marriage does not change significantly over cohorts for 
women, while it becomes more negative over time for men. In Canada and Austria, 
only changes in the association of parental education are found for women (see Section 
2.4.3), but not for men. 

The model that includes own educational attainment (Table 2.5, Panel 2), shows 
very similar results for men and women. Only in Austria, gender differences are 
observed. Here, the association of parental education with the risk of having a birth 
while being single versus within marriage  remains statistically significant after 
including own educational attainment for women, while no statistically significant 
association of parental education is found for men in any of the models. 

2.5. Discussion 

Previous research has found that children growing up with parents with a lower socio-
economic status (SES) are more likely to have nonmarital births (Aassve, 2003; Wu, 
1996). Given that children born out of wedlock have poorer life chances, this process 
contributes to the intergenerational reproduction of inequality. However, most of this 
research is conducted in the US and only distinguishes between marital and 
nonmarital childbearing. The first research question of this paper was therefore 
whether parental educational attainment influences the partnership context at first 
birth similarly across different countries. We thereby distinguished births within 
cohabitation from births within marriage and births outside a coresidential 
partnership.  

The results show that in North American and East European countries, a higher 
parental education lowers women’s risk of having a birth within cohabitation 
compared to having a birth within marriage. In contrast, in most West European 
countries, parental education was not significantly related to the risk of having a birth 
within cohabitation. In the Netherlands, a positive association of parental education 
was found. A plausible explanation of this pattern is that in West European countries, 
which are most advanced in the Second Demographic Transition, births to cohabiting 
couples have become widely accepted among all social strata. As a result, childbearing 
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within cohabitation is (no longer) more common among the lower socio-economic 
strata. This is also endorsed by the finding that in Belgium, the Netherlands, and 
France the predicted association of parental SES is positive for women who grew up in 
the 1960s and 1970s, a period when the SDT started and cohabitation is assumed to 
be especially common among higher educated women (Lesthaeghe & Surkyn, 2002). 
In France and the Netherlands, the association becomes less positive with consecutive 
cohorts. The same was found by Perelli-Harris et al. (2010) for own educational 
attainment in France, but they did not find this pattern in the Netherlands. Yet, 
Norway was the only West European country for which a negative parental educational 
gradient was found. Precisely this country is often considered the most advanced in 
the transition, which seems to go against the SDT argument. Perhaps, as other scholars 
have argued, especially in a country like Norway where childbearing within 
cohabitation is not stigmatized, young couples with lower economic prospects choose 
this context for childbearing and wait with marriage until they have reached a 
sufficient level of economic stability (Perelli-Harris, Sigle-Rushton, et al., 2010). 

In North American countries, and in half of the West and East European 
countries, we found that women with lower educated parents have a higher risk of 
having a birth while being single, compared to having a birth within marriage. In North 
America and four East European countries (Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, and 
Russia), this negative association coincides with a negative association of parental 
education with the risk of having a birth within cohabitation. Births to cohabiting 
couples in these East European countries thus appear to be part of a pattern of 
disadvantage together with births to single mothers, something previous research also 
observed in the US (Oppenheimer, 2003). Single- country studies focusing on own 
educational attainment already found this in Hungary and Russia (Mikolai, 2012; 
Perelli-Harris & Gerber, 2011). Our results show that this conclusion could be 
extended to the Czech Republic and Estonia. It could thus be that in these countries, 
due to for example high economic inequality or low social policy expenditure, women 
with lower status parents face more constraints when growing up, which in turn 
decreases their risk of having a marital birth. Moreover, in some cases, specific social 
policies may play a role. Some argue that mothers with limited economic prospects are 
less likely to decide to live with their partner when welfare benefits are more 
favourable towards low income, single- headed families (González, 2007; Rosenzweig, 
1999). In Bulgaria, Georgia, Lithuania, and Romania, instead a pattern was found 
where parental education is negatively related to the risk of having a birth within 
cohabitation, while it did not significantly influence the risk of having a birth while 
being single. Possibly the group of single parents in these countries is different in that 
it includes couples who deliberately choose to live separately from each other and with 
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their family until they have found proper housing and can afford to share a household 
together (Mikolai, 2012). 

The second research question was how consistent the association of parental 
education is across cohorts within these countries. In many countries, the association 
of parental education in fact changed over birth cohorts. However, no clear pattern 
was observed. While in some countries, the parental educational gradient was stronger 
for more recent cohorts compared to older cohorts, in other countries the gradient 
became weaker or did not change. Moreover, often a change was only found for either 
one of the partnership contexts (while being single or within cohabitation). There also 
did not appear to be clear patterns between the different groups of countries. This low 
level of consistency in the pattern between and within countries complicates the 
identification of societal changes that can explain the results. We therefore have to 
leave it to future research to explore changes over time further. 

Lastly, we wanted to know to what extent the association of parental education 
changes when a person’s own educational attainment is included in the model. In most 
countries, the initial negative coefficient of parental education on the risk of having a 
first birth within cohabitation or while being single became smaller after including 
information on respondents’ own educational attainment. For births within 
cohabitation, the negative associations of parental education, however, remained 
statistically significant in the North American countries, Norway, and half of the 
Eastern European countries. For women who had a birth while being single, this was 
less often the case, as after including own educational attainment, the initial negative 
association only remained statistically significant in the US, Austria, and Norway. Our 
expectation was that including own educational attainment in the model could reduce 
the association of parental education. US research has shown that part of the 
association of parental SES with family structure can be explained by the 
intergenerational transmission of SES (Musick & Mare, 2006), a mechanism which is 
proved to exist in other Western societies too (Breen & Jonsson, 2005). The results are 
therefore in line with our expectation. However, our models might underestimate the 
remaining association of parental education because own education (but not parental 
education) might suffer from reverse causation, which could inflate the association of 
own education with union status at childbirth, thereby possibly downsizing the 
remaining association of parental education. We therefore leave it to future research 
to study the mediation pathways more thoroughly. 

It is important to acknowledge some limitations of the present study. First, 
parental educational attainment was used as an indicator of parental SES. Although 
this strategy is often used in the literature, it would be interesting to replicate the 
analyses using additional indicators of parental SES, such as parental occupational 
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status and income. Second, our analyses were restricted to the role of (parental and 
respondent’s own) education and cohort. In view of other possible mechanism linking 
parental SES and partnership at first birth, additional insight into the topic could be 
gained by including additional childhood indicators (e.g. composition of the childhood 
family, parental divorce). 

Most fertility research has focused on women. One additional objective of this 
paper was to examine whether the patterns for men and women are comparable across 
and within countries. In fact, the association of parental education was remarkably 
similar for men and women. The model including own educational attainment also did 
not differ much between men and women. This supports the idea that in most 
instances the mechanisms explaining partnership context at birth are similar for 
men and women. We therefore recommend studying data of men in addition to that 
of women more often in fertility research, as it can serve as a test of the robustness of 
one’s findings in a certain context. In the few cases where gender differences were 
found, the overall association of parental education was more negative for women than 
for men. This is in line with previous research suggesting that the mechanism of 
socialization and role modelling could potentially be stronger for daughters than for 
sons. Moreover, in quite some countries differences between men and women were 
found for the interaction model, indicating that the association of parental education 
changes differently across cohorts for men and women. This could be an interesting 
topic for further study. It could also be fruitful to expand analyses to higher-order 
births. In some countries, cohabiting parents are likely to get married after their first 
birth (Perelli-Harris et al., 2012). If people with higher parental education are more 
likely to get married after their first birth, while people with lower educated parents 
are more likely to remain cohabiting or even to separate, the association of parental 
education might be rather different for higher-order births. 
  



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

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

Chapter 3 
 

Explaining cross-national variation of parental 
educational differences in having a first birth while 

cohabiting14 
 
 
 

Abstract. The link between parental socio-economic status (SES) and the likelihood 
of having a birth in cohabitation or in marriage varies considerably across countries. 
Previous studies have referred to the Pattern of Disadvantage perspective and the 
Second Demographic Transition theory to explain this cross-national variation. Yet, 
no study has directly tested the explanatory power of both theories in this context. In 
the current study, hypotheses were formulated about the influence of economic 
inequality and norms regarding family formation on this relationship. The hypotheses 
were tested in 19 European and North-American countries, using data of the 
Generations and Gender Survey and four other datasets. The analyses show that in 
societies that are more traditional regarding family norms, women with lower parental 
SES are more likely to have a birth in cohabitation, while such differences are not 
found in less traditional societies. The findings regarding economic inequality are less 
clear-cut. 
  

                                                   
14 A slightly different version of this chapter was submitted for publication by Koops, J.C., 

Liefbroer, A.C., & Gauthier, A.H. 
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3.1. Introduction 

Sixty years ago, in most Western societies, people followed a standard family 
formation pathway of directly marrying their partner after leaving the parental home 
and rearing children within this marriage (Modell, Furstenberg, & Hershberg, 1976). 
Since then, life courses have de-standardized and have increasingly been replaced by 
alternative pathways into family formation and parenthood (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010; 
Elzinga & Liefbroer, 2007; Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008). A prominent observation is 
the increasing decoupling of marriage and childbearing resulting in an increase in 
births to cohabiting couples (Kiernan, 2001b; Perelli-Harris et al., 2012; Seltzer, 2004; 
Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008). 

Not everybody is equally likely to adopt this new behaviour. Research shows that 
family formation is stratified by socio-economic background. Single-country studies 
found that in the US, UK, and Sweden young adults with lower parental SES are less 
likely to be married when becoming parents, see for the US (Aassve, 2003; Amato et 
al., 2008; Musick & Mare, 2006; Wu, 1996), for the UK (Berrington, 2001; Ermisch, 
2001; Ermisch & Francesconi, 2000), and for Sweden (Bernhardt & Hoem, 1985). 
Chapter 2 examined the link between parental SES and the likelihood of having a first 
birth in marriage or cohabitation in several Western societies simultaneously. The 
findings for North-America align with those of the single-country studies: In the US, 
as well as Canada, women born to higher SES parents are less likely to have a first birth 
within cohabitation and more likely to bear a child within marriage. The same pattern 
is found for East- and Central-European countries. However, in West-European 
countries the effect of parental SES varies. In Norway, a negative effect on births in 
cohabitation is found (i.e. women with lower parental SES are more likely to have a 
birth in cohabitation). Yet, in other countries – Austria, Belgium, France, and the 
Netherlands – no significant effect or even a positive effect is found (i.e. women with 
higher parental SES are more likely to have a birth in cohabitation). 

Two theories are commonly referred to in studies examining the influence of 
socio-economic background on family formation behaviour. The Pattern of 
Disadvantage perspective (PoD) argues that births to cohabiting couples originate 
from social inequality in combination with financial prerequisites for marriage 
resulting in a situation where especially people with a lower socioeconomic 
background face constraints to marry (McLanahan, 2004; Perelli-Harris, Sigle-
Rushton, et al., 2010). The Second Demographic Transition theory (SDT) attributes 
differences in family formation instead to changing norms regarding family life and 
the fact that cohabitation is in some countries viewed as an alternative to marriage, 
especially among people from higher socio-economic strata (Lesthaeghe & Surkyn, 
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2002). An empirical study has shown that especially the SDT is important in 
explaining cross-national differences in the percentage of birth in cohabitation 
(Lappegård et al., 2018). However, it remains unknown to what extent the theories can 
explain cross-national differences in the influence of socio-economic background. 

The current study therefore focuses on the question why cross-national 
differences are found in the influence of parental SES on the chance of having a first 
birth within cohabitation. We have several reasons for examining the effect of parental 
SES rather than a person’s own socio-economic status. Firstly, focusing on parental 
SES not only provides information on whether having a birth in cohabitation is 
stratified, but also whether the reproduction of socio-economic status over 
generations is important in explaining this alternative pathway into parenthood 
(McLanahan, 2009). Next to this theoretical argument, focusing on parental SES has 
a methodological advantage. Though research has shown that own SES influences 
family formation behaviour (Holland, 2013; Kiernan, 2001a; Mikolai, 2012; Perelli-
Harris & Gerber, 2011; Perelli-Harris, Sigle-Rushton, et al., 2010), the reverse is often 
also true (Hoem & Kreyenfeld, 2006). Nonmarital births are more common among 
very young women and experiencing a pregnancy at a young age increases the 
likelihood of dropping out of school. Through this mechanism, experiencing a 
nonmarital birth can reduce overall educational attainment. Since reverse causality is 
not an issue when using parental SES, we are less likely to overestimate the effect of 
socio-economic background. 

The contribution of this study to the existing literature is threefold. Firstly, we 
introduce macro-indicators measuring economic inequality and norms regarding 
family formation as moderators to our models. Using this design, we can test to what 
extent the SDT and the PoD are actually able to explain cross-national differences in 
the influence of parental SES on becoming a cohabiting mother. Secondly, by merging 
different data sources, we use information on women from 19 Western societies, 
thereby covering more regions and countries than previous cross-national studies 
(Jalovaara et al., 2018; Perelli-Harris, Sigle-Rushton, et al., 2010). Lastly, we use 
meta-regression instead of multi-level analysis. Recent studies show that meta-
regression can provide robust estimates, even when information for less than 30 
countries is available (Brons, Liefbroer, & Ganzeboom, 2017; Bryan & Jenkins, 2016). 
As a robustness check, we replicated our analyses using various methodological 
approaches. 
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3.2. Background 

This section provides the theoretical framework that is used to derive hypotheses on 
the influence of economic inequality and norms towards family formation. The section 
starts with a discussion of the literature that views births to cohabiting couples as the 
result of economic constraints and ends with literature that focuses on differences in 
norms and values as an explanation for this phenomenon. In both sections, first the 
mechanisms are discussed that could explain how parental SES influences partnership 
status at birth, followed by a discussion of how country-characteristics might affect 
these individual-level processes. 

3.2.1. Having a child while cohabiting as the result of economic constraints 

The Pattern of Disadvantage perspective (PoD) argues that women with a lower socio-
economic background are more likely to have a birth in cohabitation because they face 
constraints to marry. Support for this theory is found in the US, but also in Eastern 
European countries like Russia and Hungary (see Chapter 2; McLanahan, 2004; 
Mikolai, 2012; Perelli-Harris & Gerber, 2011; Perelli-Harris, Sigle-Rushton, et al., 
2010). Two reasons are mentioned for why women from a lower SES background are 
more likely to have a birth in cohabitation: difficulties in finding a suitable marriage 
partner and the lack of financial resources to marry. 

Qualitative research in the US shows that even though women from low SES 
backgrounds tend to value marriage and its role as a childbearing institution, they are 
not always able to meet this ideal (Edin, 2000; Edin & Kefalas, 2005). Doubt about 
their partner’s financial and/or emotional qualities are common reasons for these 
women to opt for cohabitation instead of marriage. This keeps her option open to find 
a better partner in the future if things do not work out with the current one and it is a 
way to avoid financial responsibility for her partner (Edin, 2000). Other women might 
not face difficulties in finding the right partner, but are not able to marry this partner 
because they feel they lack the resources to do so. These women have a list of 
prerequisites that they believe should be met before they are ready to marry 
(Clarkberg, 1999; Gibson-Davis, 2007; Gibson-Davis et al., 2005; Smock & Greenland, 
2010; Smock et al., 2005). This list often includes matters related to financial 
resources and stability, such as the purchase of a house, a stable income, and adequate 
savings for a ‘proper’ wedding (Cherlin, 2004). 

However, the inability to find a suitable marriage partner or the lack of financial 
resources and financial stability, do not necessarily trigger women from low SES 
backgrounds to postpone or forgo parenthood. On the contrary: research shows that 
for women with limited opportunities for social and economic advancement, 
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motherhood gives a sense of purpose and is greatly valued (Edin & Kefalas, 2005). In 
other words, for these women motherhood is essential, while marriage is a luxury 
(McLanahan & Percheski, 2008). In line with the conclusions of this qualitative work, 
a quantitative study conducted in the US shows that an increase in a couple’s earning 
increases their likelihood of marrying, while it does not affect their childbearing 
behaviour (Gibson-Davis, 2009). Since the preconditions for marriage are harder to 
reach for women from lower socio-economic backgrounds (Gibson-Davis, 2007), 
these women are more likely to cohabit and less likely to be married at the moment of 
birth of their first child. 

Considering the abovementioned mechanisms, one way in which parental SES 
may influence the likelihood of having a birth in cohabitation or marriage, is through 
the inter-generational transmission of resources. Research shows that even after 
young adults leave their parental home, they may still receive material or financial 
support from their parents (Albertini & Kohli, 2013; Albertini et al., 2007; Kohli, 1999; 
Ploeg et al., 2004). Parents are especially likely to transfer money or real estate in the 
period before and after the wedding (Bhaumik, 2007; Leopold & Schneider, 2011). 
However, higher SES parents are more likely to transfer material and financial 
resources than lower status parents (Albertini & Kohli, 2013; Berry, 2008; Leopold & 
Schneider, 2011; Zissimopoulos & Smith, 2009), and are therefore better able to help 
their adult children to reach any financial preconditions for marriage. Another 
mechanism by which parental SES may matter is through the (in)ability to find a 
suitable (marriage) partner. Since lower parental SES increases the likelihood of 
growing up in a poor neighbourhood, this may reduce the chance to meet an attractive 
marriage partner (Edin, 2000; Wu, 1996). Moreover, it is argued that peers use 
information on the resources of parents to predict the (future) economic potential of a 
person, which influences their decision to marry this person (Aassve, 2003). 

3.2.2. The role of cross-national differences in economic inequality 

While the Pattern of Disadvantage perspective explains why lower parental SES 
increases the likelihood of having a first birth within cohabitation, as opposed to 
within marriage, findings from Chapter 2 suggest that this mechanism is not equally 
applicable to all societal contexts. In fact, in many West-European countries no 
significant effect or even a positive effect of parental SES is found. 

One possible explanation for these cross-national differences resides in the 
countries’ level of economic inequality. Literature suggests that the preconditions for 
marriage are set by the high status group (McLanahan & Percheski, 2008). In contexts 
with a large economic distance between low, medium and high status groups, it is 
harder for young adults with lower parental SES to reach the financial and material 
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preconditions set by the higher status group than in more economically equal societies 
(McLanahan & Percheski, 2008). Related to this argument, a US study shows that 
young women who grew up in low SES households are more likely to have a nonmarital 
birth when they live in areas with higher levels of economic inequality (Kearney & 
Levine, 2014). The authors of this study argue that high levels of economic inequality 
give rise to ‘economic marginalization and desperation among those at the bottom of 
the income distribution’ (Kearney & Levine, 2014, p. 28), who therefore do not believe 
to gain from delaying childbirth or waiting until marriage. Kearney and Levine (2014) 
suspect that economic inequality could explain cross-national differences in a similar 
way, though they do not test this hypothesis. Research furthermore shows that the 
influence of parental SES on inter-generational transfers differs between countries 
(Albertini & Kohli, 2013; Zissimopoulos & Smith, 2009). Again, economic inequality 
might play a role, since the difference in material and financial resources that lower 
and higher SES parents can invest in their children is larger in societies with high 
economic inequality than in economically equal societies (Breen & Jonsson, 2005; 
Goldthorpe, 2000; Jerrim & Macmillan, 2015). Based on this literature we hypothesize 
that: 
 
H1: The higher the level of economic inequality in a country, the stronger the negative 
association of parental SES with the likelihood of having a first birth within 
cohabitation. 

3.2.3. Having a child while cohabiting as the result of norms and values 

According to the Second Demographic Transition theory, the increasing need of people 
for autonomy and self-actualization has eroded traditional views on family life 
(Lesthaeghe, 2010; Van de Kaa, 2001) and is the driver behind the increase in births 
to cohabiting couples (Kiernan, 2001b). This view is supported by qualitative research 
indicating that cohabitation is often associated with personal freedom, the ability to 
keep finances separate, and the freedom from social pressure to marry (Perelli-Harris 
et al., 2014). 

The Second Demographic Transition might have led to differences in 
demographic behaviour among women from higher and lower socio-economic 
backgrounds. The suggested mechanism lies in parental socialization through which 
parents affect the behaviour of their children by influencing their attitudes, 
preferences, and intentions regarding family formation (Axinn & Thornton, 1993; 
Barber, 2000; Kolk, 2014). While higher status parents emphasize self-direction, 
parents with a lower status tend to underscore conformity to external authority 
(Gauthier, 2015; Kohn, 1969; Weininger & Lareau, 2009). Women with higher SES 
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parents are therefore assumed to be socialized more strongly during their childhood 
to be autonomous and self-reliant, and consequently prefer cohabitation over 
marriage (Lesthaeghe & Surkyn, 2002). Women with low SES parents are instead less 
likely to hold these postmodern values and more likely to follow more traditional 
family pathways. 

3.2.4. The role of cross-national differences in norms towards marriage 

Just as whether or not the Pattern of Disadvantage can be assumed to operate equally 
across societies, the question here is whether the abovementioned parental 
socialization mechanism operates equally in all societies, or is instead influenced by 
the national context. The key here may reside in the actual stage of the Second 
Demographic Transition a country has reached. Generally, it is assumed that the SDT 
started in North-Western Europe and subsequently diffused to or was actively adopted 
in other Western societies (Lesthaeghe, 2010; Thornton, 2001; Van de Kaa, 2001). As 
a result, societies differ in the extent to which autonomy and independence are valued 
and cohabitation is approved and seen as a proper childbearing institution (Hiekel, 
Liefbroer, & Poortman, 2014; Kiernan, 2001b). Moreover, in some countries the 
diffusion of cohabitation is reinforced by laws and policies equalizing legal 
responsibilities of cohabiting and married couples (Perelli-Harris & Gassen, 2012)  

In societies that are in the early stage of the Second Demographic Transition, 
both lower and higher status parents are likely to socialize their children into 
conformity. As a result, children will be more likely to follow the traditional pathway 
into family formation, regardless of socio-economic background. However, based on 
the Second Demographic Transition theory, we expect that in countries that are more 
advanced in the SDT, higher status parents encourage their children to be 
independent, while lower status parents hold views that are more traditional. In this 
context, women with higher parental SES are more likely to choose cohabitation when 
starting their family than women with lower status parents. This leads to our second 
hypothesis: 

 
H2: The less traditional family formation norms are in a country, the stronger the 
positive association of parental SES with the likelihood of having a first birth within 
cohabitation. 
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3.3. Data and Method 

3.3.1. Data and measurements 

Data on 19 countries were analysed, consisting of eight West-European, nine East-
European, and two North-American countries. For 15 of these countries, the data came 
from the first wave of the Generations and Gender Survey - GGS - harmonized version 
4.2 (Gauthier et al., 2018; Generations and Gender Programme, 2019). Information of 
Australia, Italy, Japan, and the Netherlands was not used due to lack of sufficient 
detailed information on fertility history, partnership history, and/or parental 
educational attainment. For the US and the UK, a dataset was used which was created 
by the Non-Marital Childbearing network and is based on the data of respectively the 
National Survey of Family Growth and the British Household Panel Study (Perelli-
Harris, Kreyenfeld, et al., 2010). We also added data of respondents from the Canadian 
General Social Survey cycle 20 – GSS (Béchard & Marchand, 2008) - and the Dutch 
Onderzoek Gezinsvorming 2008 – OG (CBS, 2012). 

We restricted our sample to women who experienced a first birth within 
cohabitation or marriage between the age of 15 and 40. A robustness test was 
performed to inspect if excluding women without children and those who did not live 
together with a partner at childbirth, led to a bias in the estimates (see Section 3.3.3). 
Since for some of the countries in our data, the increase in births in cohabitation are a 
recent phenomenon, we restricted our sample to women who had their first birth in or 
after 1980. After deleting data of respondents with missing values on any of the 
variables15, our selection comprised data of 39,735 women. Table 3.1 gives an overview 
of the year in which the data was collected, the age range of the respondents in each of 
the original data sets and the number of respondents that were used in the analyses. 

3.3.2. Dependent variable  

The dependent variable is first birth within cohabitation. It differentiates between 
women who experienced the birth of their first biological child while they cohabited 
with a partner (1) and women who were married when they became a mother (0 – 
reference category). To construct this variable, information on the timing of events in 
the relationship history of the respondent (month and year of starting and ending 
marriages and cohabitations) was combined with information on the timing (month 
and year) of the birth of the first biological child. If respondents did not remember the 
exact month of the timing of an event, a random month within a season (in the 

                                                   
15 Missings: parental educational attainment 4.6%; own educational attainment 1.0%; age at first 

birth 3.0%. Total deleted from sample due to missings 5.5%. 
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countries where respondents were given the possibility to indicate a season instead of 
a month), or a random month within a year was assigned to this event.16 
 
Table 3.1. Overview of the specificities of the original data and the 
number of respondents that are used in the analyses. 
Country Source Collected Original 

age range 
N (%) of births 
in marriage 

N (%) of births 
in cohabitation 

Austria GGS 2008–09 18–46    913 (62)   557 (38) 
Belgium GGS 2008–10 18–82  1,059 (76)   327 (24) 
Bulgaria GGS 2004 17–85  2,554 (87)   376 (13) 
Canada GSS 2006 15–79  2,602 (78)   710 (21) 
Czech Rep. GGS 2004–06 18–79  1,230 (89)   149 (11) 
Estonia GGS 2004–05 21–81  1,131 (68)   537 (32) 
France GGS 2005 18–79  1,006 (62)   612 (38) 
Georgia GGS 2006 18–80  1,670 (76)   515 (24) 
Germany GGS 2005 17–85  1,379 (81)   322 (19) 
Hungary GGS 2004–05 21–79  1,865 (90)   206 (10) 
Lithuania GGS 2006 17–80  1,497 (93)   113 ( 7) 
Netherlands OG 2008 18–63  1,501 (82)   340 (18) 
Norway GGS 2007–08 19–81  1,332 (51) 1,272 (49) 
Poland GGS 2010–11 18–84  3,586 (91)   354 ( 9) 
Romania GGS 2005 18–80  1,799 (91)   173 ( 9) 
Russia GGS 2004 17–81  1,811 (87)   272 (13) 
Sweden GGS 2012–13 18–80    788 (40) 1,162 (60) 
UK BHPS/HH 2005–06 16–81    967 (74)   335 (26) 
US NSFG/HH 2006–08 15–45  1,796 (66)   917 (34) 
Total    30,486 (77) 9,249 (23) 

3.3.3. Individual-level independent variables 

Parental educational attainment was constructed by using information of the 
educational level of the father and/or the mother of the respondent, which is measured 
with the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED). For 90% of the 
respondents, information on both father’s and mother’s educational attainment was 
available. In such cases, the variable is equal to the mean value of mother and father’s 
educational attainment. In all other cases, the variable is based on the information of 
only one parent. It is more common to only have information of the mother of the 
respondent. Information on educational attainment of fathers is mostly missing 
because the father of the respondents was not present in the household while the 
respondent grew up. The outcome was divided into three categories: low (0 ≤ ISCED 
≤ 2), medium (2 < ISCED ≤ 4) and high (4 < ISCED ≤ 6) parental education. 

Most likely, part of the role of parental education on family formation behaviour 
can be explained through the inter-generational transmission of educational 
attainment. This mechanism refers to the consistent finding that children with parents 
with lower educational attainment obtain lower educational levels than children with 
higher educated parents (Breen & Jonsson, 2005). As the intergenerational 

                                                   
16 The percentage of imputed month information was generally low, for first birth <1%, for start of 

first union 7%, and for start first marriage 2%). 
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transmission of education might be stronger in some countries than in others (e.g. 
Blanden, 2009; Jerrim & Macmillan, 2015; Torche, 2015), we do control for women’s 
own education in the models. Own educational attainment was constructed in the 
same way as parental educational attainment. 

Control variables are duration until birth, duration until birth squared, duration 
until birth cubic, and the birth year of the respondent. Duration until birth equals the 
duration in years from age 15 until the moment of birth; these variables were included 
to correct for any (nonlinear) effect of age on the chance of having a first child in 
cohabitation or marriage. The variable birth year of the respondent was centered at its 
country mean. 

3.3.4. Country-level independent variables 

Economic inequality is measured with the Gini coefficient of income inequality (Table 
3.2) which was obtained from the World Bank. A higher Gini coefficient implies more 
economic inequality in a country. Because our sample consists of women who 
experienced a birth between 1980 and 2013, we used the mean value of the Gini 
coefficient for this period. Since the World Bank only published information on 
economic inequality in the period 1980-1984 for a few countries, we used the average 
economic inequality for the period 1985-2012.17 

To obtain information on the norms regarding family formation in a country 
(Table 3.2), responses to a question in the European Value Study (EVS, 2011) and the 
World Value Survey (WVS, 2015) were used. Respondents were asked if they tend to 
agree (1) or disagree (0) with the following statement: “Marriage is an outdated 
institution”. We calculated the mean score of two time points, one collected around 
1990 and the other around 2008. We used these two data points because for these 
years information for almost all countries was available18 and because they cover a 
similar period as the measure of economic inequality. The variable is expressed as the 
percentage of respondents who agree with the statement. A higher score thus means 
that the population has less traditional norms regarding family formation. 

Two additional macro-indicators were constructed capturing norms regarding 
family formation. The first measures norms regarding cohabitation instead of 
marriage (Table 3.2). For this indicator we used the item “It is alright for two people 

                                                   
17 The Worldbank does not provide a Gini coefficient for all years in this period and the frequency 

of data points differs between countries. The number of data points for this period ranges from 4 in 
France to 18 in Poland, with an average of 10 data points per country. For all countries, the data points 
are reasonably spread over the given period. 

18 For Georgia information of WVS 1996 and for Russia information of WVS 1990 was used instead 
of information of EVS 1990. For Canada and the US, information of WVS 2005/06 was used instead 
of information of EVS 2008. 
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to live together without getting married”, with responses ranging from (1) strongly 
agree to (5) strongly disagree. A higher score means that the population has more 
traditional norms.  

This question was asked in the European Value Survey collected in 2008. This 
information was not available for Canada and the US. The second indicator is the 
percentage of women who were married at the moment of birth of their first child. This 
indicator was aggregated from the individual-level data of women in a union who 
became a mother after 1980 (see column 5 of Table 3.1). This indicator measures actual 
family formation behaviour instead of norms and values. All macro-indicators were 
standardized to z-scores. 

3.3.5. Analytical strategy 

In a recent paper, Bryan and Jenkins (2016) argue that performing a multi-level 
logistic analysis with less than 30 countries can increase the chance of making a type 
I error (the incorrect rejection of a true null hypothesis), since the standard errors of 
the country-level estimates are biased downwards. They instead suggest using a 
“multi-step approach”. This ‘dissects’ the analysis by first obtaining the country-
specific effects of the individual-level variable of interest for each country, and 
subsequently estimating the effect of the country-level predictor on these country-
specific effects. 

First, we obtained the country-specific fixed effects of dummies measuring 
parental educational attainment by running logistic models - including all individual-
level indicators - separately for each country. Next, a random-effects meta-analysis 
was performed on the 19 country effects of parental educational attainment, using the 
command metan in Stata 14. This analysis provides information on the overall effect 
of parental educational attainment across countries and the extent of heterogeneity in 
the effects between countries. Subsequently, by running a meta-regression, the 19 
country effects of parental educational attainment were regressed on the country-level 
predictors. The metareg command in Stata 14 uses the Knapp-Hartung modification, 
which is a conservative method to estimate standard errors (Brons et al., 2017; 
Zoutewelle-Terovan & Liefbroer, 2017). Simulations show that this method can be 
safely used even in studies with very few data points (Higgins & Thompson, 2004). 
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Table 3.2. Descriptive statistics of the country-level indicators economic inequality and norms towards family 
formation.a 
 Economic inequality  Attitudes towards marriage  Attitudes towards cohabitation 
 Mean Period Change over period  Mean Period Change over period  Mean Period 
Austria 29.2 1987–2004 23.0–30.0 .212 1990–2008 .119–.305 1.72 2008 
Belgium 27.4 1985–2000 25.4–33.1 .288 1990–2008 .232–.343 1.54 2008 
Bulgaria 30.2 1989–2011 23.4–34.3 .189 1990–2008 .105–.272 2.47 2008 
Canada 32.7 1987–2010 31.6–33.7 .172 1990–2005 .124–.219 - - 
Czech Rep. 25.7 1988–2011 19.4–26.4 .149 1990–2008 .070–.229 2.47 2008 
Estonia 33.3 1988–2011 23.0–32.7 .148 1990–2008 .108–.188 2.12 2008 
France 32.1 1989–2005 33.0–31.7 .322 1990–2008 .291–.353 1.48 2008 
Georgia 40.5 1996–2012 37.1–41.4 .096 1996–2008 .153–.040 3.19 2008 
Germany 30.3 1989–2010 28.6–30.6 .219 1990–2008 .146–.292 1.89 2008 
Hungary 27.5 1987–2011 21.0–28.9 .157 1990–2008 .114–.200 2.05 2008 
Lithuania 32.9 1988–2011 22.5–32.6 .134 1990–2008 .094–.174 2.56 2008 
Netherlands 30.0 1987–2010 27.6–28.9 .240 1990–2008 .211–.270 1.88 2008 
Norway 26.9 1986–2010 24.7–26.8 .150 1990–2008 .101–.199 1.46 2008 
Poland 31.8 1985–2011 25.2–32.8 .120 1990–2008 .064–.176 2.39 2008 
Romania 28.6 1989–2012 23.3–27.3 .140 1990–2008 .086–.194 2.42 2008 
Russia 38.6 1988–2009 23.8–39.7 .174 1990–2008 .145–.203 2.50 2008 
Sweden 25.7 1987–2005 23.7–26.1 .170 1990–2008 .141–.199 1.36 2008 
UK 37.4 1991–2010 36.2–38.0 .204 1990–2008 .184–.223 2.05 2008 
US 39.7 1986–2010 37.0–41.1 .101 1990–2006 .080–.121 - - 
a Economic inequality is captured with the Gini coefficient of income inequality, attitudes towards marriage is captured with the proportion of the 
population which agrees with the statement “Marriage is an outdated institution”, and attitudes towards cohabitation is captured with the proportion of 
the population which agrees with the item “It is alright for two people to live together without getting married”. Information on the percentage of births 
to married women can be found in column 6 of Table 3.1 
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3.3.6. Meta-regression using Average Marginal Effects (AME) 

A consequence of using log-odds ratios from logistic models is that, with increasing 
model fit, the scale of the dependent variable and hence the effect sizes of the 
independent variables tend to go up (Mood, 2010). For the current study, this implies 
that differences in model fit between countries influence log-odds ratios of parental 
educational attainment, which makes the comparison of these effects across countries 
less reliable. Expressing the results in average marginal effects instead of log-odds 
ratios solves this problem (Mood, 2010). Average marginal effects express the average 
effect of an independent variable on the probability of the dependent variable being 
one. In Stata, the average marginal effects can be obtained after a logistic regression 
with the post-estimation command margin. We used this strategy to obtain country-
specific average marginal effects of parental educational attainment, and subsequently 
regressed these effects on the macro-indicators in the meta-regression. 

3.3.7. Multi-level analyses 

Since multi-level models are the most conventional method to test an interaction effect 
between macro- and micro-level indicators, we deem it important to report on the 
outcomes of this model too. We ran multi-level logistic analyses with individuals 
nested in countries. Next to all independent variables, a random intercept and a 
random slope for the dummies of parental education attainment were included in the 
models, as well as dummies for the interaction effect between parental educational 
attainment and the macro-level indicators. Keeping in mind the possible problems 
that may arise when using this model for less than 30 countries, the standard errors 
and significance levels were interpreted with caution. 

3.3.8. Meta-regression using an event-history design 

For the main analyses, women who did not experience the birth of a child and those 
who did not live with a partner at childbirth were dropped from the sample. This 
approach may lead to biases in the effect of parental education for women with 
different ages, since in some countries early births are more common among women 
with a low socio-economic background and occur more often in cohabitation than in 
marriage (Duncan, Brooks-Gunn, Jean Yeung, & Smith, 1998). To assure that the 
estimates are not biased by our sample selection, all models were controlled for the 
year of birth of the respondent. In addition, we re-estimated the models using discrete-
time competing risk analyses with an event-history design with yearly intervals. These 
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results are not based on a selective sample since the analyses comprise all women. Own 
educational attainment, birth year of the respondent and the time-varying duration 
indicators were added as controls to the models. The 19 country effects of parental 
educational attainment that were obtained with these event-history analyses were 
subsequently used as estimates in the meta-regression. For this analysis, 70,138 
women born in or after 1955 were selected. The majority (92%) of these women 
experienced the birth of their first child in or after 1980. 

3.4. Results 

3.4.1. Cross-country heterogeneity in the effect of parental educational 
attainment 

We started with estimating the effect of all individual-level variables, except own 
educational attainment, on the likelihood of having a birth within cohabitation (Table 
S3.1 containing all regression results can be found online in Supporting Information). 
The results of the meta-analyses in Figure 3.1 show the effect of parental education per 
country and the overall effect. We find a parental educational gradient of births in 
cohabitation and marriage. On average, women with low or medium parental 
educational levels have a significantly higher likelihood of having a birth in 
cohabitation and a lower likelihood of having a birth in marriage, compared to women 
with high parental education. This effect is stronger for low than for medium parental 
education. Figure 3.1 furthermore reveals substantial between-country variation in the 
effect sizes (I2=79% for low vs. high and I2=63% for medium vs. high parental 
educational attainment). Generally, the parental educational gradient is more obvious 
in Eastern Europe and North America than in Western Europe. 

We repeated this exercise but this time also controlled for a person’s own 
educational attainment (Table S3.2 containing all regression results can be found 
online in Supporting Information). This reduces the overall effect of parental 
educational attainment (Figure 3.2). While the overall effect of low parental education 
remains statistically significant, that of medium parental education becomes 
statistically insignificant. The between-country heterogeneity in the effect sizes of 
parental educational attainment decreases somewhat as well. However, a considerable 
proportion of cross-national variation remains (I2=62% for low vs. high and I2=50% 
for medium vs. high parental educational attainment). 
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Figure 3.1. Results of the meta-analyses, displaying the effect of low (left graph) and medium (right graph) 
parental educational attainment on the likelihood of having a first birth within cohabitation. The models exclude 
own educational attainment. 
The reference category of the independent variable is high parental educational attainment; and the reference of the dependent variable is having a birth 
within marriage. The models are controlled for duration until birth, duration until birth squared, duration until birth cubic, and the birth year of the 
respondent.  
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Figure 3.2. Results of the meta-analyses, displaying the effect of low (left graph) and medium (right graph) 
parental educational attainment on the likelihood of having a first birth within cohabitation. The models include 
own educational attainment. 
The reference category of the independent variable is high parental educational attainment, and the reference of the dependent variable is having a birth 
within marriage. The models are controlled for duration until birth, duration until birth squared, duration until birth cubic, and the birth year of the 
respondent. 
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3.4.2. Explaining cross-country variation in the effect of parental educational 
attainment 

Next, we examined if differences in economic inequality and values towards marriage 
can explain between-country variation in the effect of parental education. In this 
section, the results of the meta-regression estimating the effects of these two macro-
indicators on the influence of parental educational attainment are assessed. In 
addition, the robustness of the findings are addressed by discussing the results of the 
following analyses: Meta-regression using Average Marginal Effects, Multi-level 
analysis and Meta-regression using an event-history design. Section 3.3 of the data 
and method section provides a thorough account of these methods. For easy 
comparison, only the moderating effects of the macro-indicators are extracted and 
presented in Table 3.3 and Table 3.4. However, detailed information on the effect sizes 
of all independent indicators of the different models can be found online in Supporting 
Information. 

3.4.3. Economic inequality 

We hypothesized that in countries with a higher level of economic inequality, people 
with low or medium parental education would be more likely to have a birth in 
cohabitation and less likely to have a birth in marriage than people with high parental 
education. Table 3.3 indeed reveals interaction effects in the hypothesized direction, 
however, the effect were only statistically significant when comparing people with 
medium and high parental education in a model which controls for own educational 
attainment (M2 Table 3.3). Note that since the effect is in the same direction as the 
one-sided hypothesis, the effect is considered to be significant at α=0.05-level. 

Table 3.4 shows that the overall conclusions drawn for the moderating effect of 
economic inequality do not differ by analytical approach. Moreover, the log-odds 
ratios obtained in the main analysis (M2 Table 3.4) are in the same order of magnitude 
as those obtained with the multi-level analysis and the meta-regression based on an 
event-history analysis (M4 and M5 Table 3.4). 

The moderating effect of economic inequality is further explored Figure 3.3. The 
right graph of this figure reflects the result of the meta-regression for the effect of 
medium vs. high parental educational attainment. The graph shows that in 
economically equal societies, like Sweden, women with parents with medium or high 
educational attainment have a very similar chance of having a first birth within 
cohabitation or marriage. In contrast, in countries with high levels of economic 
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inequality, such as the US, women with medium parental education are more likely to 
have a birth in cohabitation than women with high parental education. 

 
Table 3.3. Results of the meta-regression, showing the effect of the 
macro-indicators on the country specific effect of low and medium 
parental educational on the likelihood of having a first birth within 
cohabitation, by the different macro-indicators. The models exclude 
own educational attainment.a 
 Low p_educ Medium p_educ Low p_educ Medium p_educ 

M1: Meta-regression: Log(odds) ratios from logistic models 
     (excl. own educational attainment) 

Economic inequality  .047  .128   
 (.129) (.075)   
Values towards 
marriage†    - .285 * - .163 * 
    (.105)  (.074) 
Constant  .424 **  .212 *   .437 ***   .225 ** 
 (.129) (.079)  (.107)  (.075) 

M2: Meta-regression: Log(odds) ratios from logistic models  
     (incl. own educational attainment) 

Economic inequality  .060  .119 #   
 (.093) (.065)   
Values towards 
marriage†   - .183 * - .116 

    (.081)  (.069) 
Constant  .187 #  .112   .208 *   .121 

 (.096) (.070)  (.084)  (.071) 
a The reference category of the independent variable is high parental educational attainment; and 
the reference category of the dependent variable is having a birth within marriage. All macro-
indicators were standardized to z-scores. The models are controlled for duration until birth, 
duration until birth squared, duration until birth cubic, and the birth year of the respondent. 

† % agree “Marriage is an outdated institution” 
*** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05; # p<0.10 

 
Using Average Marginal Effects (M3 Table 3.4) instead of log-odds ratios allows 

for a more meaningful interpretation of the effects. The results of this model show that 
with one standard deviation increase in economic inequality (4.6 points increase in 
the Gini coefficient) the difference between medium and high parental education in 
the probability of having a birth in cohabitation increases with 1.6 percentage points. 
In other words, if economic inequality decreases from 40 (US) to 25 (Sweden); the 
difference between medium and high parental education in the probability of having a 
birth in cohabitation is expected to decrease with an average of 5.2 percentage points; 
95%-CI [2.3-8.2]. 
  



 

94 
 

Table 3.4. Overview of the results of the different meta-regression and 
multi-level regression analyses, showing the effect of the macro-
indicators on the country specific effect of low and medium parental 
educational on the likelihood of having a first birth within 
cohabitation, by the different macro-indicators. The models include 
own educational attainment.a 
 Low p_educ Medium p_educ Low p_educ Medium p_educ 

M2: Meta-regression: Log(odds) ratios from logistic models 
Economic 
inequality  .060  .119 #   
 (.093) (.065)   
Values towards 
marriage†   - .183 * - .116 

    (.081)  (.069) 

M3: Meta-regression: Average Marginal Effects from logistic models 
Economic 
inequality  .008  .016 #   
 (.014) (.009)   
Values towards 
marriage†   - .025 # - .018 # 
    (.014)  (.010) 

M4: Multi-level: Log(odds) ratios from logistic models 
Economic 
inequality  .087  .137 #   
 (.117) (.073)   
Values towards 
marriage†   - .302 ** - .148 * 
    (.095)  (.075) 

M5: Meta-regression: Log(odds) ratios from multinomial logistic models 
Economic 
inequality  .074  .138 *   
 (.095) (.065)   
Values towards 
marriage†   - .203 * - .144 * 
    (.082)  (.066) 
a The reference category of the independent variable is high parental educational attainment, and 
the reference category of the dependent variable is having a birth within marriage. All macro-
indicators were standardized to z-scores. The models are controlled for duration until birth, 
duration until birth squared, duration until birth cubic, and the birth year of the respondent. 
† % agree “Marriage is an outdated institution” 
*** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; *p<0.05; # p<0.10 
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Figure 3.3. Results of the meta-regression, displaying the effect of low (left plot) and medium (right plot) 
parental educational attainment on the likelihood of having a first birth in cohabitation, by economic inequality. 
The models include own educational attainment. 
The reference category of the independent variable is high parental educational attainment, and the reference category of the dependent variable is having 
a birth within marriage. The models are controlled for duration until birth, duration until birth squared, duration until birth cubic, and the birth year of the 
respondent. 



 

96 
 

3.4.4. Values towards marriage 

In less traditional countries, people with high parental education are expected to be 
more likely to have a birth in cohabitation and less likely to have a birth in marriage 
than people with low or medium parental education. Negative interaction effects are 
indeed found for both low and medium parental education (Table 3.3). The effect sizes 
of the moderating effects decrease when controlling the models for own educational 
attainment (M2 Table 3.3); after which the moderating effect on medium parental 
education is not statistically significant any more. 

Table 3.4 reveals that the conclusion drawn for the moderating effect of economic 
inequality on medium parental education differs by analytical approach. While in the 
main analyses (M2 Table 3.4) no statistically significant moderating effect on medium 
parental educational attainment was not found, statistically significant effects were 
found when the meta-regression was based on discrete-time competing risk analyses 
(M5 Table 3.4). A plausible explanation for the increase in effect size and significance 
is the increased explained variance due to an event-history design. According to Mood 
(2010), all else being equal, a model with lower explained variance – such as M2 of 
Table 3.4 - underestimates the true effect size. This observation is strengthened by the 
fact that significant moderating effects on medium parental education are also found 
for the meta-regression based on Average Marginal Effects (M3 Table 3.4). 

Based on the SDT, we expected to find that in less traditional countries the higher 
educated are more likely to have a birth in cohabitation. Instead, further inspection of 
the moderating effects in Figure 3.4 shows that in less traditional countries no effect 
of parental education is found, while in traditional countries, people with a lower 
educational level are more likely to have a birth in cohabitation. Regarding the effect-
size, the Average Marginal Effects (M3 Table 3.4) show that with one standard 
deviation decrease in how traditional a country is regarding family formation (5.6 
percent increase in people who agree with the statement that marriage is outdated), 
the difference in the probability of having a birth in cohabitation between low and high 
parental education decreases with 2.5 percentage points and for medium and high 
parental education with 1.8 percentage points. Hence, if the percentage of people who 
believe marriage is outdated increases from 10% (US) to 30% (France), the difference 
between low and high parental education in the probability of having a birth in 
cohabitation is expected to decrease with an average of 9.0 percentage points; 95%-CI 
[4.0-14.0] and the difference between medium and high parental education is 
expected to decrease with an average of 6.5 percentage points; 95%-CI [2.9-10.0]. 
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Figure 3.4. Results of the meta-regression, displaying the effect of low (left plot) and medium (right plot) 
parental educational attainment on the likelihood of having a first birth in cohabitation, by values towards 
marriage. The models include own educational attainment. 
The reference category of the independent variable is high parental educational attainment, and the reference category of the dependent variable is having 
a birth within marriage. The models are controlled for duration until birth, duration until birth squared, duration until birth cubic, and the birth year of the 
respondent.
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We repeated the analyses for the European countries using information of the 
European Value Survey 2008 on the item “It is alright for two people to live together 
without getting married”. We found similar effect sizes and significance levels, but only 
if Norway was deleted from the sample. The reason is that in the Nordic countries the 
correlation between values towards marriage and towards cohabitation is much lower 
than in the other European countries and values towards marriage has more 
explanatory power in these countries than values towards cohabitation. In addition, 
we reran the analyses using the actual percentage of women in our sample who were 
married at the moment of birth of their first child. Interestingly, no significant effect 
was found for this macro-indicator, suggesting that norms regarding family formation 
behaviour are more important in explaining socio-economic differences in the 
likelihood of having a birth in cohabitation than actual family formation behaviour. 

3.5. Discussion 

The current study examines the cross-national variation in the relationship between 
women’s socio-economic background and their likelihood of having a first birth in 
cohabitation or in marriage. Previous research have shown that this relationship varies 
considerably across countries, and have referred to the Pattern of Disadvantage 
Perspective and the Second Demographic Transition theory to explain these 
differences (Chapter 2; Perelli-Harris, Sigle-Rushton, et al., 2010). However, these 
studies have not directly tested the explanatory power of both theories. Drawing on 
these theories, we hypothesize that the association of parental educational attainment 
with the likelihood of having a first birth within cohabitation is more negative – thus 
more common among women with lower educated parents—in countries with a higher 
level of economic inequality (H1) and more positive – thus more common among 
women with higher educated parents—in countries that are less traditional in norms 
regarding family formation (H2). These hypotheses were tested with data of the 
Generations and Gender Survey in combination with four other datasets, covering 
Western and Eastern Europe as well as North America. 

We find a clear gradient in the association of parental educational attainment 
with the likelihood of having a birth in cohabitation. This is in line with the Pattern of 
Disadvantage perspective which argues that women with a lower socio-economic 
background are more likely to experience the birth of their first child while cohabiting 
and less likely to be married (e.g. McLanahan, 2004; Perelli-Harris, Sigle-Rushton, et 
al., 2010). This study furthermore shows that part of the effect of parental education 
(within-country variation) can be explained by the intergenerational transmission of 
socio-economic status. The difference between women with low and high parental 
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education remains statistically significant after controlling for own educational 
attainment, while the difference between medium and low parental education is not 
statistically significant anymore. However, the between-country variation in the effect 
of parental education only decreases slightly and remains substantial. The results 
indicate that in some countries parental SES has a direct effect, irrespective of own 
SES, while in other countries this is not the case. 

The analyses show that parental SES matters in countries with more traditional 
family norms. In these countries, women with lower educated parents are more likely 
to have a birth in cohabitation, compared to women with higher educated parents. 
However, in countries with less traditional family norms, women are equally likely to 
have a birth in cohabitation regardless of the level of parental education. We find a 
gradient in the effect: the interaction effect is stronger for low versus high than for 
medium versus high parental education. Differences between countries are 
substantial. In countries where only 10% agree that marriage is outdated – such as the 
US – the difference between medium and high parental education in the probability 
of having a birth in cohabitation is predicted to be seven percentage points larger than 
in countries – such as France – where 30% agree with this statement. For low and high 
parental education, this difference is even larger with nine percentage points. This is 
in line with the SDT and suggests that in settings that are more modern, as compared 
to more traditional settings, women with a higher SES background are socialized more 
strongly during their childhood to be autonomous and self-reliant, and therefore 
prefer cohabitation over marriage (Kiernan, 2001b; Kohn, 1969). It is often assumed 
that this would lead women with higher SES backgrounds to being more likely than 
women with lower status backgrounds to have a birth in cohabitation in less traditional 
societies (Lesthaeghe & Surkyn, 2002). Instead, we find that it merely results in an 
equal likelihood of women with lower and higher SES parents having a birth in 
cohabitation. 

Economic inequality significantly alters the likelihood of having a birth in 
cohabitation when comparing women with medium and high parental education. 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 found in more economically equal societies. The difference between 
medium and high parental education in the probability of having a birth in 
cohabitation is about five percentage points larger in countries with high levels of 
economic inequality - such as the US – than in more equal societies such as Sweden. 

Two mechanisms can explain why the association of parental SES with the 
likelihood of having a birth in cohabitation is more negative in economically unequal 
societies. Firstly, economic inequality can lead to marginalization of women from 
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lower socio-economic strata, thereby decreasing their incentive to forgo a birth outside 
of marriage (Kearney & Levine, 2014). Secondly, cohabiters might want to wait with 
marriage (but not necessarily with having children) until they are financially stable, 
and this is harder to obtain for women with lower parental SES (McLanahan & 
Percheski, 2008). Based on these mechanisms we expected to find a gradient in the 
effect of economic inequality, but this was not supported by the data. The results are 
in line with American studies that suggest that economic inequality especially 
influences the behaviour of couples from the middle class (Cherlin, Ribar, & Yasutake, 
2016). These couples still aim for the American dream (of their parents) with marriage, 
children and a home, but this dream is harder to obtain with the decrease in decent-
paying blue-collar jobs. For these couples, cohabitation then becomes the best 
alternative for starting a family (for an overview of this literature see Cherlin (2011)). 
Perhaps the struggle of the middle class also applies in other national contexts, but for 
the moment, we deem it too early to formulate firm conclusions regarding the effect of 
economic inequality, and we will leave it to future research to examine if a same 
pattern is found when a different sample of countries is used. 

From a methodological point of view, the current study adds to the literature by 
showing that meta-analysis and meta-regression are valuable methods for testing the 
robustness of multi-level models. In recent years multi-level models with data of a 
limited number of countries have been critiqued as they may increase the probability 
of making a type I error (Bryan & Jenkins, 2016). Our study shows that incorporating 
methods that are used in meta-analysis provides a conservative test of the hypotheses 
and an easy way to graphically portray macro-level interactions. The current study also 
reveals that using average marginal effects instead of log-odd ratios is a useful strategy 
when testing the interaction effect of macro-level indicators on individual-level 
variables. It gives a better estimate of the true effect size and it facilitates a substantive 
interpretation of the results. 

Using data on a large range of countries comes with limitations, especially 
regarding the availability of suitable macro-indicators. Since information on the 
macro-indicators used in this study were mostly available for recent years, we had to 
restrict our sample to women who had their first child in in the past three decades. We 
could therefore not test if the macro-indicators explain variation in the effect of 
parental education over time and thus if they are as important in explaining within-
country variation as they are for explaining between-country variation. 

However, regardless of these data limitations, the current study gives insight in 
the potential of the Pattern of Disadvantage perspective and the Second Demographic 
Transition theory in explaining cross-national differences in the influence of SES 
background on the likelihood of having a first birth in cohabitation or in marriage. The 
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PoD appears to be more applicable to more traditional societies, where births within 
cohabitation are more common among women with lower parental SES. However, in 
societies that are further advanced in the Second Demographic Transition, this effect 
disappears. The SDT thus seems to be correct in assuming that births within 
cohabitation are more common among women with high SES backgrounds in societies 
that are less traditional regarding family formation. However, it is wrong in assuming 
that in more traditional societies, births to cohabiting couples are a marginal 
phenomenon. Instead, it can be very common, but more so among those from a low 
SES background. Overall, the results suggest that births to cohabiting couples are part 
of a pattern of disadvantage in countries with high levels of economic inequality and 
where marriage is highly valued, while in more equal and less traditional societies 
socio-economic background loses its importance. This study thus shows that the PoD 
and the SDT are both important in explaining the influence of parental educational 
attainment on becoming a cohabiting mother, and that more can be gained from 
reconciling both narratives than from juxtaposing them. 
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3.6. Supplementary Material 

 
Table S3.1. Country specific estimates of logistic regressions of the effects of the individual-level indicators on 
the likelihood of having a first birth within cohabitation. The models exclude own educational attainment. a 

Austria - .233 -.235 .065*** -.134     .009 -.000   .270 
Belgium - .086 -.026 .122*** -.711***     .051** -.001*  1.053 
Bulgaria  1.121*** -.073 .156*** -.780***     .074*** -.002*** - .826* 
Canada   .804***  .465** .088*** -.384**     .013 -.000   .383 
Czech Rep.   .748#  .089 .109*** -.897***     .075*** -.002**   .190 
Estonia   .925***  .493** .133*** -.370**     .041** -.001* - .871# 
France   .301  .357# .091*** -.706***     .048*** -.001*  1.971** 
Georgia   .708***  .341* .105*** -.385***     .042*** -.001*** -1.019** 
Germany - .603* -.303 .063*** -.482**     .027# -.000  1.001 
Hungary  1.076**  .688* .146*** -.844***     .077*** -.002*** -1.168* 
Lithuania  1.137**  .610 .114*** -.544**     .042* -.001 -1.999** 
Netherlands - .255 -.175 .125*** -.253     .023 -.000 -1.569* 
Norway   .948***  .525*** .110*** -.515***     .030** -.001#  1.752** 
Poland   .421  .590# .082*** -.641***     .049*** -.001** - .902# 
Romania   .288 -.516 .075*** -.603***     .044** -.001# - .463 
Russia   .448*  .463* .066*** -.649***     .059*** -.001*** - .662 
Sweden   .187 -.051 .026*** -.127     .003  .000  1.389* 
UK - .608 -.572 .136*** -.387*     .011  .000  1.569* 
US   .686***  .652*** .084*** -.143#    -.004  .000 - .108 
a The effects are expressed in log-odds ratios. The reference category of the independent variable is high parental educational attainment; and the 
reference category of the dependent variable is having a birth within marriage. 
*** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05; # p<0.10 
† p_educ: Parental educational attainment 

 Low p_educ† Medium p_educ† Birth year Duration Duration squared Duration cubic Constant 
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Table S3.2. Country specific estimates of logistic regressions of the effects of the individual-level indicators on 
the likelihood of having a first birth within cohabitation. The models include own educational attainment. a 

Austria - .295 - .309   .036   .211 .064*** -.164 .011 -.000   .294 
Belgium - .102 - .042 - .063   .160 .122*** -.743*** .054** -.001*  1.128 
Bulgaria   .201 - .336  1.952***   .639** .142*** -.539*** .058*** -.001*** -1.986*** 
Canada   .568**   .309#  1.038***   .425*** .090*** -.347** .013 -.000 - .121 
Czech Rep.   .244 - .144  1.553***   .624# .106*** -.797*** .069*** -.002** - .681 
Estonia   .650**   .366#  1.113***   .517*** .126*** -.259# .035* -.001* -1.593** 
France   .187   .297   .275#   .250# .093*** -.688*** .048*** -.001**  1.719* 
Georgia   .572**   .263   .553*   .091 .102*** -.332** .039*** -.001** -1.234*** 
Germany - .551# - .267 - .122 - .075 .064*** -.488** .027# -.000  1.068 
Hungary   .485   .425  1.447***   .608* .142*** -.733*** .071*** -.002*** -2.001*** 
Lithuania   .594   .328  1.980***   .688* .104*** -.384# .031# -.000 -2.907*** 
Netherlands - .240 - .166 - .009 - .035 .125*** -.249 .022 -.000 -1.565* 
Norway   .792***   .433**   .227   .346*** .111*** -.501*** .031** -.001#  1.561** 
Poland   .083   .412  1.300***   .493** .084*** -.528*** .044*** -.001** -1.716** 
Romania - .528 -1.036  1.526**   .700 .070*** -.466** .037* -.001 -1.321# 
Russia   .292   .368#  1.069***   .281# .062*** -.530*** .050*** -.001** -1.184* 
Sweden   .088 - .120 - .234   .444*** .026*** -.185 .008 -.000  1.406* 
UK - .693 - .629   .122   .260 .135*** -.395* .013  .000  1.511* 
US   .267   .435**  1.567***  1.181*** .085*** -.139 .001  .000 -1.239*** 
a The effects are expressed in log-odds ratios. The reference category of the independent variables are high parental and own educational attainment, 
and the reference category of the dependent variable is having a birth within marriage. 
*** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05; # p<0.10 
† p_educ: Parental educational attainment; ‡ o_educ: Own educational attainment 

 Low p_educ† Medium p_educ† Low o_educ‡ Medium o_educ‡ Birth year Duration  Duration squared Duration cubic Constant 
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Table S3.3. Results of the 2-level (individuals nested in countries) 
logistic regression of the effects of the individual-level indicators on the 
likelihood of having a first birth within cohabitation.a 

Parental educational attainment - Low    .192   .204 * 

   (.119)  (.099) 
Parental educational attainment - Medium    .068   .079 

   (.079)  (.079) 
Own educational attainment - Low    .724 ***   .725 *** 

   (.049)  (.049) 
Own educational attainment  - Medium    .339 ***   .340 *** 

   (.034)  (.034) 
Birth year    .089 ***   .089 *** 

   (.002)  (.002) 
Duration -  .316 *** - .316 *** 

   (.029)  (.029) 
Duration squared    .022 ***   .022 *** 

   (.003)  (.003) 
Duration cubic -  .000 *** - .000 *** 

   (.000)  (.000) 
Economic inequality -  .138  
   (.222)  
* Parental educational attainment - Low    .087  
   (.117)  
* Parental educational attainment - Medium    .137 #  
   (.073)  
Values towards marriage†    .428 * 

   (.209) 
* Parental educational attainment - Low  - .302 ** 

   (.095) 
* Parental educational attainment - Medium  - .148 * 

   (.075) 
Constant -  .723 ** - .735 ** 

   (.241)  (.229) 
a The effects are expressed in log-odds ratios. The reference category of the independent variables 
are high parental and own educational attainment, and of the dependent variable is having a 
birth within marriage. 
† % agree “Marriage is an outdated institution” 
*** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05; # p<0.10 
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4. Explaining cross-national variation of parental educational 
differences in having a first birth while being single 

Chapter 4 
 

Explaining cross-national variation of parental 
educational differences in having a first birth while 

being single19 
 
 
 
Abstract. The study focuses on understanding the association of socio-economic 
background with women’s likelihood of experiencing a first birth whilst single, and 
identifying societal factors that influence this association. This is examined in 18 
North-American and European societies. Previous research has shown that single 
motherhood occurs disproportionately among those from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds. The study contains an assessment of whether this is caused by socio-
economic differences in the risk of single women becoming pregnant, or by socio-
economic differences in how likely women are to enter a union during pregnancy. In 
addition, an assessment is made of whether cross-national differences in these 
associations can be explained by a country’s access to family planning, norms 
regarding family formation, and economic inequality. Across countries, a negative 
gradient was found in the association of socio-economic background with single 
women’s likelihood of experiencing a first pregnancy. The negative gradient was 
stronger in countries with higher levels of modern contraceptive use and adolescent 
abortion rates. In some countries, the negative gradient of socio-economic background 
was aggravated during pregnancy because women from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds were less likely to enter a union. This was mostly found in societies with 
less conservative norms regarding marriage. The results suggest that certain 
developments in Western societies may increase socio-economic differentials in family 
demography. 
  

                                                   
19 A slightly different version of this chapter was submitted for publication by Koops, J.C., 

Liefbroer, A.C., & Gauthier, A.H. 
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4.1. Introduction 

During the first half of the 20th century, strong social norms dictated that sexual 
intercourse, childbearing, and child rearing should take place within marriage. This 
period was characterized by high marriage rates, low divorce rates, and ‘shotgun’ 
marriages in reaction to accidental pregnancies (Axinn & Thornton, 2000; Sobotka & 
Toulemon, 2008). Since then, many Western societies have displayed a greater 
acceptance of sex and building a family outside of marriage (Sobotka & Toulemon, 
2008). The disconnection between marriage and childbearing is reflected in an 
increase in cohabiting parents and single parenthood (Ellwood & Jencks, 2004; 
Härkönen, 2016; Kiernan, 2004; Lichter et al., 2014; Perelli-Harris et al., 2012). These 
changes resulted from different - but often interrelated - forces at the societal level, 
such as the rise of individualistic values emphasizing self-expression and self-
fulfilment, the decreasing importance of religious institutions, and the technical 
advancement of contraceptive methods (Lappegård et al., 2018; Lesthaeghe, 2010). 

Not everyone is equally likely to become an unmarried parent. Nonmarital 
parenthood occurs disproportionately among those from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds (Aassve, 2003; Amato et al., 2008; Mikolai et al., 2018). This is especially 
the case for single parenthood (Härkönen, 2016; Musick, 2002). Moreover, compared 
with two-parent families, poverty rates are higher among single-parent families (Brady 
& Burroway, 2012; Kollmeyer, 2013; McLanahan, 2009). This inequality is even 
observed in societies with generous social policies that are either universal or targeted 
towards countering poverty among single-parent families (Brady & Burroway, 2012). 
This has led to concerns of “diverging destinies”, as a result of socio-economic 
differentiation in family demography, among American (McLanahan, 2004) and 
European scholars (Härkönen, 2016; Kollmeyer, 2013). 

The aim of the current study is to deepen our understanding of the association of 
socio-economic background with single motherhood across a large number of Western 
societies. First, we will examine at which stage during family formation socio-
economic differences in single motherhood come about. Is it caused by socio-economic 
differences in the risk of single women becoming pregnant, socio-economic 
differences in the risk of single women who are pregnant starting living as a couple 
before childbearing, or both? Second, we will examine whether the association of 
socio-economic background with single motherhood differs across societies. Can 
cross-national variation in the association of socio-economic background with single 
motherhood perhaps be explained by societal factors related to access to family 
planning, norms regarding family formation, and socio-economic conditions? We will 
briefly outline the contributions of this study to the literature. 
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Single mothers are often regarded as a single group, covering women who did 
not live with a partner upon entry into motherhood, those who separated from their 
partner after they became a parent, and those who lost their partner through death. In 
the current study, we focus on the first of these groups. Research has shown that 
economic hardship – already more prevalent among single mother families than 
among two-parent families – is even higher among never-married single mothers 
(Korenman, Kaestner, & Joyce, 2001). Among the reasons for this are that fathers are 
less likely to be involved or to contribute financially to mothers and children with 
whom they have never lived (Carlson, 2006; Kane, Nelson, & Edin, 2015). The 
inherent lack of resources is hard to offset by other means because unemployment 
rates are high among these single mothers (Härkönen, Lappalainen, & Jalovaara, 
2016), and many of them – especially those from lower socio-economic backgrounds 
- remain unpartnered for prolonged periods (Kalmijn & Monden, 2010). The first 
contribution of this study is to focus on the group of single mothers who were single 
when they entered motherhood and who form an important link in explaining the 
socio-economic differentiation in family formation. 

The second contribution of this paper is an examination of socio-economic 
differences at two points in time, at the moment of conception and during pregnancy. 
Research has shown that births to single women are more common among those from 
lower socio-economic backgrounds. However, the stage during family formation at 
which these differences come about remains unclear. It is possible that women from 
low socio-economic backgrounds are more likely to become pregnant outside of a 
union than women from higher socio-economic backgrounds (Figure 4.1, Arrow 1). 
This would accord with the literature suggesting that women from higher socio-
economic backgrounds are more motivated to avoid unplanned pregnancies and are 
better at preventing it (Miller, 2002; Smith, Strohschein, & Crosnoe, 2018). It is also 
possible that women from lower socio-economic backgrounds are less likely than 
women from higher socio-economic backgrounds to enter a union once pregnant 
(Figure 4.1, Arrow 2). This may be the result of better access to (financial) resources of 
women from higher socio-economic backgrounds, which increases their ability to 
move in with a partner. 

In the next step, we look for cross-national differences in the association of socio-
economic background with the likelihood of becoming pregnant outside of a union and 
the likelihood of entering a union once pregnant, and assess the extent to which these 
differences can be explained by macro-indicators (Figure 4.1, Arrow 3). Western 
societies differ in terms of access to family planning, norms regarding family 
formation, and economic inequality. We argue that these factors may influence socio-
economic differences in single motherhood, but at different stages in the process of 
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family formation. Access to family planning may be particularly important in 
explaining socio-economic differences in single women’s risk of becoming pregnant, 
whereas norms regarding family formation may be particularly important to explain 
socio-economic differences in the likelihood of pregnant women entering a union. 
Economic inequality may be important at both stages of the family-building process, 
by influencing the socio-economic situation of women from lower or higher socio-
economic backgrounds. By examining these relationships in detail, we contribute to 
the literature by providing insight into factors that influence socio-economic 
differences at the start of single motherhood and may point to ways in which this 
inequality can be prevented. 

The study uses data from the Generations and Gender Survey, the Harmonized 
Histories, and the Canadian General Social Survey. These data contain retrospective 
information on the timing of childbirth and union formation, and allow us to examine 
transition into single motherhood in 18 Western societies, including North America, 
and Eastern, Central, Western, and Northern Europe. 
 

Figure 4.1. Overview of the conceptual model. 
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4.2. Background 

Even though the link between marriage and childbearing has weakened, the norm of 
two parents taking care of children as the ideal family continues to persist and is 
widespread throughout Western societies (Stavrova & Fetchenhauer, 2015). Having 
children is costly, both financially and in terms of time. Living together allows parents 
to pool resources and to specialize in different activities, which makes it a more 
efficient arrangement than raising children outside of a union (Becker, 1981). In 
addition, single motherhood can interfere greatly with socio-economic prospects, such 
as educational attainment, occupational aspirations, and marital prospects (Lichter et 
al., 2014). Even though single motherhood may not be considered ideal in Western 
societies, and most women do not actively choose it, roughly one in ten women in 
North America and Europe live without a partner upon entering motherhood (see 
Chapter 1). We now discuss the literature that explains socio-economic differences in 
the occurrence of single motherhood. Throughout the remainder of the article, single 
motherhood refers only to women who are not living with a partner when they become 
a mother; it does not refer to women who became single mothers later in life through 
divorce, separation or the death of a partner. 

4.2.1. Socio-economic differences in single motherhood 

Two key mechanisms are mentioned in the literature to explain socio-economic 
differences in the likelihood of becoming a single mother. These refer to the idea that 
women from higher socio-economic backgrounds are (1) expected to be more 
motivated to avoid becoming a single mother, and (2) expected to be more successful 
in preventing single motherhood than women from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds. We now discuss these mechanisms in more detail. 

Although a majority of women may prefer to live with a partner upon entry into 
motherhood, the negative consequences of single motherhood are assumed to be 
greater for women from higher socio-economic backgrounds, because they have 
higher educational and occupational aspirations than women from lower socio-
economic backgrounds (Cherlin et al., 2008; Frisco, 2005). In addition, the literature 
suggests that because women from lower socio-economic backgrounds have fewer 
chances to advance in other areas of their lives, they rank motherhood higher than 
other options (Edin & Kefalas, 2005; Musick, 2002), and may indeed welcome – even 
unplanned – motherhood in order to reduce uncertainty about their future (Friedman 
et al., 1994; Musick et al., 2009). Overall, women from higher socio-economic 
backgrounds are therefore expected to be more motivated to avoid becoming a single 
mother than women from lower socio-economic backgrounds. 
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Women from higher socio-economic backgrounds may not only be more 
motivated to avoid single parenthood, they might also be more successful in pursuing 
this. Research shows that unplanned pregnancies are more common among women 
from lower socio-economic backgrounds (Musick et al., 2009). There are several ways 
in which women can avoid single motherhood: (1) they can postpone sexual initiation 
until the moment they are in a committed co-residential relationship, (2) they can 
avoid a pregnancy by using contraceptives, (3) they can terminate a pregnancy if it is 
detected sufficiently early, or (4) they can move in with a partner during pregnancy. 
Of these options, differences in terms of postponement of sexual initiation is the least 
likely to contribute to socio-economic differences in single motherhood. Research 
shows that for decades now, sexual initiation has taken place well before the first 
cohabiting relationship in North-America and Europe, and this applies for all socio-
economic groups (Teitler, 2002). 

Socio-economic differences in contraceptive use are mentioned in the (mostly 
American) literature as a potential source of socio-economic gradients in single 
motherhood. Women growing up in lower socio-economic households are expected to 
receive less monitoring and supervision than their higher socio-economic peers 
(Hofferth & Goldscheider, 2010), due to more stress in the family home and less 
quality time with parents (Baizán et al., 2014; Bianchi et al., 2004). As a result, they 
are less likely to use proper contraception (Miller, 2002). In addition, growing up in a 
lower socio-economic status (hereafter SES) family is believed to have a long-term 
impact by impairing one’s feeling of efficacy and sense of control over circumstances, 
resulting in a self-fulfilling prophecy in the reduced use of contraceptives (Musick et 
al., 2009). This, in combination with their more turbulent lives (England & Edin, 
2007; Smith et al., 2018) and reduced access to medical care (Silverman et al., 1987), 
means that women from lower socio-economic backgrounds are less likely to use 
(effective) contraception, or more likely to use it inconsistently (Miller, 2002), leading 
to a higher risk of single motherhood. 

Socio-economic differences may also arise due to inequalities in access to family 
planning methods. Children from higher SES parents are generally in a better financial 
situation than their peers from lower socio-economic backgrounds. Although 
contraception can be relatively cheap, the costs of an abortion as well as of certain 
modern methods can be substantial in some countries and may be another reason why 
people from lower socio-economic backgrounds might forgo using contraceptives or 
an abortion (Boussen, 2012; Musick et al., 2009). We hypothesize that: 
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H1 Conceptions leading to a live birth are more common among single women from 
lower socio-economic backgrounds than among single women from higher socio-
economic backgrounds. 

 
A higher socio-economic background tends to be associated with better access to jobs 
that are more stable and provide a higher income (Breen & Jonsson, 2005). In addition 
to their own incomes, young adults from higher socio-economic backgrounds are more 
likely to receive material and financial support from their parents in the form of money 
or transfers of real estate (Albertini & Kohli, 2013). The better financial conditions of 
women from higher socio-economic backgrounds may increase their ability to move 
in with a partner within the short period of the pregnancy, for example, because they 
can afford housing. Taking these arguments together, we hypothesize that: 

 
H2 Single women from lower socio-economic backgrounds are less likely to enter a 
union during pregnancy than women from higher socio-economic backgrounds. 

4.2.2. Cross-national variation in the influence of socio-economic background 

The foregoing theories have mostly been developed and tested in the American 
context. Chapter 2 in fact shows that the association of socio-economic background 
with union status upon the birth of the first child varies across countries. We identify 
three societal factors that may explain cross-national differences in this association. 

The first factor is access to family planning. American research shows that socio-
economic differences in single motherhood may be related to lower contraceptive use 
and lower abortion rates among women from lower socio-economic backgrounds. 
However, access to family planning differs greatly across Western societies (Alkema et 
al., 2013). This may particularly influence socio-economic differences in the 
conception risk among single women. However, the direction of this effect is less clear. 
On the one hand, it could be argued that in countries with better access to family 
planning, women from higher socio-economic backgrounds are more likely to use this 
option, due to the more severe consequences of becoming a single parent for this 
group. If this is true, the association of socio-economic background with the likelihood 
of conceptions among single women is stronger in societies with better access to 
modern contraceptives and higher abortion rates. Alternatively, one could argue that 
in societies where access to family planning is limited, women from higher socio-
economic backgrounds have the means to access it due to their better material and 
financial resources; whereas this effect disappears when modern contraceptives are 
more readily available to the wider public. If this is true, the association of socio-
economic background with the likelihood of conceptions among single women is 
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weaker in societies with better access to modern contraceptives and higher abortion 
rates. 

The second factor relates to norms regarding family formation. In Western 
societies, to raise children within the context of marriage might still be perceived by 
many as the ideal family setting (Stavrova & Fetchenhauer, 2015). However, research 
also shows that this perception is changing. Western European societies in particular 
have become more accepting of alternative family forms (Axinn & Thornton, 2000; 
Sobotka, 2008; Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008). This may reduce stigmatization and any 
perceived negative consequences of single motherhood, and may therefore influence 
the association of socio-economic background with the likelihood of entering a union 
during pregnancy. One could argue that, regardless of socio-economic background, in 
more conservative societies women are more eager to avoid becoming a single mother 
in order to escape social stigma. In societies that are more open to alternative forms of 
family, becoming a single mother may be less of an issue. This would be especially true 
for women from lower socio-economic backgrounds, because they may perceive less 
of a disadvantage in becoming a single mother. In this case, the association of socio-
economic background with the likelihood of remaining single during pregnancy is 
stronger in societies that are less conservative in their views on family formation. 

The third factor is economic inequality. American research indicates that young 
women from lower socio-economic backgrounds are less likely to terminate a 
pregnancy and more likely to experience a birth outside marriage when they live in 
states with higher levels of economic inequality (Kearney & Levine, 2014). The authors 
attribute this mechanism to the economic marginalization of women at the bottom of 
the income distribution, who live in states with high economic inequality, leading to 
desperation regarding socio-economic prospects and a declined motivation to avoid 
single motherhood among women from lower socio-economic backgrounds. However, 
this may be less true in contexts with lower levels of economic inequality. It is shown, 
for example, that the educational and economic prospects of those from lower and 
higher socio-economic backgrounds are more similar in more economically equal 
societies (Jerrim & Macmillan, 2015). It is therefore possible that socio-economic 
differences in single women’s conception risk is less strong in more economically equal 
societies. Differences in economic inequality at the societal level can also influence 
socio-economic differences in inter-generational financial or material transfers from 
parents to young adults (Albertini & Kohli, 2013). In societies that are more 
economically equal, socio-economic differences in the likelihood of entering a union 
during pregnancy may therefore be less strong. 
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4.3. Data and Method 

4.3.1. Data 

Data from the first wave of the Generations and Gender Survey (GGS) Version 4.2 were 
used to carry out the research for 15 countries (see Table 4.1) (Gauthier et al., 2018; 
Generations and Gender Programme, 2019). GGS data on Australia, Italy, Japan, and 
the Netherlands were not used, because these countries provided insufficient 
information on fertility history, partnership history, or socio-economic background. 
We expanded our dataset by adding information from Canada, the US, and the UK 
from other sources. For the US and the UK, data from the Harmonized Histories (HH) 
taken from the National Survey of Family Growth and the British Household Panel 
Study were used (Perelli-Harris, Kreyenfeld, et al., 2010). For Canada, the General 
Social Survey – GSS – cycle 20 was used (Béchard & Marchand, 2008). 

Combined, the datasets contain information of 117,119 women. We deleted 
women who were born before 1960 (Ndeleted=54,781) and who experienced their first 
conception prior to the age of 15 (N=337). In addition, information was deleted for 
women with missing data on age at interview (N=737), timing of first birth (N=69), 
union status at pregnancy or birth of the first child (N=931), or parental educational 
attainment (N=3,138). This resulted in an analytical sample of N=57,126. Information 
on both the original and the selected sample is provided in Table 4.1. 

4.3.2. Dependent variables 

The GGS and HH data contain retrospective information on the month and year of the 
start of all cohabitations and marriages. This was combined with information on 
month and year of the birth of the first biological child to establish union status (1) 
when a single woman experienced her first conception and (2) during pregnancy. The 
Canadian GSS provides the year of data collection and the age of the respondent at 
which a certain event in the fertility and partnership histories occurred. The age is 
specified to one decimal place, allowing an accurate ordering of life events. We 
consider the start of the pregnancy to be eight months before the birth of the first child. 
This is a conservative strategy, the aim of which is to prevent incorrect assignment of 
pregnancies that occurred within a union as pregnancies that preceded one (Baizán, 
Aassve, & Billari, 2003). Fertility histories only include information on live births; the 
implications of this are discussed in the discussion section. 
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Table 4.1. Descriptive information on the datasets used in this study. 
  Original dataset  Sample size (N) 

 Sourcea Collected  Age 
Sample 
women 

 Total  
sample 

Single upon 
conception 

Union 
transition 

Austria  GGS 2008-09 18-46  3,001 2,941     370   191 

Belgium  GGS 2008-10 18-82  3,728 1,854     130    57 

Bulgaria  GGS 2004 17-85  7,007 3,998     560   436 

Canada  GSS 2006 15-79 13,262 5,638     716   222 

Czech Rep.  GGS 2004-06 18-79  5,209 2,375     521   340 

Estonia  GGS 2004-05 21-81  5,034 2,029     335   188 

France  GGS 2005 18-79  5,708 2,439     145    50 

Georgia  GGS 2006 18-80  5,595 2,688     131    82 

Germany  GGS 2005 17-85  5,407 2,373     399   144 

Hungary  GGS 2004-05 21-79  7,517 2,891     483   364 

Lithuania  GGS 2006 17-80  5,037 2,198     443   303 

Norway  GGS 2007-08 19-81  7,541 3,573     357   160 

Poland  GGS 2010-11 18-84 11,578 5,029   1,263   999 

Romania  GGS 2005 18-80  6,009 2,237     193   148 

Russia  GGS 2004 17-81  7,038 2,557     417   272 

Sweden  GGS 2012-13 18-80  4,991 2,630     151    92 

UK  HH 2005-06 16-81  6,101 2,528     489   141 

US  HH 2006-08 15-45  7,356 7,148   1,481   418 
a GGS = Generations and Gender Survey, GSS = General Social Survey, HH = Harmonized Histories 

 
In this study, socio-economic background is captured with parental SES rather 

than the woman’s own SES for two reasons. First, it allows us to capture the 
transmission of inequality from one generation to the next, which fits in the academic 
discussion on diverging destinies in family demography to which this study aims to 
contribute. Second, parental educational attainment does not suffer from reverse 
causality with single motherhood, whereas a woman’s own SES often does (Hoem & 
Kreyenfeld, 2006). 

The GGS provides two indicators to capture parental SES: the educational and 
occupational level of the parents at age 15 of the respondent. In this study, parental 
educational attainment was assumed to be a better variable to capture the 
respondent’s socio-economic background. In some of the countries cited in the study, 
the generation of the parents was characterized by a high female participation in 
education, but much lower levels of female participation in the labour force. The use 
of information on parental education thus captures the data for both parents. 
Moreover, in a number of countries, information on parental occupation is not part of 
the survey. 

Parental educational attainment is a combination of information on the 
educational attainment of the respondent’s father and mother, obtained by taking the 
mean value. Information on one of the parents was used where it was not available for 



 

118 
 

both. Information on the mother’s education was missing for 1.6% of the sample, and 
on the father’s education for 9.8% of the sample. We used the International Standard 
Level of Education (ISLED) coding system (Schröder, 2014). ISLED is expressed as a 
continuous variable in the range 0-100. In this study, ISLED coding has an advantage 
over the more commonly used categorical International Standard Classification of 
Education (ISCED) coding system. We converted the original country data directly 
into ISLED, resulting in a richer variable compared with the six categories of ISCED 
(Brons & Mooyaart, 2018). Schröder (2014) provides country-specific information on 
the translation to ISLED for all countries in our dataset, except for Georgia, the US, 
and Canada. For these countries, a general conversion scheme was used based on the 
correspondence between ISCED and ISLED in all countries of the European Social 
Survey (Schröder, 2014). Socio-economic background was standardized into a 
country-specific z-score. 

4.3.3. Control variables 

The birth year of the respondent was included to control for cohort effects. To provide 
a more meaningful interpretation in the regression models, birth year was centred 
around the year 1970, which is close to the average birth year for the whole sample. 
For the models that estimate the likelihood of experiencing conception, age is entered 
as a categorical variable differentiating between 4-year periods between ages 15 and 
30, as well as one extra category referring to age 31+. For the models estimating the 
likelihood of continuing to live as a single woman during pregnancy, duration is 
entered as a categorical variable relating to (1) 6-8 months before childbirth, (2) 3-5 
months before childbirth, (3) 1-2 months before childbirth, and (4) the month of birth 
of the first child. 

4.3.4. Macro-indicators 

Information on modern contraceptive use was obtained from the UN dataset ‘World 
Contraceptive Use 2017’ (Alkema et al., 2013). This dataset provides information on 
the prevalence of contraception, defined as the number of partnered women of 
reproductive age who are currently using modern contraception divided by the total 
number of partnered women of reproductive age. Information on abortion rates was 
acquired from the UN report ‘World Abortion Policies’ (United Nations, 2007), and 
refers to the number of abortions per 1,000 women aged 15-44 years. Data on 
adolescent abortion rates were obtained from a study by Singh and Darroch (2000) 
and refer to abortion rates for women aged 15-19. Information on the adolescent 
abortion rate was not available for Austria, Lithuania, or Poland. Norms pertaining to 
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marriage and single motherhood were obtained from the European Value Study and 
the World Value Survey (EVS, 2011; WVS, 2015). In these surveys, respondents were 
asked whether they agreed or disagreed with the statement ‘Marriage is an outdated 
institution’, and whether they approved or disapproved with the statement ‘If a 
woman wants to have a child as a single parent but she doesn't want to have a stable 
relationship with a man, do you approve or disapprove?’. For each country, the 
proportion of the sample who agreed with each statement was calculated. A higher 
score thus means that the general population is more supportive of alternative family 
forms. For the item measuring approval of single motherhood, a third response option 
‘it depends’ was available. These responses were not taken into account when 
calculating the overall proportion of respondents who approved of the statement. 
Economic inequality is captured with the Gini coefficient of economic inequality, 
obtained from the World Bank (http://iresearch.worldbank.org/PovcalNet/home.aspx). 

For the macro-indicators, information between 1990 and 2010 was considered. 
The 1990 cut-off point was chosen because macro-level information is only available 
for a few countries prior to this time point. The cut-off point of 2010 was chosen 
because – with the exception of Sweden – micro-level information is not available after 
this year (see Table 4.1). Only for contraceptive use did we deem it important to extend 
the time-period to 1980-2010, in order to increase the number of data points. Because 
the number of data points fluctuates depending on the indicator and country 
considered, a line was fitted through the data points and the predicted value of the 
mean-point in the period (the year 2000) was used in the models. Abortion rates and 
adolescent abortion rates are only available for one year and refer to the information 
available closest to 2004 and 2000 respectively. All variables were standardized (into 
z-scores) before including them in the models. The Online Supporting Materials 
provide an overview of the predicted values per country and indicator (Table S4.1), the 
Pearson correlations between macro-indicators (Table S4.2), and graphs visualizing 
the data points and fitted line for each macro-indicator (Figure S4.1-Figure S4.4). 

4.3.5. Analytical strategy 

To examine the influence of socio-economic background on the likelihood of 
experiencing conception while living as a single woman (H1), discrete-time event-
history models of the monthly risk of experiencing a first conception were estimated. 
Women were followed from age 15 until the moment of conception or the moment of 
the interview. Women were removed from the risk set whenever they entered a union 
before experiencing conception; from this point onwards they were no longer ‘at risk’ 
of experiencing a conception while living as a single person. 

http://iresearch.worldbank.org/PovcalNet/home.aspx
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The association of socio-economic background with the likelihood of entering a 
union during pregnancy (H2) was examined using a similar strategy. Single pregnant 
women were followed from 8 months before birth until the moment they experienced 
a transition to union or until the moment of birth of their first child. In the first model 
experiencing conception while living as a single woman was marked ‘1’, therefore, in 
the second model, women living single were marked as ‘1’ as well and the transition to 
a union was assigned ‘0’. Although it seems counterintuitive to mark a transition as 
zero, this only changes the direction of the effect, not its size, thereby facilitating 
interpretation across the models. For example, a negative association of socio-
economic background with both outcome variables would mean that women from 
lower socio-economic backgrounds have a higher likelihood of experiencing 
conception while living as a single person, and are more likely to remain single during 
pregnancy. All analyses were run separately for each country. 

To assess whether the effect of socio-economic background on the outcome 
variables depended on the macro-indicators, the country-level effects of socio-
economic background were regressed on the country-level predictors. For this step, 
meta-regressions were performed in Stata. The metareg command in Stata uses the 
Knapp-Hartung modification. Simulation studies have shown that this is a 
conservative method of estimating standard errors (Higgins & Thompson, 2004), 
which can be used for studies with few data points (Brons & Härkönen, 2018). This 
method is preferred over the more commonly used multi-level regressions, because 
research has shown that multi-level logistic regressions may lead to type-I errors (the 
incorrect rejection of a true null-hypothesis) when used in studies with few data points 
at the macro-level (Bryan & Jenkins, 2016). 

4.4. Results 

4.4.1. The likelihood of experiencing conceptions among single women 

The results of the models of the association of socio-economic background and the 
control variables with the likelihood of experiencing a first conception while living as 
a single woman are shown in Table 4.2. The random-effects meta-analysis performed 
on the 19 country effects of socio-economic background revealed that, across all 
countries, a negative gradient in the association of socio-economic background was 
found, with an effect-size of: b=-.34; 95-CI [-.40;-.29]. In line with Hypothesis 1, single 
women from lower socio-economic backgrounds are more likely to experience 
conceptions than single women from higher socio-economic backgrounds. The largest 
effect was found for French women, expressed in odds ratio, the analysis showed that 
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their probability of experiencing a conception whilst single was 1.9 times higher with 
a socio-economic background one standard deviation lower than the mean. The 
gradient was not statistically significant in Sweden and Georgia. 

Regarding the control variables, the analyses showed that experiencing a 
conception while living as a single woman is less common among recent cohorts. Only 
in the US has the likelihood of experiencing conception while single seen a statistically 
significant increase. Here, a clear linear effect of age was also found. Compared with 
single women aged 23-26, conception was more common among younger single 
women, and less common among older single women. In most other countries a 
curvilinear effect was found, in which conceptions were more common among single 
women aged 19-22 than among single women aged 15-18, and single women’s 
likelihood of experiencing a conception decreases gradually after aged 22. 
 
Table 4.2. Country specific estimates (log-odds) of associations of the 
individual-level indicators with the likelihood of experiencing a 
conception among single women. a  
 SE 

background 
Birth year 
(ref. ‘70) 

Age (ref. 23-26)  

 15-18 19-22 27-30 31+ Constant 
France -.62*  -.03# - .49*** -.03  .14 -2.18** -7.19* 

Hungary -.50*  -.06* - .26#  .40** -.39 -1.67* -6.05* 

US -.50*   .01*   .42*  .51* -.19 -.93* -6.54* 

Norway -.49*  -.06* - .62*  .05 -.17 -1.38* -6.64* 

Austria -.43*  -.05* - .40***  .33*** -.22 -1.39* -6.61* 

UK -.42*   .01   .02  .36*** -.39# -1.14* -6.36* 

Romania -.39*  -.03***   .09  .37 -.63 -1.10*** -6.81* 

Czech Rep -.39*  -.08* - .65*  .42** -.81** -2.70* -5.68* 

Canada -.37*   .01 - .18  .14 -.40*** - .99* -6.69* 

Belgium -.35*  -.03*** -1.23* -.40#  .17 -1.03** -6.81* 

Estonia -.31*  -.06* - .51**  .58*  .12 - .84*** -6.16* 

Bulgaria -.27*  -.03* - .40**  .21 -.78** -1.31* -6.02* 

Poland -.25*  -.02* - .66*  .39* -.84* -1.70* -5.64* 

Russia -.23* <-.01 - .67*  .31*** -.37 -1.20** -5.87* 

Lithuania -.21*  -.02* - .90*  .18 -.48# -1.25* -5.70* 

Georgia -.21#  -.01 - .67**  .03 -.68 -1.77** -7.11* 

Germany -.17*  -.02*** - .94* -.01  .07 -1.09* -6.15* 

Sweden -.14  -.05* -1.22*  .01  .19 - .11 -7.15* 
a Socio-economic background (SE background) is expressed in z-Scores. 
*** p<.001; ** p<.01; * p<.05; # p<.10 

4.4.2. The likelihood of continuing to live as a single woman during 
pregnancy 

In the next step, the association of the independent variables with the likelihood of 
continuing to live as a single woman during pregnancy was examined (Table 4.3). The 
random-effects meta-analysis performed on the 19 country effects of socio-economic 
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background revealed that, across all countries, the overall effect of socio-economic 
background was statistically significant: b=-.10; 95-CI [-.14;-.01]. In line with 
Hypothesis 2, single women from lower socio-economic backgrounds are less likely to 
enter a union during pregnancy than single women from higher socio-economic 
backgrounds. The largest effect was found in the UK. Here, the probability of 
continuing to live as a single woman during pregnancy was 1.3 times higher for women 
with socio-economic backgrounds one standard deviation lower than the mean. A 
significant negative association of socio-economic background with the likelihood of 
continuing to live as a single woman during pregnancy was also found in Romania, 
Austria, Bulgaria, and Hungary. In all other countries, no significant association was 
found with socio-economic background. In the case of Sweden, with its relatively large 
effect-size, the non-significant effect may be related to the small sample size (see Table 
4.1). 

The analyses furthermore revealed that in four Central European countries – 
Romania, the Czech Republic, Poland, and Estonia – the likelihood of continuing to 
live as a single woman was larger for recent cohorts. Generally, women were more 
likely to make the transition to a union after the first trimester of the pregnancy. 

4.4.3. Explaining cross-national differences in the association of socio-
economic background with the outcome variables 

So far, the analyses have revealed that single women from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds are more likely to experience conceptions. The results also reveal 
substantial variation in the magnitude of this association across countries (Table 4.2). 
Further inspection of the effects shows that about 81% of the variance in the 
association of socio-economic background can be attributed to between-country 
variation. In the next step, we examined whether macro-indicators could explain 
between-country variation in the association of socio-economic background. 

Results from the meta-regression are presented in the second column of Table 
4.4. The strength of the association of socio-economic background with experiencing 
a conception while single depend significantly on the country’s level of modern 
contraceptive use and adolescent abortion rates. These associations are presented in 
Figure 4.2. Although a negative association of socio-economic background with 
conceptions by single women was found in all countries, Figure 4.2 shows that this 
association is twice as strong in countries with higher levels of contraceptive use and 
adolescent abortion rates. No significant interaction effects were found of abortion 
rates among women aged 15-44 or the level of economic inequality. 
 



 

123 
 

Table 4.3. Country specific estimates (log-odds) of associations of the 
individual-level indicators with the likelihood of continuing to live as a 
single woman during pregnancy. 

 
SE 

backgrounda 
Birth year 
(ref. 1970) 

Duration (ref. 6-8 months before birth)  
3-5m before 

birth 
1-2m before 

birth 
Month of 

birth 
 

Constant 
UK   -.25**    .01  - .85*  -.91* - .84**   3.91* 
Romania   -.23***    .04***  - .60**  -.18 - .65#   2.13* 
Austria   -.19***    .01  -1.07*  -.64** -1.12*   3.12* 
Sweden   -.19#   -.02  - .71**  -.55 - .19   2.68* 
Bulgaria   -.18*    .01  - .66*   .34#  1.35**   1.87* 
Norway   -.15    .03#  - .55**   .12   .07   2.90* 
Hungary   -.13***    .01  - .94*  -.08   .30   2.18* 
Russia   -.13#  < .01  - .48*   .42#   .22   2.22* 
Germany   -.11    .01  - .57**  -.38   .50   3.27* 
Canada   -.11    .02#  - .04   .47*** - .43***   3.15* 
Czech Rep.   -.10    .03**  - .77*   .54***   .33   2.30* 
France   -.06  < .01    .37   .56   .15   2.79* 
US   -.05    .01  - .22#   .21   .01   3.30* 
Lithuania   -.04  < .01  - .88*  -.15   .82#   2.34* 
Belgium   -.02   -.01  -1.07*   .47 - .29   3.20* 
Estonia    .03    .04**  - .42***   .24   .62   2.44* 
Poland    .01    .02*  -1.74* -1.13* - .81*   2.71* 
Georgia    .10    .01  - .33   .14 - .37   2.27* 
a Socio-economic background (SE background) is expressed in z-scores 
*** p<.001; ** p<.01; * p<.05; # p<.10 

 

Overall, the between-country variation in the association of socio-economic 
background with the likelihood of making a transition to a union during pregnancy 
was relatively small (21%). Despite this, we did find a significant negative effect of a 
country’s norms regarding marriage on the influence of socio-economic background 
(see column 3 of Table S4.4). The association is presented in Figure 4.3, and shows 
that the negative association of socio-economic background with the likelihood of 
continuing to live as a single woman is only found in countries with less conservative 
norms regarding marriage. The analyses also showed no socio-economic gradient in 
Belgium and France, even though these countries scored highest in terms of the 
proportion of the population who agreed with the statement that marriage is outdated. 
These countries could be coincidental outliers; however, it is also possible that this is 
the first sign of a curvilinear relationship. No significant interaction effects were found 
for the norms regarding single motherhood or economic inequality. 

One may argue that the interaction effects of contraceptive use and adolescent 
abortion rate on the association of socio-economic background with the likelihood of 
experiencing a first conception while living as a single woman, merely reflect a 
spurious effect through general development in a country. We therefore also entered 
the Human Development Index of each country in the models. HDI consists of 
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normalized indices in three dimensions: long and healthy life, knowledge, and a decent 
standard of living, and captures general levels of development in a country. Although 
HDI is moderately correlated with teen abortion rate with r=.58 and strongly 
correlated with modern contraceptive use with r=.86, no significant association of HDI 
was found with the gradient of socio-economic background. This supports our belief 
that the effect found for family planning is not a spurious effect of general 
development. The Supplementary Material provides information on the predicted 
values of HDI per country (Figure S4.5), as well as the Pearson correlation with other 
macro-indicators (Table S4.3) and the outcomes of the meta-regressions (Table S4.4). 
 
Table 4.4. Results of the meta-regression showing the associations of the 
macro-indicators with the effect of socio-economic background on the 
likelihood of experiencing a conception while single (Column 2) and of 
continuing to live as a single woman during pregnancy (Column 3). 

 SE background on 
conception while  

single a 

SE background on 
continuing live single 

during pregnancy a 
Modern contraceptive use   -.07 (.03)*    -.03 (.02) 
Abortion rate    .01 (.03)     .02 (.02) 
Adolescent abortion rate   -.06 (.03)*  < -.01 (.02) 
Less conservative marriage norms   -.01 (.04)    -.05 (.02)* 
Less conservative single mother norms    .03 (.03)     .01 (.02) 
Economic inequality    .01 (.03)     .03 (.02) 
a Socio-economic background and the macro-indicators are expressed in z-scores. 
*** p<.001; ** p<.01; * p<.05; # p<.01 
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Figure 4.2. Results of the meta-regression showing the association of 
socio-economic background (SE background) with the likelihood of 
experiencing a first conception while single, by modern contraceptive 
use and adolescent abortion rate. 
The reference category of the dependent variable is remain living single.  
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Figure 4.3. Results of the meta-regression showing the association of 
socio-economic background (SE background) with the likelihood of 
continuing to live as a single woman during pregnancy, by marriage 
norms.  
The reference category of the dependent variable is starting a union during pregnancy. 

4.5. Discussion 

Western societies have been confronted with an increasing disconnection between 
marriage and childbearing. The increase in the number of single-parent families has 
given rise to concerns, because poverty rates are much higher among these families 
than among two-parent families. This is especially true for families of women who have 
been living without a partner since the start of motherhood. The current study focuses 
on understanding the association of socio-economic background with women’s 
likelihood of experiencing a first birth while single, and identifying societal factors 
influencing this association. This was examined for 18 European and North-American 
countries. 

Our first question was at what stage in family formation do differences in socio-
economic background come about? We hypothesized that conceptions leading to live 
births are more common among single women from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds (H1) and that women from lower socio-economic backgrounds are also 
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less likely to enter a union during pregnancy (H2). In addition, we examined whether 
there are cross-national differences in the association of socio-economic background, 
and to what extent these differences can be explained by a country’s access to family 
planning, support of alternative forms of family formation, and level of economic 
inequality. 

Overall, we found a significant negative gradient in the association of socio-
economic background with the likelihood of experiencing a first conception while 
living single, which confirms our first hypothesis. The literature points to two plausible 
mechanisms to explain this finding. It is possible that women from higher socio-
economic backgrounds take more care to prevent pregnancy, for example because they 
are concerned about their educational and occupational prospects. Women from lower 
socio-economic backgrounds might not necessarily plan to become a single mother, 
but might be more ambivalent about the subject and might welcome motherhood. An 
alternative – and perhaps more worrying – possibility is that, regardless of socio-
economic background, women could be equally motivated to prevent single 
motherhood, but women from lower socio-economic backgrounds may lack the ability 
to do so. 

The analyses also revealed substantial cross-national variation in the association 
of socio-economic background with the likelihood of single women experiencing 
conceptions. We believed that societal differences in access to family planning could 
influence the socio-economic difference in the likelihood of single women 
experiencing conception. However, it was less clear which direction this effect would 
take. One could argue that in societies where access to family planning is limited, 
women from higher socio-economic backgrounds have the means to access it due to 
the availability of material and financial resources, whereas this effect disappears 
when modern contraceptives are more readily available to the wider public. However, 
the results showed that the association of socio-economic background with the 
likelihood of experiencing a conception among single women is stronger in countries 
with higher modern contraceptive use and higher adolescent abortion rates. Even 
though the Human Development Index was moderately correlated with adolescent 
abortion rate and strongly correlated with modern contraceptive use, no significant 
association of HDI was found in the gradient of socio-economic background with 
single women’s likelihood of experiencing conceptions. This strengthens our belief 
that the effect of family planning is not a spurious effect. The results therefore provide 
a first indication that in countries with wider access to family planning, women from 
higher socio-economic backgrounds make more use of these methods, and this could 
be due to the more severe consequences of becoming a single parent for this group. A 
more thorough examination of the relationship between different types of family 
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planning methods and socio-economic differences in the likelihood of becoming a 
single mother is perhaps possible in future research, by making use of data on the 
timing of all pregnancies, including those which are terminated. 

Abortion rates of women aged 15-44 years did not alter the association of socio-
economic background with single women’s likelihood of experiencing a conception. 
Partnered women may also abort because they do not want an extra child. It is 
therefore probable that adolescent abortion rates reflect abortion rates among 
childless single women better, and are therefore a better prediction in our models. We 
also believed that the level of economic inequality in a country could influence the 
association of socio-economic background with the likelihood of single women 
becoming pregnant. However, no interaction effect was found with the level of 
economic inequality in a country. This contrasts with findings of Kearney and Levine 
(2014), who showed that in the US, young women from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds are less likely to terminate a pregnancy and more likely to experience a 
nonmarital birth when they live in more unequal communities. The authors attributed 
this to more economic marginalization and desperation among women at the bottom 
of the income distribution, who live in areas where economic inequality is high. 
Perhaps economic inequality only influences early births, whereas our study examined 
first births to single women of all ages. In line with previous research (Smith et al., 
2018), our analyses show that the US context is unique in comparison with other 
Western societies. It is the only country in the sample where conceptions were more 
common among single women aged 15-18 than among those aged 23-26, and the only 
country where single women’s likelihood of experiencing conceptions significantly 
increased for recent cohorts. This unique context may be another reason why the 
findings for the US are not generalizable to other Western societies. 

Overall, a negative gradient was found in the association of socio-economic 
background with the single women’s likelihood of entering a union during pregnancy, 
which confirms our second hypothesis. Some degree of caution is required when 
interpreting this association. It is possible, for example, that couples reduce 
contraceptive use in anticipation of marriage or cohabitation. In this case, the socio-
economic gradient may reflect the simple fact that women from higher socio-economic 
backgrounds are more likely to enter a union compared to women from lower socio-
economic backgrounds. However, in most countries women were more likely to make 
a transition to a union after the first trimester of the pregnancy, e.g., during the period 
when people generally find out about a pregnancy. The more plausible interpretation 
is therefore that women from higher socio-economic backgrounds are more likely to 
enter a union in reaction to a pregnancy than women from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds. 
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The overall association of socio-economic background with the likelihood of 
entering a union during pregnancy was smaller than the association of socio-economic 
background with single women’s likelihood of experiencing a conception. Socio-
economic differences in single motherhood therefore appear particularly at the 
moment of conception. Only some countries see substantial aggravation of socio-
economic differences during pregnancy, because women from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds are less likely to start a union. In fact, the negative association of socio-
economic background with women’s likelihood of entering a union during pregnancy 
was only found in countries with less conservative norms regarding marriage. We must 
leave it to future research to examine the reasons for this. It is possible that in societies 
more open to alternative forms of family, single motherhood is less stigmatized. This 
may be more of an influence for women from lower socio-economic backgrounds, 
because they may perceive the prospect of becoming a single mother to be less 
detrimental. The results furthermore show that the effect-size was substantially 
supressed by two countries: Belgium and France. While these countries have the 
highest proportion of their populations who agree with the statement that marriage is 
outdated, socio-economic background was not significantly associated with the 
likelihood of entering a union during pregnancy. Future research, perhaps using more 
recent data, should clarify whether these are coincidental outliers, or if this is instead 
the first sign of a curvilinear relationship, where less conservative norms in society 
only temporarily induce a negative association of socio-economic background with the 
likelihood of entering a union during pregnancy. 

Perhaps surprisingly, the association of socio-economic background with the 
likelihood of entering a union during pregnancy was not influenced by the extent to 
which the population is supportive of single motherhood. The reason for this remains 
unclear. However, the low correlation at the country-level between the items reflecting 
marriage norms and norms regarding single motherhood suggests that they capture 
different forms of support for alternative behaviours in terms of family formation. 
Single motherhood is perhaps often viewed as a consequence of separation from a 
partner, and views regarding single motherhood may explain socio-economic 
differences in the likelihood of divorcing in a country better than of entering a union. 
We believed that economic inequality in a country could also influence the association 
of socio-economic background with women’s likelihood of entering a union during 
pregnancy. Resources invested by parents with lower and higher SES in their children 
are more similar in more economically equal societies, which could reduce the negative 
association of socio-economic background with the likelihood of entering a union 
during pregnancy. However, the results did not support this notion. 
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To conclude, this study contributes to the literature by showing that the socio-
economic gradient present at the start of single motherhood mostly lies in women from 
lower socio-economic backgrounds having a higher likelihood of becoming pregnant 
outside a union. In some societies, the socio-economic gradient is aggravated during 
pregnancy, because women from lower socio-economic backgrounds are less likely to 
start living with a partner at this point. The negative association of socio-economic 
background with single motherhood was stronger in countries with better access to 
family planning, and in societies that are more in support of alternative forms of family 
formation. The results suggest that general developments in Western societies may not 
benefit everyone equally, and may increase socio-economic differentiation in family 
demography. Many Western societies have policies in place to combat the negative 
socio-economic consequences of single parenthood. The results of this study suggest 
that policies that aim to reduce the unequal use of family planning methods may be 
beneficial also, because they may reduce the inequality already present at the start of 
single motherhood. 
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4.6. Supplementary Material 

 
Figure S4.1. Graphs, showing, per country, the datapoints and fitted line 
for the proportion of partnered women of reproductive age using 
modern contraceptives. 
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Figure S4.2. Graphs, showing, per country, the datapoints and fitted line 
for the proportion agreeing that marriage is an outdated institution. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
.  
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Figure S4.3. Graphs, showing, per country, the datapoints and fitted line for the 
proportion approving of single motherhood.  
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Figure S4.4. Graphs, showing, per country, the datapoints and fitted line for the 
Gini coefficient of economic inequality.  
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Figure S4.5. Graphs, showing, per country, the datapoints and fitted line 
for the Human Development Index. 
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Table S4.1. Overview of the macro-level indicators per country. a 

 

Modern 
contraceptive 

use 
Abortion 

rate 

Adolescent 
abortion 

rate 

Proportion 
agreeing 

marriage is 
outdated 

Proportion 
approving of 

single 
motherhood 

Gini coeff. 
economic 
inequality 

Austria .54  1.3 n.a. .20 .58 30 

Belgium .68 7.5 11.4 .29 .56 32 

Bulgaria .41 21.3 12.5 .20 .59 30 

Canada .74 15.2 19.2 .19 .57 33 

Czech Rep .64 12.2 10.8 .15 .60 26 

Estonia .57 33.3 10.0 .16 .59 35 

France .72 16.9 12.2 .33 .64 32 

Georgia .21 19.1  6.5 .11 .62 40 

Germany .63  7.8  6.6 .23 .53 30 

Hungary .60 23.4 14.9 .16 .53 28 

Lithuania .42 13.9 n.a. .16 .80 33 

Norway .79 15.2 16.8 .15 .44 27 

Poland .34  0.0 n.a. .10 .46 32 

Romania .33 27.8  4.6 .13 .62 29 

Russia .52 53.7 13.2 .19 .64 41 

Sweden .63 20.2 13.2 .18 .47 26 

UK .80 17.0 17.7 .23 .47 37 

US .68 20.8 19.3 .10 .52 40 
a All values refer to the year 2000. For abortion rate and adolescent abortion rate it refers to 
information available closest to 2000 and 2004 respectively. 

 
 
Table S4.2. Pearson correlations between macro-level indicators. 

 Modern 
contraceptive 

use 

Abortion 
rate 

Adolescent 
abortion 

rate 

Marriage 
norms 

Single 
mother 
norms 

Abortion rate   -.08     
Adolescent abortion ratea    .71  -.03    
Less conservative marriage norms    .48  -.11    .01   
Less conservative single mother 
norms 

  -.43   .25   -.53   .11  

Economic inequality   -.16   .43    .15  - .13   .21 
a Information on adolescent abortion rate is not available for Austria, Lithuania, and Poland. For 
this macro-indicator the Pearson correlations are estimated for 15 countries. 
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Table S4.3. Pearson correlations between the Human Development 
Index (HDI) and other macro-level indicators. a 

 Human Development Index 
Modern contraceptive use  .86 

Abortion rate  .40 

Adolescent abortion rate  .58 

Less conservative marriage norms  .35 

Less conservative single mother norms -.54 

Economic inequality -.25 
a Information on adolescent abortion rate is not available for Austria, Lithuania, and Poland. For 
this macro-indicator the Pearson correlations are estimated for 15 countries. 

 
 
 
Table S4.4. Results of the meta-regression showing the associations of 
the Human Development Index (HDI) with the association of socio-
economic background with the likelihood of experiencing a conception 
while single (Column 2) and of continuing to live as a single woman 
during pregnancy (Column 3). a 

 SE background on 
conception while single 

SE background on continuing 
to live single during pregnancy 

HDI -.05 (.03) -.01 (.02) 
a Socio-Economic Background and HDI are Expressed in Z-Scores. 
*** p<.001; ** p<.01; * p<.05; # p<.01 

 



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

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

Chapter 5 
 

Ethnic differences in partnership status at first 
birth in the UK20 

 
 
 
Abstract. Immigrants and their descendants make up a large share of the European 
population and understanding their family formation behaviour is important. Despite 
our knowledge about ethnic differences in the occurrence and timing of childbearing 
and marriage, much less is known about differences in the link between fertility and 
union formation behaviour. This study examines the interrelationship between the 
transition to parenthood and union formation for men and women of different ethnic 
groups in the UK. We show that second generation Indian men and women are more 
likely to postpone parenthood to later stage in their relationship than the first 
generation. Second generation Pakistani and Bangladeshi migrants are instead just as 
likely as the first generation to become a parent soon after marriage, which may limit 
education and occupational career prospects, especially for women. Compared to the 
first generation, second-generation Jamaican women are less likely to experience a 
first conception outside of a union, which may be a reflection of an increased 
proficiency to prevent unplanned pregnancies. Regardless of this development, single 
motherhood remains common among Jamaican women, which may compromise their 
socio-economic outcomes as well as that of their children. 
  

                                                   
20 A slightly different version of this chapter was submitted for publication by Koops, J.C., Kulu, 

H., & Hannemann, T. 
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5.1. Introduction 

Family formation has changed drastically over the past decades in Western European 
societies, from a situation where direct marriage was quickly followed by the birth of 
the first child, to a context where people increasingly have their first child outside of 
marriage and couples postpone the birth of their first child to a later stage in their 
relationship (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010; Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008). Regardless of 
these trends at the national level, within countries much diversity is observed. 
Demographic behaviour varies substantially across different ethnic groups (Ferrari & 
Pailhé, 2017). Immigrants and their descendants make up a large share of the 
European population. Today nearly a fifth of the European population is foreign born 
(in this paper referred to as immigrants or the first generation) or has at least one 
foreign-born parent (in this paper referred to as descendants of immigrants or the 
second generation) (Agafiţei & Ivan, 2016). More than half of these migrants are of 
non-European descent (Agafiţei & Ivan, 2016). Those groups mostly consist of former 
labour migrants and migrants from the former colonies, of which many originate from 
North Africa, South Asia, and the Caribbean. 

Compared to the native population, migrants from South Asian and North 
African countries experience the birth of their first child and the formation of their 
first union generally at an earlier age, and have on average more children (Berrington, 
1994; Kulu & Hannemann, 2016; Milewski & Hamel, 2010; Pailhé, 2017). Additionally, 
they are less likely to cohabit and more likely to marry directly compared to the native 
population (Hannemann & Kulu, 2015; Kleinepier & de Valk, 2016). The childbearing 
behaviour of Caribbean migrants is more similar to that of natives, but they are less 
likely to get married or marry at a later age (Berrington, 1994; Hannemann & Kulu, 
2015). Despite our knowledge on ethnic differences in the occurrence and timing of 
childbearing and marriage, less is known about differences in the link between fertility 
and union formation behaviour. 

Single motherhood is common among migrants from the Caribbean (Berrington, 
1994; Kleinepier & de Valk, 2016), but it remains unknown if this is the result of a 
higher likelihood of becoming pregnant while being single, a lower likelihood of 
starting living with a partner once pregnant, or instead due to a combination of both. 
Moreover, it remains unknown if compared to the first generation, descendants of 
immigrants who grew up in Europe, are less likely to enter single motherhood. 
Examining this mechanism in more detail may help in understanding single 
motherhood, a situation often related to adverse socio-economic outcomes for mother 
and child (Kollmeyer, 2013; Zagel, 2014). 
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Migrant groups from North-African and South-Asian countries mostly follow a 
conservative pathway characterized by marital births (Ferrari & Pailhé, 2017; 
Kleinepier & de Valk, 2016). However, there are indications of subtle but important 
diversions from a conservative pathway. Descriptive results from a UK study shows 
that young migrants from some South Asian countries are more likely to live together 
as a couple without children, than others (Berrington, 1994). This is attributed to the 
better economic prospects of women from certain migrant groups, who are therefore 
more willing to postpone union formation, but especially parenthood to a later age 
(Berrington, 1994). In the current study, we examine if certain South Asian groups 
indeed postpone parenthood from the first year(s) of marriage to a later stage, using a 
larger sample size. Studying this is important since postponing parenthood might 
allow these women to invest more in their education and occupational career which 
can greatly enhance their human capital and socioeconomic prospects (Dale, 2006). 
We furthermore examine if postponement of parenthood to a later stage in unions 
more common among the second than among the first generation, and if ethnic 
differences among South Asian groups can be explained by socio-economic 
background. 

To sum up, the aim of the current study is to examine the interrelationship 
between the transition to parenthood and union formation in detail among 
immigrants and their descendants. More specifically we investigate 1) if there are 
ethnic and generational differences in the timing of the first conception once people 
have started their first union; 2) if union status – married, cohabiting, or single – is 
associated with the likelihood of experiencing a first conception and if this differs 
between ethnic groups and generations; and 3) if there are ethnic and generational 
differences in the likelihood of making a transition to a first union during pregnancy. 
To answer these research questions, data of the first wave of Understanding Society is 
used. The dataset is well suited in that it has an oversampling of first and second 
generation of South Asian and Caribbean descent living in the UK, and provides 
detailed information on retrospective fertility and partnership histories as well as 
socio-economic background. 

5.2. Background 

5.2.1. Fertility and union formation in the UK 

European societies are increasingly moving away from the conservative family 
formation pathway where young couples get married and have their first child soon 
after leaving the parental home. While the age at leaving the parental home and 
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forming a first (cohabiting) union have changed little, people increasingly postpone 
marriage and parenthood (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010). The UK is no exception. British 
women born between 1940 and 1949 married and started living together around age 
21 and experienced the birth of their first child around age 24. In comparison, the 
cohort born twenty years later postponed the start of their first union with only one 
year to age 22, while the mean age at first marriage and first birth rose to respectively 
24 and 28 (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010). 

As a result, life events have become more protracted and diverse. The prevalence 
of births to married couples has for example reduced drastically (Ermisch, 2001). 
Moreover, while before 1970 almost all out-of-wedlock births were to women who did 
not live together with a partner, nowadays the majority of nonmarital births happen 
within the context of cohabitation (Perelli-Harris, Sigle-Rushton, et al., 2010). Already 
in the early 1990s, about three quarters of British men and women under the age of 35 
started their first partnership in cohabitation (Ermisch & Francesconi, 2000). 
Moreover, cohabiting couples have become less likely to marry before the birth of the 
first child. While in 1975-1984 still 73% of cohabiting couples married before the 
conception of their first child, for the period 1995-2005 this percentage had dropped 
to 45% (Perelli-Harris et al., 2012). In addition, it has become more common to start 
a cohabiting relationship in the period between conception and birth of the first child, 
while the number of ‘shot-gun marriages’ has decreased (Ermisch, 2001). 

Concurrently with behavioural changes, norms regarding family life have 
changed in the UK. The belief that people should get married before having children 
has decreased over cohorts (A. Park & Rhead, 2013). However, research also shows 
that people apply these norms more to others. When asked about their preference for 
their own situation, people are often more conservative and indicate to prefer to marry 
before to have children (Berrington, Perelli-Harris, & Trevena, 2015). Moreover, even 
though conceptions and births outside of marriage have become more common in the 
UK, they occur disproportionally at relatively young ages and among people with a 
lower socio-economic status (Ermisch, 2001). 

5.2.2. South Asian and Caribbean minorities in the UK 

The majority of South Asian minorities living in the UK are of Indian, Pakistani or 
Bangladeshi descent. In these countries people mostly follow a conservative family 
formation pathway (Alexander, Garda, Kanade, Jejeebhoy, & Ganatra, 2006). The first 
migrants from India arrived in the UK as children of British service personnel after the 
Second World War. A second wave from India and Pakistan arrived in the 1960s and 
1970s as labour migrants, which were shortly followed by Bangladeshi in the 1970s 
and 1980s (Berrington, 1994). Research among South Asian minorities reveals that 
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their family formation behaviour differs substantially from that of the native British 
population. The union formation of South Asian minorities is characterized by early 
and near universal marriage in combination with low separation and divorce rates 
(Hannemann & Kulu, 2015). Compared to the British majority, South Asian minorities 
also tend to become parents at an earlier age and have on average more children 
(Coleman & Dubuc, 2010; Kulu & Hannemann, 2016). 

In the Caribbean family system, childbearing often precedes marriage and men 
tend to play a more limited role in the family life with so called ‘visiting unions’ being 
common (Miner, 2003). Caribbean migrants living in the UK are primarily from 
Jamaican origin. Jamaican migrants mostly arrived in the 1950s and 1960s as labour 
migrants for the transport and health service (Peach, 1998). The fertility rate of 
Caribbean minorities is rather similar to that of the British (Coleman & Dubuc, 2010). 
However, Caribbean minorities have lower marriage rates and higher separation and 
divorce rates (Hannemann & Kulu, 2015). Perhaps, the most striking difference with 
the native British population is the high percentage of female-headed households. In 
1990, among Caribbean minorities 40% of households were female-headed and 58% 
of Caribbean minorities under age 16 were living in a lone-parent family, while this 
was true for respectively 27% and 16% of households of the native British population 
(Berrington, 1994). 

Thus far, the literature suggests that fertility and union formation of minority 
groups from South Asia and the Caribbean often resemble family formation patterns 
common in the origin country. These findings are in line with the socialization theory 
which assumes that preferences and behaviour are for a large part formed during 
childhood and are relatively stable over the life course (Bandura, 1977; Kalmijn & 
Tubergen, 2006). Due to the more conservative family formation pathway in the 
country of origin, we hypothesize that, compared to native British: 

 
H1SA: South Asian minorities are more likely to experience their first conception soon 
after the start of their first co-residential relationship, and 

 
H2SA: South Asian minorities are less likely to experience a conception outside of 
marriage. 

 
Moreover, since we expect South Asian minorities to retain sexual intercourse to the 
institution of marriage, we hypothesize that: 

 
H3SA: It is less common for South Asian minorities to experience a transition to a 
union during their first pregnancy. 
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Our expectations regarding family formation behaviour of Caribbean minorities in the 
UK are rather different. Because marriage plays a less central role in family formation 
in the Caribbean, we hypothesize that, compared to native British: 

 
H4CA: Caribbean minorities are more likely to experience a first conception outside 
of marriage, and 

 
H5CA: Caribbean minorities are less likely to make a transition to a union during 
pregnancy. 

 
We have no reason to believe that the relationship between union duration and the 
likelihood of experiencing a conception differs much between Caribbean minorities 
and the native British population. Overall, we expect the relationship to be weak for 
both groups, where some couples become parents soon after they start living together, 
while others wait longer to make the transition to parenthood. 

5.2.3. Differences between the first and second generation 

Previous research shows that differences in fertility and union formation between 
native British and South Asian and Caribbean minorities persist but tend to be smaller 
for the second generation. Descendants of South Asian immigrants have for example 
a somewhat higher cohabitation risk and a lower total fertility rate compared to the 
first generation (Hannemann & Kulu, 2015; Kulu & Hannemann, 2016). Among 
Caribbean minorities, the second generation has somewhat higher first union rates, 
which is mostly due to a higher likelihood of entering a cohabiting relationship 
(Hannemann & Kulu, 2015). Marriage and fertility rates are instead very similar for 
Caribbean immigrants and their descendants (Hannemann & Kulu, 2015; Kulu & 
Hannemann, 2016). 

The socialization theory suggests that different groups are responsible for 
shaping a person’s attitudes and preferences during childhood, of which parents are 
the most important (Younnis & Smollar, 1985). Parents of the second generation can 
be expected to transmit preferences obtained in the country of origin to their children, 
since this was the context where these parents grew up (Kleinepier & de Valk, 2016). 
However, starting from young ages, descendant of immigrants are also in contact with 
individuals from the country of destination, such as teachers, peers, and the media 
(Kalmijn & Tubergen, 2006). These groups play an important role by their cultural 
integration in the host country and increase the likelihood of the second generation 
adopting norms that are different from the ones they receive from their parents. As 
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such, the second generation might still value some aspects of the custom and habits 
that is common in their ethnic community, while simultaneously having a more loose 
approach towards other aspects (Giguère et al., 2010). 

Compared to India, Bangladesh and Pakistan, the British society differs 
substantially in norms and values regarding family formation. In addition, educational 
and occupational prospects, especially that of women, are better and more emphasized 
in the UK. Getting married but postponing childbearing to a later stage, would 
correspond largely with the conservative pathway of the ethnic group, while 
simultaneously allowing young adults to free time and resources to invest in the couple 
or in their own development. The timing of the first conception might therefore be one 
of the facets that differs between South Asian immigrants and their descendants. We 
therefore hypothesize that compared to the first generation: 

 
H6SA: Descendants of immigrants from South Asia are less likely to experience the 
first conception within the first years after the start of a co-residential relationship. 

 
Research shows that cohabitation is more common among the second generation of 
South Asian descent (Hannemann & Kulu, 2015). In addition, and due to their 
upbringing in a Western European society, the second generation might be more open 
to the idea of having sex before marriage. However, one of the beliefs which may only 
slowly change over generations is that marriage is the best institution for having 
children; especially because research shows that even among native British this view 
is rather persistent (Berrington et al., 2015). It can therefore be expected that marriage 
remains the most important institution for childbearing among South Asian migrants, 
even for the second generation. Instead, cohabitation might mostly serve as a first 
stage in the family formation process, preceding marriage and childbearing, and 
nonmarital conception is likely to be avoided by the use of contraceptives. We 
therefore expect any generational differences in the likelihood of experiencing a first 
conception outside of marriage and in the transition to a union during pregnancy 
among South Asian minorities to be small. 

Generally, we expect behaviour of first and second generation of Caribbean 
descent to be similar, since family formation behaviour of Caribbean minorities are 
more likely to be similar to that of the host society to begin with. However, society 
might be less accepting of single motherhood in the UK than in the Caribbean. 
Moreover, single motherhood might be more penalizing for education and career 
perspectives of young adults in the UK context. In addition, it is plausible that the 
second generation has received a better sexual education in the UK than their parents’ 
generation did in the Caribbean, and modern contraceptives might be more readily 
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available in the UK. Descendants of Caribbean immigrants, who grew up in the UK, 
might therefore be more willing and better able to prevent single parenthood. We thus 
hypothesize that compared to the first generation: 

 
H7CA: Descendants of immigrants from the Caribbean are less likely to experience a 
first conception outside a co-residential union, and that 

 
H8CA: Descendants of immigrants from the Caribbean are more likely to make a 
transition to a union during pregnancy. 

 

5.3. Data and Method 

5.3.1. Data 

Data for this study comes from the first wave of Understanding Society, a longitudinal 
household study of around 40,000 households in the UK, which includes an ethnic 
minority boost sample of over 4,000 households. Regardless of the oversampling of 
certain ethnic minority groups, sample sizes are too small to use the prospective aspect 
of the dataset. Instead, information of the first wave is used which was collected in 
2009 and 2010 and includes detailed retrospective information on the partnership and 
fertility history of 50,994 respondents aged 16 years and older (Knies, 2016; McFall, 
Nandi, & Platt, 2014). 

5.3.2. Analytical approach 

In order to test the hypotheses, discrete-time event-history analyses were performed 
to estimate the monthly risk of individuals to experience the conception of their first 
biological child21 and the start of their first union. Individuals were at risk of 
experiencing pregnancy and union formation from age 15 onwards and were followed 
until the event date or were right censored at the interview date. The models were 
corrected for the hierarchical structure of the data with events nested in individuals. 
Since the data is based on a household sample, results for men and women are 
analysed in separate models to fulfil the statistical requirement of using independent 
observations. Although it would be interesting to determine whether the 
interrelationship between union and fertility behaviour is different for higher-order 
births and unions, only about 9% of Caribbean and 4% of South Asian minorities are 

                                                   
21 Only pregnancies which ended in a live birth are accounted for in the retrospective data. 
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living with a higher-order partner when becoming a parent for the first time and few 
experience a change in union status after the birth of their first child. The sample sizes 
are therefore too small to examine higher-order births and unions. 

To answer the research questions if union duration and union status influence 
the likelihood of experiencing a first conception and if being pregnant influences the 
likelihood of forming a union, time-varying covariates are constructed which provide 
monthly information on union duration, union status, and fertility status. In addition, 
dummy variables are created to capture ethnicity and generation. Interactions 
between these dummy variables and the time-varying covariates are added to the 
models to test ethnic and generational differences in the effect of union duration, and 
union and fertility status. Results from these models are presented both in odds ratios 
(in Tables) and in average marginal effects (in Figures). The latter expresses the 
average effects of the independent variables on the predicted probability of an event - 
conception or union formation – occurring. An advantage of using average marginal 
effects is that this estimate is not influenced by the degree of unobserved heterogeneity 
in the model – as is the case for odds ratios – and is therefore a robust measure to 
compare effects across groups (Mood, 2010). 

In a next step, we examine to what extent ethnic and generational differences in 
the effect of union duration, union status and fertility status can be explained by socio-
economic background. To estimate the reduction in the effect, we use the KHB-
method, which can correctly decompose the change in logit coefficients across 
hierarchical models (Karlson, Holm, & Breen, 2012). 

5.3.3. Independent variables 

Union duration provides monthly information on the time since the start of the union. 
The variable is coded as ‘0’ if individuals are not in a union at a certain time point, ‘1’ 
in the first 24 months of a relationship, and ‘2’ if the duration since the start of the 
union is longer than 24 months. Union status differentiates between being married or 
not.22 The variable fertility status provides monthly information if individuals are (0) 
not expecting a child and do not have biological children, (1) are expecting a child, or 
(2) have experienced the birth of their first biological child. Generally, unions formed 
in the period of the pregnancy are assumed to succeed the conception. However, it is 
not correct to make this claim for unions that are formed in the first month of the 
pregnancy, since the formation of a union might actually have preceded the pregnancy. 
To not over-estimate the number of unions formations that succeed conception, we 

                                                   
22 As sample sizes are too small to examine if results are different for first unions compared to 

higher-order unions, union status simply takes the value ‘0’ after the first marriage ended and ‘1’ when 
a new marriage was formed. The same strategy is used for union duration. 
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follow the strategy - which is commonly adopted in fertility literature - of only coding 
someone as being pregnant starting from 8 months before the birth of the child until 
the moment of the birth of the child (Perelli-Harris et al., 2012).23 

Ethnic background uses information on the country of birth of individuals and 
their parent(s). If individuals and their parents were born in the UK, they are labelled 
as natives. Men and women born outside of the UK are labelled as immigrants, and 
respondents who are born in the UK, but have at least one parent who was born outside 
the UK are labelled as descendants of immigrants. For 0.2% of the second generation, 
parents were born in different non-UK countries. In these cases, preference was given 
to the country of the father. We differentiated between migrants and their descendants 
from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Jamaica. The dataset also includes a substantial 
sample of migrants from Western and African countries and their descendants. We 
did not consider these minority groups, because the number of respondents for each 
separate country is too small to test hypotheses independently. 

Information on education and occupational level of the respondent is available 
in the dataset. However, this is often influenced by family formation behaviour. 
Women who experience a birth at an early age (common among South Asian 
minorities) or who become a single mother (common among Jamaican minorities) are 
for example more likely to drop out of school or the labour market (Hoem & 
Kreyenfeld, 2006). To prevent reverse causality and thereby overestimating the 
influence of socio-economic status, we use the information on the socio-economic 
status of the childhood family instead. Socio-economic status takes the highest 
educational attainment of both parents. Research has shown that even after 
controlling for socioeconomic and demographic characteristics of immigrant families 
immigrant parents’ relative level of education maintains its importance in explaining 
the socio-economic position of their children (Ichou, 2014). If only information of one 
of the parents was available, this was used. The variable differentiates between having 
(1) no school / no qualifications / no certifications, (2) some qualifications / some 
certificates, and (3) post-school qualifications / certificates university / higher degree. 
For wave 1, the questions on father and mother’s highest obtained educational level 
are only asked in the sample months January to June. For a part of the sample that 
was interviewed in the remaining months, the question was asked instead in wave 2 
(collection years 2010-2012). However, even when combining information of the first 
two waves, to 18% of the sample, the question is not asked. To avoid a large reduction 
in sample size and statistical power of the models, instead of deleting these individuals, 
the variable socio-economic status includes a fourth category: Info missing. 

                                                   
23 Since information on gestation period is not available, the number of union transitions during 

pregnancy could be somewhat overestimated due to early births, however, this overestimation is 
countered by late births. 
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Four control variables were constructed. Cohort differentiates between 10-year 
cohorts, with the youngest cohort born between 1985-95. Individuals born before 1945 
were grouped together in one category. Age is a time-varying covariate referring to the 
respondents’ age in months since their 15th birthday until the moment of an event (or 
right censoring). To correct for any nonlinear effect of age on the occurrence of an 
event, the squared-variant (age2) and cubic-variant (age3) are added to all models as 
well. 

5.3.4. Non-response and sample size 

Information of 6.4% proxy-respondents had to be deleted as they were based upon 
information provided by other household members in absence of the respondent and 
lacked information on union and fertility histories. On top of that, 0.8% of the sample 
was deleted from the risk set because they experienced their first conception or first 
union before their 15th birthday. Another 4.8% of the sample was deleted due to 
missing information on at least one of the (in)dependent variables. Missing month 
information of the timing of events was imputed with a random month. For the 
dependent variables, this amounted to 4.7% of start of first union and 0.9% of first 
conception. In total, information on 25,162 women and 19,756 men were used for 
analyses. 

5.4. Results 

To keep the result section concise, only the main results for women are presented in 
figures throughout the section. More information is provided in the Supplementary 
Material (Section 0). The models including socio-economic status and the results for 
men are discussed at the end of the section. 

An overview of the sample size by ethnic background and gender as well as 
information on the number of person months and events experienced per subgroup 
are shown in Table S5.1 of the Supplementary Material (Section 0). In our sample, few 
second generation men and women of Bangladeshi descent have experienced the 
formation of their first union or the conception of their first child. Therefore, even if 
we find differences between immigrants and their descendants from Bangladesh, it is 
unlikely that these differences will be statistically significant. 

5.4.1. Union duration and the probability of transitioning to a first conception 

The predicted probability of women experiencing the conception of the first biological 
child is shown in Figure 5.1. The probability is shown separately by ethnic group, 
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taking information of the first and second generation together. The figure shows that 
the probability of experiencing a conception increases when women are in the first two 
years of their relationship. For South Asian minorities, the probability diminishes for 
longer spells of union duration. However, this trend is not observed for Caribbean 
minorities and native British. As expected it is found that compared to British women, 
South Asian minorities have a significantly higher probability of experiencing a first 
conception in the first two years of their relationship (H1SA), while the probability of 
Caribbean minorities is very similar and not significantly different from that of native 
British women (Table S5.2 Model 1). 

For Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Jamaican women, generational differences in the 
effect of union duration are minimal (Figure 5.2) and not statistically significant (Table 
S5.2 Model 2). However, second generation Indian women have a significant lower 
probability of experiencing a first conception in the first two years of their union 
compared to the first generation. Regardless, their probability of experiencing a first 
conception within the first two years of their relationship remains significantly higher 
than that of British women. Hypothesis H6SA (descendants of immigrants from South 
Asia are less likely to experience the first conception within the first years after the 
start of a co-residential relationship) is therefore only confirmed for Indian women, 
but not for Pakistani and Bangladeshi women. 

 

 
Figure 5.1. Predicted probability of women experiencing the conception 
of their first child, by union duration and ethnicity. 
Information of the first and second generation are taken together. 
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Figure 5.2. Predicted probability of women experiencing the conception of their first child, by union duration, 
ethnicity, and generation
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5.4.2. Marriage duration versus union duration 

For South Asian minorities, union duration mostly equals marriage duration, while for 
native British and Jamaicans it also involves cohabitation. Since cohabiting couples 
may prefer to wait for parenthood until they are married, the inclusion of cohabitation 
duration may have reduced the probability experiencing a first conception during the 
first two years of a relationship, especially for native British and Jamaican minorities. 
We therefore estimated ethnic differences in a model that only uses information on 
marriage duration (results not shown). The analyses reveal that for British and 
Jamaican women the probability of experiencing a first conception indeed increases 
when only marriage duration is taken into account. As a result, differences between 
South Asian migrants and the native British population decrease but remain 
statistically significant. 

5.4.3. Union status and the probability of transitioning to a first conception 

The predicted probability of experiencing a first conception by union status is 
presented in Figure 5.3. The results show that compared to unmarried women, 
married women have a higher probability of experiencing a conception. Although the 
predicted probability of experiencing a conception outside of marriage is generally low 
for all women, clear ethnic differences are observed. As hypothesized, compared to 
native British women, women of South Asian descent are less likely to experience a 
conception outside of marriage (H2SA), while the probability of Jamaican minorities 
is almost twice as large (H4CA). These differences are statistically significant (Table 
S5.3 Model 1). 

Figure 5.4 presents the predicted probability of experiencing a first conception 
by union status for first- and second-generation women. To make generational 
differences clearer, Figure 5.4 only presents the probability of experiencing a first 
conception when being unmarried. As hypothesized (H7CA), it is found that compared 
with the first generation, descendants of immigrants from the Caribbean region are 
significantly less likely to experience a first conception outside a co-residential union 
(Table S5.3 Model 2). However, the difference between the second generation and the 
native British population remains statistically significant. Further testing (results not 
shown) reveals that the reduction is completely accounted for by second-generation 
women’s lower probability of experiencing a conception when not living with a 
partner. The probability of experiencing a conception in cohabitation does not differ 
between the first and second generation. Overall, we expected to find that compared 
to immigrants from South Asia, the second generation might be more likely to 
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experience a first conception outside of marriage, but that these generational 
differences would be minor. In line with this reasoning, we find a small increase in 
conception rate outside of marriage for second generation Pakistani and Indian 
women. In contrast, we find a slight reduction for second-generation Bangladeshi 
women. The differences only reach marginal significance for Pakistani women 
(p=0.052). 

 

 
Figure 5.3. Predicted probability of women experiencing the conception 
of their first child, by union status and ethnicity. 
Information of the first and second generation are taken together. 

5.4.4. Fertility status and the probability of transitioning to a first union 

Figure 5.5 presents results on the influence of fertility status on the probability of 
making a transition to a first union. Generally, women are substantially more likely to 
start a union when they are pregnant with their first child than when they are not 
pregnant. After the first child is born, the likelihood of starting a union decreases and 
becomes more similar to the level found before the conception of the first child. 
However, the pattern for Jamaican women diverges from the pattern just described. 
In fact the increase in probability of making a transition to a first union for this group 
of women is scant and significantly lower than that of the native British (Table S5.4 
Model 1), which is in line with Hypothesis H5CA. Since we expected premarital sexual 
intercourse to be less common among migrants of South Asian descent, we 
hypothesized (H3SA) that it is less common for this group to experience a transition 
to a union during their first pregnancy, compared to native British. The results do not 
support this hypothesis as no significant differences are found between South Asian 
and British women. 
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Figure 5.4. Predicted probability of unmarried women experiencing the conception of their first child by 
ethnicity and generation
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We hypothesized (H8CA) that descendants of Caribbean immigrants are more 
likely to make a transition to a union during pregnancy compared to the first 
generation. However, no differences between generations are found in this regard 
(Figure 5.6). We expected generational differences to be small for South Asian 
minorities. Figure 5.6 shows that this is true for Indian minorities. For Pakistani and 
Bangladeshi it appears as if compared to the first generation, the second generation 
are less likely to make a transition to a union during pregnancy. However, this 
difference is not statistically significant. Note that due to small sample size, 
information of second generation Pakistani and Bangladeshi had to be aggregated. 
This strategy is commonly adopted by family sociologists and demographers studying 
ethnic differences in the UK, and can be defended by the fact that Pakistani and 
Bangladeshi minorities are relatively similar in fertility and union formation 
behaviour, due to their common cultural background. 
 

 
Figure 5.5. Predicted probability of women experiencing their first union 
formation, by fertility status and ethnicity 
Information of the first and second generation are taken together. 
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Figure 5.6. Predicted probability of women experiencing their first union formation by fertility status, ethnicity, 
and generation
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5.4.5. Controlling for socio-economic status 

In a next step, socio-economic status is added to all models. The results are presented 
in Model 3 of Table S5.2, Table S5.3, and Table S5.4. Women growing up with parents 
with a higher socio-economic status have a lower likelihood of experiencing a first 
conception and a first union compared to women growing up with parents with no 
qualifications. However, controlling for socio-economic status explains little of the 
ethnic differences in the effect of union duration, union status, and fertility status. The 
largest reduction is found for second generation Bangladeshi, for whom the likelihood 
of experiencing a first conception during the first two years of the first union reduces 
with about 10%. The literature suggests that a reason why Indian women postpone 
parenthood more often to a later stage compared to Pakistani and Bangladeshi women 
is their higher economic prospect. However, Table S5.2 shows that even after 
controlling for SES the difference between second-generation women of Indian 
descent on the one hand and Pakistani and Bangladeshi women on the other, remains 
substantial. 

5.4.6. Results for men 

Results for men are shown in the Supplementary Material (Section 0). Generally, the 
results are similar to that of women. We will discuss the cases where the results of men 
substantially differ. Figure S5.1 presents the probability of men experiencing a first 
conception by union duration. For second-generation Indian men, a much larger 
reduction is found in the probability of experiencing a conception during the first two 
years of a relationship, resulting in effect sizes that are similar to those of British men. 
The probability of experiencing a conception early on in the union is higher for second 
generation than for first generation Bangladeshi men. However, this difference is not 
found to be statistically significant, and could be an artefact of the small sample size. 
Using marriage duration instead of union duration changes little in the results for men 
(results not shown). Figure S5.2 shows that in contrast to unmarried Jamaican 
women, unmarried Jamaican men’s probability of expecting the birth of their first 
child does not differ much across generations. Moreover, Bangladeshi men’s 
probability of expecting the birth of their first child when not being married is higher 
for the second generation than for the first generation. Though this difference is not 
statistically significant, it reduces the difference of the second generation with that of 
native British men, which in turn is not found to be statistically significant anymore. 
Even after pooling the information of South Asian men, the sample was too small to 
estimate the relation between fertility status and union transition for the first and 
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second generation separately. In Figure S5.3, the result are therefore only presented 
for Jamaican men; which are almost identical to the results found for women. 

5.5. Discussion 

Family formation behaviour in Western societies has increasingly diverged from the 
conservative pathway characterized by direct marriage followed by the birth of the first 
child. Using Understanding Society data, the current study examines family formation 
among immigrants and their descendants in the UK. By studying the transition to 
parenthood and union formation among first- and second-generation migrants as well 
as the native British population, this study provides valuable insight into the way 
ethnic minorities navigate between the social values and expectations of their ethnic 
group on the one hand, and the values and behaviour of the host society on the other. 

We expected South Asian minorities (1) to be more likely to experience their first 
conception soon after the start of their first co-residential relationship, (2) to be less 
likely to experience a conception outside of marriage, and (3) to be less likely to make 
a transition to a union during their first pregnancy. Support was found for the first and 
the second hypotheses. However, the third hypothesis was not confirmed. In fact, 
among South Asian minorities the probability of making a transition to a first union 
increases drastically during pregnancy, and does not differ from that of the British 
population. We therefore conclude that the family formation pathway of South Asian 
migrants living in the UK is conservative in the way that childbearing is strictly bound 
to the institution of marriage, but this is not necessarily the case for sexual intercourse. 

Due to the higher education and occupational prospects in the UK and better 
access to contraception and sexual education, second generation South Asian 
minorities were expected to be less likely to experience the conception of their first 
child within the first two years after the start of a co-residential relationship. This 
hypothesis was only confirmed for second-generation men and women of Indian 
descent, and not of Pakistani and Bangladeshi descent. In the literature, variation in 
demographic behaviour between South Asian minority groups is often attributed to 
differences in economic prospect (Berrington, 1994). Due to their higher economic 
prospect, Indian women are expected to postpone parenthood to a later age 
(Berrington, 1994). Women of Pakistani and Bangladeshi descent are instead assumed 
to have lower economic opportunities and are therefore ‘pushed’ into the motherhood 
track (Neyer & Andersson, 2008). The current study shows that differences between 
South Asian minorities only exist for the second generation. Moreover, the differences 
are not only found for Indian women, but also for Indian men. The study furthermore 
reveals that differences in socio-economic status only explain little of the differences 
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that are found between the South Asian groups. However, even though actual 
educational and occupational ‘potential’ cannot account for the differences in 
postponement of parenthood for descendants of South Asian immigrants, ethnic 
differences in assigned importance of female education and occupation could still play 
a role. In other words, perhaps female education is valued more among Indian 
minorities than among Pakistani and Bangladeshi minorities, which influences their 
decisions regarding timing of union formation and especially childbearing. 

Previous research has shown that single motherhood is common among migrant 
groups originating from the Caribbean region (Berrington, 1994; Kleinepier & de Valk, 
2016). However, so far little is known about the mechanism of how these women enter 
single motherhood. Because marriage plays a less central role in the Caribbean and 
men tend to play a more limited role in family life, we expected that compared to the 
native British population, Jamaican minorities are (1) more likely to experience a first 
conception outside of marriage and (2) less likely to make a transition to a union 
during pregnancy. Both hypotheses were confirmed for men and women. 

Compared to the Caribbean context, single parenthood is less accepted in the UK 
and could be more detrimental for social and economic prospects. In addition, modern 
contraceptives and sexual education might be more readily available in the UK. We 
therefore expected that compared to immigrants from the Caribbean, the second 
generation would be (1) less likely to experience a first conception outside a co-
residential union and (2) be more likely to make a transition to a union during 
pregnancy. In line with the first hypothesis it was found that among women the 
probability of experiencing a conception while being unmarried is lower for the second 
generation. This reduction is solely due to a reduction in the probability for single 
living women; the probability of experiencing a conception within cohabitation 
remains unchanged over generations. Instead, first and second generation men of 
Caribbean descent are equally likely to experience a first conception outside a union. 
Most likely, mothers more often take responsibility of raising children who are born 
outside of a union, possibly even more so among migrants of Caribbean descent. Single 
motherhood might therefore be more penalizing than single fatherhood, which could 
be a reason why we only find a reduction in the effect for single living women. Against 
expectation, we did not find any differences in the probability of making a transition 
to a first union during pregnancy between the first and second generation of Jamaican 
descent. 

Due to small sample size, we were not able to use the prospective aspect of the 
dataset, but instead used information on retrospective union and partnership histories 
to test our hypotheses. This posed some limitation on the interpretation of the results. 
The data does not allow for a causal interpretation of the effects found. The results for 
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example show that native British and South Asian migrants have a higher probability 
of making a transition to a first union during pregnancy. This could indicate that 
people who are faced with an unplanned pregnancy are more likely to start a union 
(conception influencing union formation). Alternatively, the anticipation of a wedding 
could increase the likelihood of having unprotected sexual intercourse (union 
formation influencing conception). It is even possible that unobserved factors such as 
value orientations and attitudes towards family life can account for the higher 
probability of experiencing a first union during pregnancy, because these factors 
increase the risk of marriage and the risk of childbearing. Another implication of the 
small sample size is that we were not able to look at the interrelation between union 
and fertility behaviour for higher order births and partnerships. Finally, the fertility 
histories did not include information on pregnancies that did not lead to a live birth. 
We could therefore not examine if the lower probability of experiencing a conception 
for single second generation Jamaican women is due to a lower probability of getting 
pregnant, or if it is due to higher abortion rates. 

Regardless of these shortcomings this study contributes to the literature by 
showing that family formation behaviour of descendants of immigrants from South 
Asia remains conservative in that they are very unlikely to experience a conception 
outside of marriage and if they do, are very likely to start a union during pregnancy. 
Regardless of socio-economic background, second generation Indian men and women 
are more likely to postpone parenthood to later stages in their relationship. Second 
generation Pakistani and Bangladeshi migrants are instead just as likely as the first 
generation to transition to become a parent soon after marriage, which may give 
especially women little room to invest in their education and occupational career. 
Moreover, we show that single motherhood is more common among Caribbean 
migrants than among British women because they are more likely to experience a 
conception while living single and less likely to transition to a first union during 
pregnancy. Second generation Jamaican women are less likely to experience a first 
conception outside of a union, which may have to do with a better ability to prevent 
unplanned pregnancies. Though this development is positive, single motherhood 
remains common among Jamaican minorities, which may have important 
implications for the socio-economic outcomes of these women and their children. 
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5.6. Supplementary Material 

Table S5.1. Sample size by ethnic background and gender as well as 
information on the number of person-months (PM) and events 
experienced per subgroup. 
   First conception  First union 
     N      PM Events  PM Events 

Wo
me
n 

1st generation Indian    478    66,302    359    50,234    432 

2nd generation Indian    347    46,603    204    38,611    241 

1st generation Pakistani    396    45,064    336    35,231    361 

2nd generation Pakistani    309    28,520    160    24,234    183 

1st generation Bangladeshi    337    28,173    294    21,993    308 

2nd generation Bangladeshi    178    14,054     48    14,092    56 

1st generation Jamaican    189    24,329    162    30,652    155 

2nd generation Jamaican    275    37,356    194    38,649    184 

Native British 18,023 2,689,714 13,311 1,851,861 15,462 

Me
n 

1st generation Indian    555    93,345    340    75,990    408 

2nd generation Indian    282    45,853    112    35,122    166 

1st generation Pakistani    398    63,796    294    51,372    334 

2nd generation Pakistani    252    25,750     96    22,165    120 

1st generation Bangladeshi    401    61,091    266    51,259    304 

2nd generation Bangladeshi    126    11,194     20    10,357     30 

1st generation Jamaican    131    26,488     99    23,817    110 

2nd generation Jamaican    170    24,671     88    22,600    104 

Native British 13,826 2,661,766  8,780 1,836,309 11,289 

 
Table S5.2. Association of union duration with the likelihood (odds-
ratios) of women experiencing the conception of the first child by 
ethnicity. Interaction effects are indicated by ‘#’. 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Union duration # Ethnicity  
     (1-24 months#Native=ref.)   

 

1-24 months #  Indian 1.907***   

 Pakistani 2.636***   

 Bangladeshi 2.537***   

 Jamaican 1.088   

 1st gen. Indian  2.170*** 2.160*** 

 2nd gen. Indian  1.522** 1.492** 

 1st gen. Pakistani  2.578*** 2.483*** 

 2nd gen. Pakistani  2.751*** 2.556*** 

 1st gen. Bangladeshi  2.548*** 2.404*** 

 2nd gen. Bangladeshi  2.483** 
2.247* 

 1st gen. Jamaican  1.026 
 .995 
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 2nd gen. Jamaican  1.125 1.083 

>24 months #  Native British  .929**  .929**  .923** 

 Indian 1.150   

 Pakistani 1.358*   

 Bangladeshi 1.303   

 Jamaican  .972   

 1st gen. Indian  1.067 1.037 

 2nd gen. Indian  1.268 1.233 

 1st gen. Pakistani  1.420 1.352* 

 2nd gen. Pakistani  1.210 1.102 

 1st gen. Bangladeshi  1.307 1.261 

 2nd gen. Bangladeshi  1.276 1.133 

 1st gen. Jamaican  1.112 1.093 

 2nd gen. Jamaican   .878  .842 

No union # Native British  .112***  .112***  .113*** 

 Indian  .038***   

 Pakistani  .053***   

 Bangladeshi  .079***   

 Jamaican  .258***   

 1st gen. Indian   .030***  .031*** 

 2nd gen. Indian   .046***  .046*** 

 1st gen. Pakistani   .039***  .038*** 

 2nd gen. Pakistani   .072***  .068*** 

 1st gen. Bangladeshi   .090***  .085*** 

 2nd gen. Bangladeshi   .067***  .061*** 

 1st gen. Jamaican   .316***  .309*** 

 2nd gen. Jamaican   .222***  .216*** 

Socio-economic status (None = ref.)    

Some qualifications    .848*** 

Qualifications / Higher degree     .770*** 

Info missing   1.007 

Cohort (<1945=ref.)    

1945-1955  .913**  .913**  .946 

1955-1965  .820***  .820***  .870*** 

1965-1975  .774***  .776***  .843*** 

1975-1985  .661***  .661***  .733*** 

1985-1995  .755***  .755***  .823*** 

Age 1.006*** 1.006*** 1.006*** 

Age2 1.000* 1.000* 1.000* 

Age3 1.000* 1.000* 1.000* 

Constant  .018***  .018***  .018*** 

* p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 
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Table S5.3. Association of union status with the likelihood (odds-
ratios) of women experiencing the conception of the first child by 
ethnicity. Interaction effects are indicated by ‘#’. 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Union status # Ethnicity 
     (Unmarried#Native=ref.)   

 

Unmarried #  Indian   .316***   

 Pakistani   .322***   

 Bangladeshi   .419***   

 Jamaican  1.875***   

 1st gen. Indian    .259***   .261*** 

 2nd gen. Indian    .374***   .366*** 

 1st gen. Pakistani    .226***   .218*** 

 2nd gen. Pakistani    .433***   .403*** 

 1st gen. Bangladeshi    .500**   .468** 

 2nd gen. Bangladeshi  
  .346*   .314* 

 1st gen. Jamaican  
 2.442***  2.372*** 

 2nd gen. Jamaican   1.622***  1.561*** 

Married #  Native British   8.079***  8.080***  8.015*** 

 Indian  10.243***   

 Pakistani  11.156***   

 Bangladeshi  11.214***   

 Jamaican   9.573***   

 1st gen. Indian  10.039***  9.868*** 

 2nd gen. Indian  10.629*** 10.172*** 

 1st gen. Pakistani  11.628*** 11.127*** 

 2nd gen. Pakistani  10.230***  9.381*** 

 1st gen. Bangladeshi  10.601*** 10.025*** 

 2nd gen. Bangladeshi  15.966*** 14.808*** 

 1st gen. Jamaican   8.993***  8.750*** 

 2nd gen. Jamaican  10.436***  9.747*** 

Socio-economic status (None = ref.)    

Some qualifications     .883*** 

Qualifications / Higher degree      .786*** 

Info missing    1.029 

Cohort (<1945=ref.)    

1945-1955   .968   .968  1.001 

1955-1965  1.025  1.025  1.080** 

1965-1975  1.244***  1.245***  1.340*** 

1975-1985  1.296***  1.297***  1.418*** 

1985-1995  1.337***  1.336***  1.442*** 

Age  1.014***  1.014***  1.014*** 

Age2  1.000***  1.000***  1.000*** 

Age3  1.000  1.000  1.000 
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Constant   .001**   .001***   .002*** 

* p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 

Table S5.4. Association of fertility status with the likelihood (odds-
ratios) of women experiencing the start of the first union by ethnicity. 
Interaction effects are indicated by ‘#’ 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Fertility status # Ethnicity  
     (Pregnant#Native=ref.)   

 

Pregnant #  Indian .748   

 Pakistani .891   

 Bangladeshi .776   

 Jamaican .221***   

 1st gen. Indian   .721  .749 

 2nd gen. Indian   .766  .761 

 1st gen. Pak/Ban  1.080 1.078 

 2nd gen.  Pak/Ban   .599  .582 

 1st gen. Jamaican  
 .223***  .221*** 

 2nd gen. Jamaican   .219***  .216*** 

1-24m after birth #  Native British .194***  .194***  .194*** 

 Indian .060***   

 Pakistani .166**   

 Bangladeshi .136**   

 Jamaican .109***   

 1st gen. Indian   .078**  .081** 

 2nd gen. Indian   .046***  .045*** 

 1st gen.  Pak/Ban   .125***  .123*** 

 2nd gen.  Pak/Ban   .186*  .184* 

 1st gen. Jamaican   .083***  .083*** 

 2nd gen. Jamaican   .135***  .133*** 

>24 m after birth # Native British .074***  .074***  .073*** 

 Indian .058***   

 Pakistani .094***   

 Bangladeshi .026***   

 Jamaican .053***   

 1st gen. Indian   .108***  .112*** 

 2nd gen. Indian   .041***  .040*** 

 1st gen.  Pak/Ban   .050***  .050*** 

 2nd gen.  Pak/Ban   .052***  .054*** 

 1st gen. Jamaican   .064***  .064*** 

 2nd gen. Jamaican   .041***  .042*** 

Not pregnant #  Native British .104***  .104***  .105*** 

 Indian .089***   

 Pakistani .120***   
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 Bangladeshi .131***   

 Jamaican .057***   

 1st gen. Indian   .102***  .104*** 

 2nd gen. Indian   .072***  .073*** 

 1st gen.  Pak/Ban   .148***  .147*** 

 2nd gen.  Pak/Ban   .089***  .086*** 

 1st gen. Jamaican   .058***  .058*** 

 2nd gen. Jamaican   .057***  .056*** 

Socio-economic status (None = ref.)    

Some qualifications    .975 

Qualifications / Higher degree     .874*** 

Info missing    .890*** 

Cohort (<1945=ref.)    

1945-1955 1.107*** 1.107*** 1.113*** 

1955-1965  .920**  .920**  .936* 

1965-1975  .855***  .856***  .881*** 

1975-1985  .828***  .832***  .863*** 

1985-1995  .786***  .794***  .827*** 

Age 1.038*** 1.038*** 1.038*** 

Age2 1.000*** 1.000*** 1.000*** 

Age3 1.000*** 1.000*** 1.000*** 

Constant  .017***  .017***  .017*** 

* p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 
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Figure S5.1. Predicted probability of men experiencing the conception of their first child, by union duration, 
ethnicity, and generation. 
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Figure S5.2. Predicted probability of unmarried men experiencing the conception of their first child by ethnicity 
and generation 
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Figure S5.3. Predicted probability of men experiencing their first union 
formation, by fertility status, ethnicity, and generation. 
Because the sample was too small to estimate the association of fertility duration with union 
transition for men from South Asia, the result are only presented for Jamaican men. 
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Samenvatting (Summary) 
 
Het aantal kinderen dat buiten een huwelijk wordt geboren neemt al jaren toe, zowel 
in Europa als in Noord-Amerika. In 1960 werd slechts één op de tien kinderen buiten 
een huwelijk geboren, een halve eeuw later is dit in veel landen toegenomen tot bijna 
de helft (zie Figuur 1.1 Hoofdstuk 1, pag. 10). De oorzaak van deze toename wordt vaak 
gezocht in de Tweede Demografische Transitie. Volgens de Tweede Demografische 
Transitie theorie heeft de toegenomen individualisering in westerse landen geleid tot 
meer keuzevrijheid voor gezinsvorming en tot minder vooroordelen over het krijgen 
van een kind buiten een huwelijk. Dit betekent echter niet per se dat ieder individu 
evenveel kans heeft om ongehuwd ouder te worden. De Tweede Demografische 
Transitie theorie veronderstelt dat nieuwe familiepatronen allereerst worden 
aangenomen door een kleine groep mensen 
met meer progressieve waardenoriëntaties, 
zoals hoger opgeleiden. Hierna verspreiden 
de patronen zich onder de rest van de 
bevolking. Deze veronderstelling staat 
echter in schril contrast met Amerikaans 
onderzoek dat juist laat zien dat het krijgen 
van een kind buiten een huwelijk vaker 
voorkomt bij etnische minderheden en bij 
mensen van lagere sociaaleconomische 
afkomst. Bovendien is bewezen dat in 
Amerika ongehuwd ouderschap negatieve 
gevolgen kan hebben voor de 
sociaaleconomische status van zowel de 
ouder(s) als de kinderen die het betreft. 
Ongehuwd ouderschap wordt daarom in 
Amerika veelal beschouwd als een 
onderdeel van het mechanisme wat 
sociaaleconomische ongelijkheid van de 
ene generatie overdraagt op de volgende. 
 
De vraag dringt zich op of de patronen die in Amerika zijn gevonden land-specifiek 
zijn, of dat iets vergelijkbaars wordt gevonden in andere westerse landen. Dit 
proefschrift richt zich daarom op de volgende onderzoeksvragen. Onderzoeksvraag 1: 
Beïnvloedt sociaaleconomische afkomst de kans op een geboorte buiten 
het huwelijk in westerse landen? Met sociaaleconomische afkomst wordt de 

Sociaaleconomische status  
en afkomst 
Sociaaleconomische status staat voor 
de positie van mensen op de 
maatschappelijke ladder. Die positie 
ontstaat uit een combinatie van (1) 
materiële omstandigheden; (2) 
vaardigheden, capaciteiten en 
kennis; en (3) het sociale netwerk en 
de status en macht van mensen in 
dat netwerk. Sociaaleconomische 
status wordt bij benadering gemeten 
door indicatoren als 
opleidingsniveau, beroepsstatus en 
etnische achtergrond. 
Sociaaleconomische afkomst doelt in 
dit proefschrift op de 
sociaaleconomische status van het 
gezin waarin iemand is opgegroeid. 
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sociaaleconomische status van het gezin waarin iemand is opgegroeid bedoeld. 
Beantwoording van deze vraag laat dus zien in hoeverre sociaaleconomische status van 
de ene generatie het demografische gedrag van de volgende generatie bepaald. In 
Hoofdstuk 2 word onderzocht of ouderlijk opleidingsniveau invloed heeft op de kans 
van jongvolwassenen om ongehuwd samen te wonen of alleenstaand te zijn op het 
moment van de geboorte van hun eerste kind. In Hoofdstuk 5 wordt de invloed van 
etnische achtergrond op de gezinssituatie rond de geboorte van het eerste kind 
onderzocht. Onderzoeksvraag 2 richt zich op verschillen tussen landen en luidt: 
Wordt de invloed van sociaaleconomische afkomst op de kans op een 
geboorte buiten het huwelijk mede bepaald door de maatschappelijk 
context in een land? Beantwoording van deze vraag zal aantonen of de relatie 
tussen sociaaleconomische afkomst en ongehuwd ouderschap verschilt tussen landen 
en hoe deze verschillen verklaard kunnen worden. In Hoofdstuk 3 wordt onderzocht 
of de invloed van ouderlijk opleidingsniveau op de kans om ongehuwd samen te wonen 
bij de geboorte van het eerste kind verschilt tussen landen. Vervolgens wordt gekeken 
of deze verschillen verklaard kunnen worden door maatschappelijke verschillen in 
economische ongelijkheid en in normen met betrekking tot het huwelijk. Hoofdstuk 4 
focust ook op verschillen tussen landen in de invloed van ouderlijk opleidingsniveau, 
maar in dit geval richt het onderzoek zich op alleenstaand ouderschap in plaats van 
ongehuwde samenwoonrelaties. Naast maatschappelijke verschillen in economische 
ongelijkheid en normen met betrekking tot het huwelijk, wordt in Hoofdstuk 4 ook de 
invloed van toegang tot gezinsplanning onderzocht. Men kan hier denken aan 
verschillen tussen landen in het gebruik van anticonceptie en in het gemak waarmee 
een abortus kan worden verkregen. 

 
In de vier hoofdstukken wordt gebruik gemaakt van al bestaande data die in 
verschillende westerse landen zijn verzameld met behulp van vragenlijsten. De 
informatie komt uit 19 westerse landen, verspreid over Noord-Amerika (Canada en de 
Verenigde Staten), West-Europa (België, Duitsland, Engeland, Frankrijk, Nederland, 
Noorwegen, Oostenrijk en Zweden) en Oost-Europa (Bulgarije, Estland, Georgië, 
Hongarije, Litouwen, Polen, Roemenië, Rusland en Tsjechië). Overigens verschilt het 
aantal landen per hoofdstuk, hetzij omdat de data nog niet in de juiste vorm 
beschikbaar waren op het moment van schrijven van het hoofdstuk, hetzij omdat 
bepaalde informatie miste die nodig was voor het beantwoorden van de 
onderzoeksvraag. 
 
 



 

191 
 

Bevindingen 

In Hoofdstuk 2 wordt onderzocht of ouderlijk opleidingsniveau van invloed is op de 
gezinssituatie van jongvolwassenen op het moment van de geboorte van hun eerste 
kind. In dit hoofdstuk wordt onderscheid gemaakt tussen drie verschillende 
gezinssituaties, het krijgen van een eerste kind 1) binnen het huwelijk, 2) binnen een 
ongehuwde samenwoonrelatie en 3) buiten een samenwoonrelatie (als alleenstaande 
ouder). Het onderzoek is uitgevoerd met behulp van data van mannen en vrouwen uit 
16 landen. Het onderzoek laat zien dat in Noord-Amerika en Oost-Europa 
jongvolwassenen met lager opgeleide ouders een grotere kans hebben om ongehuwd 
samen te wonen wanneer hun eerste kind wordt geboren. In West-Europa wordt meer 
variatie in het effect van ouderlijk opleidingsniveau gevonden. In Noorwegen wordt 
hetzelfde patroon gevonden als in Noord-Amerika en Oost-Europa. Ook hier hebben 
jongvolwassenen met lager opgeleide ouders een grotere kans om ongehuwd samen te 
wonen wanneer hun eerste kind wordt geboren. In Nederland wordt echter het 
tegenovergestelde gevonden. Hier hebben jongvolwassenen met hoger opgeleide 
ouders een grotere kans om ongehuwd samen te wonen bij de geboorte van hun eerste 
kind. In België, Frankrijk en Oostenrijk wordt geen bewijs gevonden voor een effect 
van ouderlijk opleidingsniveau op de kans om een kind te krijgen binnen een 
ongehuwde samenwoonrelatie. Ouderlijk opleidingsniveau heeft ook invloed op de 
kans om alleenstaand ouder te worden. Jongvolwassenen met lager opgeleide ouders 
hebben een grotere kans om alleenstaand ouder te worden in Noord-Amerika (Canada 
en de Verenigde Staten), en in de helft van de West- en Oost-Europese landen 
(Estland, Frankrijk, Hongarije, Noorwegen, Oostenrijk, Rusland en Tsjechië). In de 
overige landen wordt geen verband gevonden van ouderlijk opleidingsniveau op de 
kans om alleenstaand ouder te worden. 

 
De resultaten uit Hoofdstuk 2 laten zien dat ouderlijk opleidingsniveau invloed heeft 
op de kans om gehuwd of ongehuwd samen te wonen bij de geboorte van het eerste 
kind. Tegelijkertijd lijkt de invloed van ouderlijk opleidingsniveau te verschillen 
tussen landen. In Hoofdstuk 3 worden de verschillen tussen landen nader 
onderzocht. Het onderzoek is uitgevoerd met behulp van informatie van vrouwen uit 
19 landen. De kans van vrouwen met laag en middel opgeleide ouders om gehuwd of 
ongehuwd samen te wonen bij de geboorte van het eerste kind, wordt vergeleken met 
de kans van vrouwen met hoog opgeleide ouders. Vervolgens wordt getoetst of de 
invloed van ouderlijk opleidingsniveau anders is in landen met meer economische 
ongelijkheid en in landen waar meer waarde wordt gehecht aan het huwelijk. De 
resultaten tonen aan dat normen met betrekking tot het huwelijk belangrijk zijn om 
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de invloed van ouderlijk opleidingsniveau te begrijpen. In landen waar mensen veel 
waarde hechten aan het huwelijk, heeft ouderlijk opleidingsniveau invloed op het 
krijgen van een kind binnen een ongehuwde samenwoonrelatie. In deze landen 
hebben jongvolwassenen met laag en middel opgeleide ouders een grotere kans om 
ongehuwd samen te wonen bij de geboorte van hun eerste kind. In landen waar 
mensen minder waarde hechten aan het huwelijk, wordt echter géén effect van 
ouderlijk opleidingsniveau gevonden. In deze landen hebben jongvolwassenen met 
laag, middel en hoog opgeleide ouders dezelfde kans om ongehuwd samen te wonen 
bij de geboorte van hun eerste kind. Dit zou als volgt verklaard kunnen worden. 
Mogelijk wordt in landen waar mensen veel waarde hechten aan het huwelijk, 
ongehuwd samenwonen vooral gebruikt door mensen van lagere sociaaleconomische 
afkomst, als een (goedkoper) alternatief voor het huwelijk. Echter, wanneer de 
maatschappij minder voordelen gaat zien in het huwelijk, vallen de nadelen van 
ongehuwd samenwonen weg. In landen waar minder waarde wordt gehecht aan het 
huwelijk, wordt ongehuwd samenwonen daardoor ook een interessante optie voor 
mensen van hogere sociaaleconomische komaf, en wordt om die reden geen effect 
meer gevonden van sociaaleconomische afkomst op het krijgen van een kind in een 
ongehuwde samenwoonrelatie. Economische ongelijkheid is ook van belang om de 
invloed van ouderlijk opleidingsniveau te begrijpen. Echter, het verklaart alleen 
verschillen tussen vrouwen met middel en hoog opgeleide ouders. In economisch 
ongelijke landen hebben vrouwen met middel opgeleide ouders een grotere kans om 
ongehuwd samen te wonen bij de geboorte van hun eerste kind, dan vrouwen met hoog 
opgeleide ouders. Dit verschil wordt níet gevonden in meer economisch gelijke landen. 
Echter, de verschillen tussen laag en hoog opgeleide ouders kunnen niet verklaard 
worden door economische ongelijkheid. Vrouwen met laag opgeleide ouders hebben 
een grotere kans om ongehuwd samen te wonen bij de geboorte van hun eerste kind, 
dan vrouwen met hoog opgeleide ouders, en dit wordt zowel gevonden in economisch 
ongelijke landen als in economisch gelijke landen. Er is geen duidelijke verklaring voor 
het feit dat economische ongelijkheid soms wel en soms geen invloed heeft. Het effect 
van economische ongelijkheid is daardoor minder goed te duiden dan het effect van 
normen met betrekking tot het huwelijk. 

 
Hoofdstuk 4 richt zich op het verklaren van landverschillen in het effect van 
ouderlijk opleidingsniveau op alleenstaand moederschap. De invloed van ouderlijk 
opleidingsniveau wordt onderzocht op twee verschillende momenten: aan het begin 
van de zwangerschap en tijdens de zwangerschap. Het onderzoek is verricht met 
behulp van data uit 18 westerse landen. Het onderzoek toont aan dat alleenstaande 
vrouwen met lager opgeleide ouders een grotere kans hebben om zwanger te worden 
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dan alleenstaande vrouwen met hoger opgeleide ouders. Dit effect van ouderlijk 
opleidingsniveau wordt in bijna alle landen gevonden, maar verschilt wel in sterkte 
tussen landen. In landen met veel mogelijkheden voor gezinsplanning zijn de 
verschillen tussen vrouwen met lager en hoger opgeleide ouders groter dan in landen 
met minder mogelijkheden voor gezinsplanning. Blijkbaar maken vrouwen met hoger 
opgeleide ouders meer gebruik van de beschikbare methoden voor gezinsplanning dan 
vrouwen met lager opgeleide ouders. Het is aannemelijk dat vrouwen met hoger 
opgeleide ouders ambitieuzer zijn als het gaat om opleiding en carrière dan vrouwen 
met lager opgeleide ouders. Een ongeplande zwangerschap kan deze plannen 
verstoren. Mogelijk zijn alleenstaande vrouwen met hoger opgeleide ouders daardoor 
gemotiveerder om een zwangerschap te voorkomen en maken zij daarom meer gebruik 
van de beschikbare methoden voor gezinsplanning. Ouderlijk opleidingsniveau is ook 
van invloed op de kans van alleenstaande vrouwen om samen te gaan wonen of te 
trouwen met een partner tijdens de zwangerschap. Alleenstaande vrouwen met lager 
opgeleide ouders hebben een kleinere kans om samen te gaan wonen met een partner 
of te trouwen tijdens hun zwangerschap dan alleenstaande vrouwen met hoger 
opgeleide ouders. Ook in dit geval worden verschillen tussen landen gevonden in het 
effect van ouderlijk opleidingsniveau. In landen waar veel waarde wordt gehecht aan 
het huwelijk wordt geen effect van ouderlijk opleidingsniveau gevonden. Terwijl in 
landen waar minder waarde wordt gehecht aan het huwelijk alleenstaande vrouwen 
met lager opgeleide ouders een kleinere kans hebben om samen te gaan wonen of te 
trouwen met een partner tijdens de zwangerschap. Mogelijk vinden vrouwen het 
vooruitzicht van alleenstaand moederschap minder problematisch in landen waar 
minder waarde wordt gehecht aan het huwelijk. Dit geldt echter meer voor vrouwen 
met lager opgeleide ouders, voor wie alleenstaand moederschap minder vaak in de weg 
staat van andere levensdoelen. Er is ook getest of de invloed van ouderlijk 
opleidingsniveau op alleenstaand moederschap afhankelijk is van de mate van 
economische ongelijkheid in een land, maar hier is geen bewijs voor gevonden. 

 
In Hoofdstuk 5 wordt de invloed van etnische achtergrond op de gezinssituatie rond 
de geboorte van het eerste kind onderzocht in het Verenigd Koninkrijk. Gezinsvorming 
wordt vergeleken tussen autochtone Britten en personen met een Zuid-Aziatische 
achtergrond (Bangladesh, Pakistaans of Indisch) en een Caribische achtergrond 
(Jamaicaans). De invloed van etnische achtergrond wordt onderzocht aan het begin 
van de zwangerschap en tijdens de zwangerschap. Het onderzoek laat zien dat in 
vergelijking met de autochtone Britse bevolking, mensen met een Zuid-Aziatische 
achtergrond een kleinere kans hebben om ongehuwd zwanger te raken. Er worden 
geen verschillen gevonden in de kans om samen te gaan wonen met een partner tijdens 
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de zwangerschap, tussen de autochtone Britse bevolking en mensen met een Zuid-
Aziatische achtergrond. Alleenstaanden met een Caribische achtergrond hebben in 
vergelijking met autochtone Britten juist een grotere kans om ongehuwd zwanger te 
worden en een kleinere kans om samen te gaan wonen met een partner tijdens de 
zwangerschap. Er is ook onderzocht of de gezinssituatie van de eerste en tweede 
generatie migranten verschilt. Met de eerste generatie worden personen bedoeld die 
buiten het Verenigd Koninkrijk zijn geboren en later naar het Verenigd Koninkrijk zijn 
geëmigreerd. De tweede generatie zijn mensen die geboren zijn in het Verenigd 
Koninkrijk maar die tenminste één ouder hebben die geboren is buiten het Verenigd 
Koninkrijk. Wanneer gezinsvorming van de eerste en tweede generatie Jamaicanen 
wordt vergeleken, valt op dat alleenstaande vrouwen van de tweede generatie een 
kleinere kans hebben om zwanger te raken in vergelijking met alleenstaande vrouwen 
van de eerste generatie. Afgezien daarvan, worden geen verschillen gevonden tussen 
eerste en tweede generatie migranten. De vorige hoofdstukken laten zien dat 
sociaaleconomische afkomst van invloed is op gezinsvorming. Eerder onderzoek heeft 
bovendien aangetoond dat etnische en sociaaleconomische afkomst vaak met elkaar 
samenhangen. Het is daarom mogelijk dat de gevonden etnische verschillen – 
bijvoorbeeld de grotere kans van Jamaicanen om alleenstaand ouder te worden – deels 
verklaard kunnen worden door de lagere sociaaleconomische afkomst van deze 
etnische groep. Om dit te testen zijn dezelfde analyses nogmaals uitgevoerd, maar is 
ditmaal gecontroleerd voor sociaaleconomische afkomst door ouderlijk 
opleidingsniveau mee te nemen in de modellen. De uitkomsten blijven nagenoeg 
onveranderd wanneer rekening wordt gehouden met verschillen in 
sociaaleconomische afkomst. Dit lijkt erop te wijzen dat de verschillen tussen deze 
groepen mensen beter verklaard worden door culturele verschillen dan door 
economische verschillen. 

Conclusie 

Door de toegenomen acceptatie voor het krijgen van kinderen buiten een huwelijk en 
een verbeterde toegang tot gezinsplanning hebben individuen in westerse landen 
steeds meer flexibiliteit als het gaat om gezinsvorming. Dit betekent echter niet dat zij 
deze beslissingen in complete isolatie van anderen maken. Dit proefschrift toont aan 
dat ongehuwd ouderschap wel degelijk wordt beïnvloed door sociaaleconomische 
afkomst. Bovendien wordt het effect van sociaaleconomische afkomst op de 
gezinssituatie ten tijde van de geboorte van het eerste kind, mede bepaald door de 
maatschappelijke context in een land. Om de invloed van maatschappelijke context te 
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begrijpen is het belangrijk om onderscheid te maken tussen alleenstaand ouderschap 
en mensen die ongehuwd samenwonen bij de geboorte van het eerste kind. 

 
In landen waar veel waarde wordt gehecht aan het huwelijk, komen geboorten in 
ongehuwde samenwoonrelaties vaker voor onder jongvolwassenen met lager 
opgeleide ouders dan onder jongvolwassen met hoger opgeleide ouders. Op het eerste 
gezicht kunnen de verschillen tussen een gezin waarin ouders gehuwd zijn en een gezin 
waarin ouders ongehuwd samenwonen klein lijken. Echter, in veel landen – en vooral 
in landen waar veel waarde wordt gehecht aan het huwelijk – worden ongehuwd 
samenwonenden anders behandeld voor de wet dan gehuwden. Gehuwden komen 
bijvoorbeeld vaker in aanmerking voor belastingvoordelen, hebben meer rechten bij 
het overlijden van een partner, en zijn vaak beter beschermd voor de financiële 
gevolgen van een scheiding. Het is belangrijk dat mensen zich hier bewust van zijn, 
om te voorkomen dat sociaaleconomische ongelijkheid tussen verschillende groepen 
uit de samenleving nodeloos en onbedoeld worden versterkt. 

 
Dit proefschrift toont verder aan dat alleenstaande vrouwen met lager opgeleide 
ouders een grotere kans hebben om zwanger te raken. De invloed van ouderlijk 
opleidingsniveau is met name sterk in landen met betere toegang tot gezinsplanning. 
Alleenstaande vrouwen met een lager ouderlijk opleidingsniveau zijn bovendien 
minder geneigd om samen te gaan wonen met een partner tijdens een zwangerschap. 
Dit verband wordt overigens alleen gevonden in landen waar minder waarde wordt 
gehecht aan het huwelijk. Ook etnische achtergrond speelt een rol in de kans om 
alleenstaande ouder te worden. Vergeleken met de autochtone Britse bevolking, 
hebben mensen met een Caribische achtergrond een grotere kans om alleenstaand 
ouder te worden. Wel is de kans op een zwangerschap onder alleenstaanden minder 
groot onder de tweede generatie Jamaicanen (geboren in het Verenigd Koninkrijk) dan 
onder de eerste generatie (geboren in Jamaica). Het is bekend dat alleenstaand 
ouderschap sociaaleconomische gevolgen kan hebben voor zowel de ouder(s) als de 
kinderen die het betreft. Daarom ontwikkelen overheden vaak beleid dat zich richt op 
het tegengaan van de negatieve gevolgen van alleenstaand ouderschap, zoals beleid dat 
zich toelegt op armoedebestrijding of de toegang tot kinderopvang bevordert. Wellicht 
is het ook de moeite waard om beleid te ontwikkelen dat gericht is op het verminderen 
van sociaaleconomische verschillen in het aantal zwangerschappen onder 
alleenstaanden. Het is daarbij van belang dat uitgezocht wordt waarom gelijke toegang 
tot gezinsplanning niet per se lijkt te leiden tot gelijk gebruik van gezinsplanning door 
verschillende sociaaleconomische en etnische groepen. 
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