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Abstract In this study, I introduce three measures of social background, namely
occupational class, social status, and parental education, into fertility research. The
objective is to examine whether these dimensions of social background affect entry
into parenthood even after controlling for several potential pathways. I estimate
event history models on first birth rates using data, which include all Swedes born in
1960. The results show that each of the three dimensions of social background has a
clear bivariate association with the risk of becoming a parent, both for men and for
women. Parental education has the strongest effect of class and status background,
and the latter two do not affect the entry into fatherhood when the effects of all
dimensions of social background are estimated simultaneously. Much of the
remaining association between social background and fertility persists when con-
trolling for own educational history, mother’s age at first birth, and father’s mean
incomes. The results also show that higher social background leads to postponement
of childbearing but that it has no effect on the final likelihood of ever become a
parent. The influence of social background on fertility is stronger for women than
for men.

Keywords Social background - Stratification - Intergenerational transmission of
fertility - Class reproduction

1 Introduction
Social background affects several family demographic processes, such as family

formation (Bernhardt and Hoem 1985; Axinn and Thornton 1992; Aarskaug Wiik
2009), partner selection (Kalmijn 1998; Blackwell 2000), and marital disruption
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(Hoem and Hoem 1992; Lyngstad 2004, 2006). Although research into social
background effects on family demographic behaviors has enriched our understand-
ing of the predictors of these behaviors by highlighting how they are shaped by
intergenerational processes, this research often remains limited in the range of social
background dimensions considered.

This study contributes to this literature with research into how parental social
class, status, and education affect the entry into parenthood in Sweden. The specific
contributions stem from two sources. The first is consideration of multiple measures
of social background. Recent stratification research has increasingly recognized that
different measures of social position (own or parents’) may capture different
dimensions (such as economic or cultural) of the stratification order (e.g., Chan and
Goldthorpe 2007) and have independent influences on own and children’s outcomes
(e.g., Elo 2009; Torssander and Erikson 2010). The lack of a multidimensional
perspective into social background in family demography can limit our under-
standing of the mechanisms underlying these intergenerational processes.

The second contribution is to consider the entire reproductive age span. Many of
the previous studies have focused on early childbearing, and this focus has been
motivated by the higher rates of school dropout and other socioeconomic outcomes,
which often follow parenthood at an early age (Furstenberg et al. 1987; Hoffman
1998). Young parents often have not fully completed their transition to adulthood,
which makes a focus on parents’ socioeconomic position a natural starting point.
However, influence of social background may extend beyond the teenage and early
adulthood years, and there are good reasons to analyze these till the other end of the
reproductive years. While technology is pushing the biological limit of childbearing
further, these treatments are not fully without risk of the health of both mother and
child (Cnattingius and Stephansson 2002; Leridon 2004; Huang et al. 2008).
Postponement of first births may also lead to lower ultimate fertility and eventual
childlessness (Bongaarts and Feeney 1998; Kohler and Philipov 2001). On the other
hand, the postponement of childbearing can be beneficial for one’s educational and
occupational careers (Hédrkonen and Bihagen 2011) as well as for parenting qualities
(Martin 2004). If potentially (dis)advantageous family demographic behaviors are
shaped by the family of origin, they can affect the intergenerational reproduction of
(dis)advantage (McLanahan and Percheski 2008).

I use Swedish population register data from the entire 1960 birth cohort, which I
follow until 2007. I apply event history techniques to analyze the importance of
social class, status, and education on the rate of entry into parenthood. In the next
section, I first describe findings from previous research, before presenting the
theoretical framework. This is followed by a description of the data and methods,
after which I present the results. The paper ends with a discussion of the findings.

2 Previous Research
The literature on intergenerational effects on fertility can be divided into two major

parts: studies on the intergenerational transmission of fertility quantum and timing
and research in socioeconomic background effects on fertility. A substantial
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literature shows positive correlations between the number of siblings and completed
fertility (Johnson and Stokes 1976; Zimmer and Fulton 1980; Anderton et al. 1987;
Pullum and Wolf 1991; Axinn et al. 1994; Hardy et al. 1998; Murphy and Wang
2001; Murphy and Knudsen 2002; Dahlberg 2013). Other studies—mainly from the
USA and UK—describe how early childbearing is transmitted across generations.
Most studies show that having a teenage parent affects the timing of entry into
parenthood across generations, both for women and for men (McCue Horwitz et al.
1991; Kahn and Anderson 1992; Manlove 1997; Barber 2001; Stanfors and Scott
2013). Fewer studies (Barber 2000; Steenhof and Liefbroer 2008; Rijken and
Liefbroer 2009, Dahlberg 2013) have examined intergenerational patterns of the
timing of becoming a parent beyond the teenage years.

The research on socioeconomic background and fertility largely focused on the
effects of social mobility—that is, the difference between parental and offspring
socioeconomic position—on family size and birth spacing [see Bean and Swicegood
(1979) for a somewhat dated but very thorough review]. Another line of research
has analyzed the predictors of teenage parenthood and identified socioeconomic
disadvantage as a particular risk factor (Abrahamse et al. 1988; Zill and Nord 1994;
Moore et al. 1995). There has been less research on the overall effects of social
background (that is, regardless of social mobility from parental to filial positions) on
the timing of entry into parenthood beyond the teenage years.

Two American studies showed strong effects of parental education on the timing
of parenthood. Michael and Tuma (1985) found that parental education postpones
childbearing for White men and women, and for Black men, whereas Barber (2001)
reported that mother’s education affected both the sons’ and the daughters’ rates of
premarital birth. In a study from the Netherlands, Rijken and Liefbroer (2009) used
several measures of social background. They showed that the higher the parents’
education and father’s job status, the more likely their child is to postpone
parenthood. However, neither Barber (2001) nor Rijken and Liefbroer (2009)
controlled for the index person’s own education attainment. Because educational
enrollment is a very important determinant for the timing of parenthood (e.g., Hoem
2000; Andersson 2000), and educational attainment itself is predicted by social
background (e.g., Breen and Jonsson 2005; Breen et al. 2009), these results do not
tell the extent to which the background effects operate independently of own
education.

Three European studies have considered the impact of social background on
fertility while controlling for the index person’s own education. Kolk (2014) found
that some of the observed intergenerational continuity in fertility could be explained
by continuities in education across generations. Bernhardt (1989) found that even
after controlling for own education, women with a working class background in the
1953 Stockholm birth cohort had a 50 % higher probability of becoming a mother
before age thirty, compared to women hailing from an upper middle class
background. Lappegérd and Rgnsen (2005) found a similar difference, in this case
using parental education as the measure of social background. Both of these studies
used only one indicator of social background and focused only on women.
Furthermore, Bernhardt’s (1989) data were limited to women up until the age of
thirty.
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Summing up, although previous research has paid some attention to social
background as a predictor of the timing of parenthood, previous research lacks a
comprehensive view of how different dimensions of social background affect
fertility timing across the reproductive ages of men and women. This limits our
understanding of which aspects of social background matter, the mechanisms
through which it matters, how it matters across the life course, and whether its
influence is the same for men as for women.

3 Social Background and Fertility: Theoretical Perspectives

A central question in stratification research concerns how the characteristics of the
parental generation shape outcomes in the filial generation (Breen and Rottman
1995; Breen and Goldthorpe 2001), and similar questions feature in life course
demography and epidemiology. In most studies, measures of socioeconomic
position and social background have been used interchangeably, and discussion of
the theoretical grounds for treating social background in one way rather than another
has been limited. However, in recent years sociological and epidemiological studies
have questioned this interchangeability and argued that more precise measures of
social background are needed for a better understanding of the mechanisms by
which social background influences outcomes in adult life (Chan and Goldthorpe
2004, 2007; Geyer et al. 2006; Bukodi and Goldthorpe 2012; Goldthorpe 2012;
Torssander and Erikson 2009, 2010; Buis 2012). Even though dimensions of social
background are related, they reflect its different aspects. Therefore, different
dimensions of social background can affect filial outcomes through different
mechanisms and operate independently of one another. Choice of only one indicator
risks underestimating the importance of social background (Bukodi and Goldthorpe
2012) and limits understanding of the ways in which social background functions. In
the following, I first discuss class, status, and education as separate dimensions of
social background and then discuss the pathways through which they can shape the
timing of parenthood.

Occupational class refers to inequality that arises from social relations in the
labor market and in production units (Goldthorpe 2007). Classes are often
distinguished according to occupational features such as employment conditions,
distinctions between manual and non-manual work, degree of occupational security,
and promotion opportunities (Erikson et al. 1979; Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992).
The effect of class is mainly expressed in economic inequalities and differences in
life chances stemming from these inequalities. Class is not only associated with
economic advantage and disadvantage in individuals’ current income, but also in
income security and income prospects (Erikson and Jonsson 1996; Goldthorpe and
McKnight 2006).

In the Weberian tradition (Weber 1968), class and status are related but separate
dimensions of social stratification. Whereas class deals with the economic aspects of
stratification, status captures its lifestyle and sociocultural aspects and has thus been
considered a more “qualitative” measure of social stratification (Chan 2010). Status
is generally defined as referring to inequality arising from differences in prestige
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and popularity in society and reflects one’s degree of “social honor” (Chan and
Goldthorpe 2004). For instance, a poet can possess immense influence on society,
but often with little economic value. Although lifestyle differences captured by
social status could be seen as a horizontal dimension of stratification, they are
generally treated as vertically aligned to reflect differences in how these lifestyles
are valued in society.

While class captures economic differences and variation in life chances, and
status captures differences in attitudes and lifestyles, education expresses cultural
differences as well as inequalities in the ability to embrace and use knowledge.
Children of highly educated parents are more likely to grow up in an environment
where reading and acquiring knowledge are seen as normal activity and where the
value of education is emphasized (Bourdieu 1984). Highly educated parents are also
more able to help their children in school work (Stevenson and Baker 1987) and
know how to navigate the educational system (Lucas 2001). Children of highly
educated parents can likewise have knowledge of ways to navigate other life course
decisions.

One pathway through which each of these dimensions of social background can
affect entry into parenthood is education, which is highly correlated with social
background (Jonsson and Erikson 1997a, b). Educational level and enrollment is
one of the most influential variables that affect the timing of entry into parenthood
(Kravdal 1994; Skirbekk et al. 2004; Sobotka 2006; Andersson et al. 2009). The
effect of educational enrollment on the risk of becoming a parent is undoubtedly
negative (Hoem 1986; Blossfeld and Huinink 1991; Hoem 2000; Andersson 2000;
Andersson et al. 2009; Thalberg 2011), and longer time in education is thus one
pathway through which social background can influence entry into parenthood. A
negative correlation between education and fertility is often reported, but once
educational level is treated as a time-varying variable, the relationship between
educational level and the risk of becoming a parent is not always negative
(Blossfeld and Huinink 1991; Hank 2002). Although each of the dimensions of
social background is expected to influence educational choices, their effects can
vary (Buis 2012). Therefore, controlling for educational careers can explain the
social background effects to varying degrees.

Social background can additionally affect entry into parenthood independently of
education. Parents’ economic resources, captured by occupational class, can
promote entry into parenthood by providing assurance of economic security and of
the parents’ ability to provide financial assistance. Occupational class background
may, however, also postpone the entry into parenthood. Parents’ economic
resources can reduce the motivation for leaving home early or forming a new
household due to economic reasons (cf. Axinn and Thornton 1992) and thus delay
childbearing. Children from wealthier and higher class backgrounds (and their
parents) can have higher occupational aspirations (Easterlin 1973, 1975) and
particularly, wish to reach at least the occupational position of their parents (Breen
and Goldthorpe 1997). As an indication of this, children from higher class
backgrounds tend to progress in the careers for a longer time (Manzoni et al. 2014).
Childbearing can thus be postponed until a more secure career position has been
reached. To the extent that this expected postponement is related to economic
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resources, controlling for parental incomes and wealth can explain a part of this
effect.

Social status is expected to operate primarily through socialization, that is, the
intergenerational harmonization of individuals’ beliefs, preferences, and behaviors
with that of their cultural surroundings. This translates into intergenerational
continuity in life course choices. Parents can aim to influence their adult children’s
life course decisions directly so as to align with those deemed appropriate within the
status group. Previous research has shown, for example, that parents’ attitudes have
a direct effect on their adult children’s family demographic behaviors, net of the
children’s own attitudes (Axinn and Thornton 1993; Barber 2000). Higher status
lifestyles often require investments in economic and career stability, but also in
cultural activities (cf. Bourdieu 1984). Because higher status lifestyles put more
emphasis on (high-brow) cultural considerations, they are less family-oriented
(Hoem and Hoem 1992). For these reasons, a higher social status background is
expected to lead to lower rates of entry into parenthood. Part of this effect may be
captured by controlling for the parents’ age at entry into parenthood, to the extent
that it reflects a family-oriented culture.

Finally, highly educated parents should not only be better strategically navigating
their children through the education system, they can also have a better
understanding of when it is appropriate, in relation to education and career-building
phases of life, to enter parenthood. Highly educated parents should be better in
implementing this knowledge in their children’s lives (Hoover-Dempsey and Sander
1995, Davis-Kean 2005). Children to highly educated parents tend to themselves
have higher aspirations both in terms of educational attainment and occupational
career, which leads to postponement of parenthood (Johnson 2002). Another
possibility is that less educated parents hold less liberal values of family formation
and thus are less supportive of a child’s decision to postpone parenthood (cf. Hoem
and Hoem 1992). As the age for first-time parents in Sweden gradually has
increased since the mid-1970s (Andersson, 2004), it is possible that it is the least
educated parents that show least understanding of this cultural change.

4 Data and Method

Data on the 1960 birth cohort were extracted from the Swedish population register,
which covers the whole Swedish population and its vital events with a very high
degree of accuracy. The data used in this study include all individuals born in 1960
and who lived in Sweden at the age of fifteen and for whom there is information on
at least one biological or adoptive parent. A total of 97,652 individuals met these
criteria. Although the population register is very close of being complete even for
cohorts born before 1960, it is from this birth cohort and onward that the Swedish
population register can be regard as complete. In addition, the 1960 birth cohort has
at the end of the registers (currently, December 31, 2007) lived long enough
(47 years) so that the entire reproductive age span can be studied (especially for
women). Furthermore, the educational histories in the Swedish register data are
essentially complete from the first half of the 1980s onward. This means that our
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data on educational levels and enrollment have a high degree of accuracy for the
reproductive ages of the 1960 birth cohort. When choosing to study only one birth
cohort, there is also no need to adjust for period effects. The overall importance of
the family of origin on the propensity to become a parent has not changed
significantly in recent decades (Dahlberg 2013), suggesting that these results can be
generalizable to other cohorts as well.

The data were organized into longitudinal histories containing information on all
first childbearing and educational histories, the latter from 1980 onward. The
educational histories thus particularly capture changes in post-secondary enrollment
and attainment and correspond to the ages at which most of the cohort members
begin their childbearing. Additional information on dates of emigration and death is
provided to censor the observations at appropriate points in time. The basic
time variable is age of the index person. Cases are included regardless of whether
they ever get a child or not. The age is given in months since the respondent’s
fifteenth birthday, and the respondents are followed from age fifteen to an onset
of first pregnancy (first birth minus 9 months), until possible emigration, death, or
age 47.

The main independent variables are the parents’ education, parents’ class, and
parents’ status. Parents’ education is measured as the highest level of education
in 1975 when the index persons were 15 years old, using five categories; (1)
Compulsory school, (2) Upper secondary school, 2 years or shorter, (3) Upper
secondary school, 3 years or more, (4) College/university, <3 years, and (5)
College/university, 3 years or more. Parents’ class is coded according to the EGP
class schema (Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992), using parents’ occupation specified
in the 1975 census. Seven levels are distinguished: (1) Upper service class
(including self-employed professionals) (highest), (2) Lower service class, (3)
Routine non-manual, (4) Self-employed, (5) Farmers and fishermen, (6) Skilled
workers, and (7) Unskilled workers (lowest). Parents’ status is determined by the
parents’ occupation in 1975. The status scale builds on the assumption that those
with similar lifestyles and resources tend to interact more with one another, both in
terms of friendship and marriage (Prandy 1998, 1999; Prandy and Lambert 2003).
A scale capturing the social closeness of individuals in different occupations
therefore works as a measure of social status. The status scale is based on a cross-
tabulation of the wife’s and the husband’s occupations (or the occupations of
cohabiting partners) in the 1990 Swedish census. This scale is applied to the
parents’ occupations in the 1975 census. The range of the scale is set from 1 to
999, where a high value corresponds to a higher status (Prandy 1999; Torssander
and Erikson 2010). Parents’ status is divided into quintile groups to make them
comparable to the other measurements. The first quintile group includes the 20 %
with the lowest status.

The highest level of both parents’ education and status is used to determine
parents’ education and status. When parents’ class is measured, information on
whether the mother worked full-time or part-time is used to determine which
parent’s occupation the measurement should be based on (Erikson 1984). If the
mother of the index person was working only part-time, the index person’s father’s
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occupation is used to determine the class even if the mother’s class was higher than
the father’s class.

Education of the index person is measured both as educational attainment and as
educational enrollment. Both variables are time-varying. Educational enrollment is
included as a binary measurement indicating: (0) not in education and (1) in
education. Educational attainment is measured as the highest level of completed
education, using the same five categories as when measuring parents’ education. I
included the index person’s father’s average annual income between ages 48 and 52
(adjusted for inflation) as a measure of economic resources. These ages are chosen
because they correspond fairly well to the ages in which income differences best
approximate differences in lifelong earnings (Bohlmark and Lindquist 2006). The
register data used in this study contain complete information on annual income from
1968 onward, which for the vast majority prevents from measuring income at a
younger age. Father’s income is divided into quintile groups. The index person’s
mother’s age at first birth is included as quintile groups. Proximity to parents is
measured as: (0) living in same dwelling, (1) within 20 km, (2) 20-99 km, (3)
100-249 km, or (4) more than 249 km. If the parents do not live together, the
distance between the index person and the parent who is living closest is used. A
shorter distance between child and parents may affect the decision to become a
parent in two ways; directly by increasing the probability for assistance with the
grandchild in case of need and indirectly by possibly mediating the intergenerational
effects of social background. The index person’s own income is included as quintile
groups. Both income and proximity to parents are time-varying. For descriptive
statistics of the non-time-varying variable and index person’s final education, see
Table 1.

I applied event history techniques to model the transition to the first birth by
estimating proportional hazard (intensity regression) models (e.g., Hoem 1993),
where the intensity to enter parenthood for individual 7 is given by the formula

1:(2) = (1) CXP{Zﬁjxij} (1)

where pi,(7) is the baseline intensity of the model, representing the piecewise
constant effect of time since the fifteenth birthday as 1-year duration intervals
(15-47). I estimated a total of eight, stepwise, models, separately for women and for
men. The first three estimate the bivariate associations between the social back-
ground indicators and the risk of entry into parenthood, whereas the fourth includes
them in the same model to assess whether they have effects independently of one
another. The fifth model adds the mother’s age at first birth, the sixth includes the
father’s average incomes, the seventh model adds the time-varying variables edu-
cational attainment and enrollment, and the eighth and final model adds the time-
varying variables income and proximity to parents.

One important reason to study the 1960 birth cohort is that this cohort has lived
long enough so that the entire reproductive age span can be studied. If the event
history analyses show that social background has a significant net effect on the
propensity to become a parent, it is highly relevant to answering the question
whether social background affects the event timing (the event occurs sooner/later)
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics Variable Percent (%)

Parents’ education

Compulsory school <9 years (ref.) 48.51
Upper secondary school <2 years 23.34
Upper secondary school >2 11.80
College/university <3 years 5.23
College/university >3 years 10.16
Postgraduate education 0.98
Parents’ EGP

Upper service class 10.46
Lower service class 19.70
Routine non-manual 13.42
Self-employed 6.92
Farmers, fishermen 5.54
Skilled workers 19.95
Unskilled workers 24.02
Parents’ status

Mean 494.5
SD 149.9
Mothers’ age at first birth

Mean 26.6
SD 5.67
Fathers’ mean income (SEK) age 48-52°

Mean 232,244
SD 155,052
Index persons’ education (at age 47)

Compulsory school <9 years (ref.) 28.75
Upper secondary school <2 years 35.95
Upper secondary school >2 9.93
College/university <3 years 12.64
College/university >3 years 10.39
Total number of individuals 97,731
Number of first births 1975-2007 77,556

*1SEK=0.12€

or the overall probability of the ultimate event occurrence (Bongaarts and Feeney
1998). I therefore also applied logistic regression analysis on the propensity to have
become a parent at age 47. This analysis included all dimensions of social
background and all non-time-varying variables, and the index person educational
attainment at age 47. Comparable alternatives would either be to perform a
computation of the survival function at the end of the time interval studied (Bernardi
2001) or to analyze whether including an interaction between covariates and
duration significantly improves the model.
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5 Results

Table 2 shows the correlations (Spearman’s rho) between parents’ education, class,
and status. The correlations do not change significantly when they are calculated
separately for men and for women. All three measurements of social background
correlate positively, although the strength of the correlations varies. Parental class
and status, both based on occupation, show the strongest correlation, whereas
parents’ education shows the weakest correlation with the other two measures of
social background. These correlations are somewhat lower than the correlations
between the index person’s own socioeconomic indicators (Torssander and Erikson
2010). The reason is that the two sources of social background information, from
both the mother and the father, are combined to create measures of social
background.

Figures 1 and 2 show the hazards and survival curves, respectively, of entry into
motherhood and fatherhood by the highest educational level of the parents. This
background measure was chosen for this descriptive analysis as it precedes both

Table 2 Spearman’s rank order correlations between parents education, class, and status

Variable Percent (%)
Parents’ education Parents’ EGP Parents’ status
Parents’ education 1.00
Parents’ EGP 0.50 1.00
Parents’ status 0.48 0.72 1.00

Hazard
006 .008

.004

.002

20 30 40
age age

Compulsory school College/university <3 years
----- Upper secondary school <=2 years ————- College/university >=3 years
Upper secondary school >2 years

Fig. 1 a (left) Hazard of becoming a mother by parent’s education. b (right) Hazard of becoming a father
by parent’s education
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Fig. 2 a (left) Survival curve. Entry into motherhood by parents education. b (right) Survival curve.
Entry into fatherhood by parents education

occupational class and status. However, the findings in terms of these two other
measures are very similar. The figures show that men and women whose parents
have higher levels of education enter parenthood at a later age. Half of the men with
parents with the lowest level of education have become fathers by age 30; half of the
women with similarly educated parents have become mothers by age 26. The
corresponding figures for men and women with high university-educated parents are
33 and 30, respectively. Women with highly educated parents have a lower risk of
becoming a parent than women with less educated parents until age 30, after which
their rate of entering parenthood remains higher until the end of the reproductive
age. For men, this crossover has fully happened by age 32. For men, parental
education has a pure postponement effect as can be seen in Fig. 2, but childlessness
is 5 % points more common among women with university-educated parents
compared to women whose parents have the least education. This is interesting,
given that childlessness is the highest among women who themselves have low
education (Andersson et al. 2009).

Tables 3 and 4 show the main results from the event history models, both for
women and for men, respectively. I estimated seven models, separately for men and
women. Model 1 through 3 included one measure of social background at a time. In
Model 4, all three measures of social background were included simultaneously to
illustrate which of the background measurement matters most, net of the others. In
Models 5, through 7 the three intermediate variables were included stepwise, as
described above. In the eighth and final model, the two time-varying covariate
Proximity to parents and Income were included. All results are reported as relative
risks in relation to a reference category. Given the large data set used in the analysis,
most results are highly significant. Thus, finding meaningful patterns in any
observed differences in relative risks is important before drawing any conclusions
about effects of social background on becoming a parent.
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The results from Models 1 through 3, where only one measure of social
background was included at a time, show that each dimension of social background
has an inverse association with the risk of becoming a parent. Parental education
appears to have a steady gradient-like effect across the distribution (also, see
Figs. 1, 2). For women, each increase in parents’ educational level reduces the risk
of becoming a mother by almost 10 %. For men, every increase in the parents’
education results in an approximately 5 % decrease in the risk of becoming a father.
When postgraduate studies were included as a sixth and highest level of education,
also this level of education further reduced the risks of becoming a parent with
about 10 % for women and 5 % for men (not shown in the Tables).

The results from Model 2 show that higher occupational class background
reduces the risk of entry into parenthood. Class should not be understood solely as a
hierarchical classification, and therefore, the interpretation of these patterns should
be made with some caution. In part, farmers and the self-employed are difficult to
place in a hierarchical order. However, the relative risk of becoming a mother is
gradually reduced for the three highest categories: routine non-manual, lower
service class, and upper service class in comparison with the reference category. For
men, there is no difference between men whose parents were unskilled or skilled
workers, or self-employed. The magnitude of parents’ class is much weaker for men
than for women.

The results from Model 3 show that having parents of higher status is associated
with a lower risk of becoming a parent. For women, we see a clear gradient-like
pattern where higher status reduces the propensity to become a mother by about
5-10 % points for each quintile group increase. For men, the impact of parents’
status seems to be less, but still significantly lower for the three highest quintile
groups compared to the reference category.

The influence of each measurement of social background decreases when all
three measurements are included simultaneously (Model 4). This is of no surprise
given that the three dimensions of social background are positively correlated with
one another (see Table 2) and thus to some extent measure the same general social
standing. Controlling for parental education, the parents’ class and status no longer
significantly predict men’s propensity to enter parenthood. For women, the negative
effect of parental status is reduced when controlling for parental education and
class. A conclusion is that for men parental education is the only relevant dimension
of social background which predicts entry into parenthood. Having university-
educated parents reduces the rate of entry into fatherhood by 18 %, compared to
having parents with the lowest educational level. Parental education has a stronger
negative influence on women’s than on men’s entry into parenthood. However,
parents’ occupational class and social status exert additional influence on women’s
propensity to enter parenthood.

As mentioned in the theoretical section, social background can affect fertility
indirectly, through the age at which the mother had her first child, economic
resources, and educational careers and attainment. I added these intermediate
variables stepwise in Models 5 through 7. Model 5 added the index person’s
mother’s age at first birth. Not surprisingly, it has an inverse effect on the index
person’s entry rate into parenthood, but it changes the effects of the social
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background variables only marginally. Model 6 added the father’s mean income.
For men, father’s mean income did not predict the rate of entry into fatherhood.
Women whose fathers belonged to the two highest income quintiles had a lower rate
of entering motherhood than those whose fathers belonged to the other income
groups. However, this intermediate variable does not explain much of the impact of
any of the social background dimensions. It does explain a small part of the
importance of parental status and of an upper service class background for women.
The effect of having self-employed or farmer parents, compared to having working
class parents, actually increases, reflecting the often low regular incomes in these
occupations.

Model 7 added the index person’s own educational history. Enrollment in
education has a strong negative effect on the propensity to become a parent. The risk
of motherhood declines by more than 70 %, and the risk of fatherhood is about
50 % lower when being enrolled in education. Educational attainment has
surprisingly a stronger effect on women’s parenthood, although the pattern of the
effects is similar for both genders. Apart from longer (>2 years) upper secondary
education—which decreases the rate of entry into parenthood—every step up the
educational ladder is associated with a higher relative risk of becoming a parent
once having finished education.

The effect of parents’ educational attainment on entry into parenthood decreases
slightly, but consistently, when controlling for the index person’s own educational
history. Parental education, however, continues to have an independent and negative
effect, and it remains stronger for women than for men. Women with university-
educated parents have a 17 %, and men with university-educated parents have a
14 % lower rate of entering parenthood compared to women and men whose parents
have the lowest level of education, respectively.

The last variable to be included was the two time-varying covariate proximity to
parents and index person’s own income (Model 8). It should not be a surprise that
living in the same dwelling as the parents, which is a very strong predictor of living
in the same household as the parents, shows a very strong negative impact on the
propensity to become a parent. However, the differences between the other
categories of proximity to parents are relatively small, and the conclusion is that it is
primarily of importance to move out of the parental home that matters. Moving out
of the parental home is obviously a strong predictor of shifting from an educational
phase of life to an occupational phase. A change that for many also is strongly
associated with entry into parenthood. For men, income shows a clear positive
impact on fertility, while for women the association between income and fertility
shows an inverted U-shape. The influence of social background is not affected in
any important ways by the inclusion of these two variables. The importance of being
enrolled in education is reduced both for women and for men when proximity to
parents and index person’s own income are included. Since income tends to be low
while being enrolled in education, stepping out of the lowest income quintile is
probably, in many cases, the same as moving from an educational phase of life to a
more stable, occupational phase.

Almost all of the remaining effects of parents’ status were reduced in the final
model. Only women whose parents belonged to the highest status quintile had a
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smaller risk of becoming mothers compared to the reference category. For
occupational class, most of the effects were reduced in the final model. For women,
the negative effect of parent’s occupational class was much reduced by the inclusion
of the index person’s own income, and the negative effect remains only for routine
non-manual and the two service classes. Sons to farmers and fishermen show a
significantly higher risk of becoming a parent when their own income and proximity
to the parents were included, indicating that there is a fertility behavior transmitted
across generations in farmer/fisher families that deviates from the other groups.

In general, the effect of social background seems to be stronger for women than
men. Parental education is the only significant predictor of entry into fatherhood,
whereas parental occupational class and belonging to the highest status quintile
affect entry into motherhood. I also tested the relationships between gender, social
background, and entry into parenthood by including interaction terms between
gender and social background (instead of separate models), and the likelihood ratio
test of these models shows statistically significant differences between men and
women.

Is the negative association between social background and the propensity to
become a parent completely or partly due to the postponement of childbearing, or
does social background also affect the ultimate likelihood to ever become a parent?
Table 5 shows the results of the logistic regression of been a parent at the age of 47.
The non-time-varying variables are included in the same manner as in the event
history analysis. The index person’s own education is included as a non-time-
varying variable measuring educational attainment at age 47. People who were
censored in the event history analysis due to migration or death have been excluded
from the logistic analysis. For both men and women, the first birth risk after age 47
is extremely low, and the results would almost certainly been unchanged even if it
had been possible to study the 1960 birth cohort at older ages.

The results in Table 5 clearly show that social background has no impact on the
final likelihood of becoming a parent. Almost none of the categories, no matter what
measure of social background, show any meaningful deviation from the reference
categories. This implies that the negative association between social background
and the propensity to become a parent, seen in Table 3 and 4, is entirety a
postponement effect and that social background does not directly affect the ultimate
likelihood to ever enter parenthood. The descriptive results (Figs. 1, 2) indicated
that there was some variations in the final probability of ever becoming a mother
due to social background, while the final likelihood of becoming the father did not
seem to be influenced by social background. Thus, for women, the difference in the
probability of ever becoming parents, indicated in the descriptive results, can
entirely be explained by the intermediate variables included in this study.

6 Discussion and Conclusion
In this paper, I have introduced three different measures of social background—

class, status, and education—into fertility research. The purpose of the study was to
examine whether these have independent effects on entry into parenthood and
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Table 5 Odds ratio of becoming a mother/father at age 47 by parents education, parents class, parents
status, mothers age at first birth, fathers mean income, educational attainment

Women Men
Parents’ education
Compulsory school (ref.) 1 1
Upper secondary school <2 years 0.937 0.999
Upper secondary school >2 0.874* 0.967
College/university <3 years 0.917 0.965
College/university >3 years 0.918 0.943
Parents” EGP
Unskilled workers (ref.) 1 1
Skilled workers 0.954 0.994
Farmers, fishermen 1.211%* 1.107
Self-employed 1.003 1.099*
Routine non-manual 1.004 1.050
Lower service class 0.940 1.060
Upper service class 0.968 1.030
Parents’ status
1 Lowest quintile group 1 1
2 0.994 1.005
3 1.013 1.011
4 1.040 1.044
5 Highest quintile group 1.012 1.105*
Mothers’ age at first birth
1 Lowest quintile group 1 1
2 0.920%* 0.949
3 0.898%* 0.900%#*
4 0.846%** 0.868*#*
5 Highest quintile group 0.740%#* 0.755%%*
Fathers’ mean income
1 Lowest quintile group 1 1
2 1.065 0.950
3 1.125% 1.064
4 1.056 1.131%%*
5 Highest quintile group 1.103 1.136
Education
Compulsory school (ref.) 1 1
Upper secondary school <2 years 1.054 1.150%*%*
Upper secondary school >2 years 0.761* 1.138%*
College/university <3 years 0.754 %% 1.050
College/university >3 years 0.424 %% 0.921*
Number of observations 47,355 48,838

* Indicates a p value of <5 %, ** indicates p value of <1 %, and *** indicates statistically significance
with the probability of a random effect lower than 1 per thousand (0.000)
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whether these effects remain after controlling for potential sociodemographic
pathways. In the main analysis, I estimated the effect of social background on first
births using piecewise constant exponential models. The results showed that each of
the three variables of social background, introduced separately, has a clear negative
association with the risk of becoming a parent, both for men and for women. When
all three measurements of social background are included simultaneously, parents’
education has the most robust influence on fertility: Children of highly educated
parents had lower rates of entry into parenthood. The descriptive results pointed
primarily to a postponement effect: Children to highly educated parents begin
childbearing later in life. Although parental education was associated with
somewhat higher childlessness among women in the descriptive analysis, this
could be completely explained by the mediating variables. The direct effect of
parental education was to postpone rather than forego childbearing. The other two
dimensions have no influence on entry into fatherhood, but remained significant
predictors of entry into motherhood: Women hailing from higher class or status
families postpone their fertility.

Among the three pathways that were tested in this paper, the index persons’
educational histories and index persons’ mothers’ age at first birth explained a part
of the effect of social background on fertility, whereas the father’s income was of
limited significance and had no effect on the entry into fatherhood. Own incomes
and proximity to parents explained, additionally, a small part of the class
background effect. Even after the intervening variables were introduced, parental
education had a significant negative effect on entry into parenthood. Class
background had significant effects for women, whereas social status did not.

What can the results tell about the mechanisms through which social background
affects entry into parenthood? Two key findings should direct our discussion. First,
parental education appeared as the most robust predictor of entry into parenthood,
and second, social background has a stronger effect for women. Regarding the
effects of parental education, I hypothesized that it reflects information on how to
navigate life course decisions and their sequencing, but it can also reflect cultural
factors and specifically, weaker preferences for family life. Three reasons cast doubt
on the second explanation, even though it has been suggested in related research
(Hoem and Hoem 1992; Lyngstad 2006). First, social status did not have a direct
effect unlike one would have expected were the cultural explanation correct.
Second, although the mother’s age at first birth explains a part of the social
background effect, its explanatory power was limited. And third, the analysis
showed that the direct effect of education was to postpone, not forego childbearing,
what one could have expected in the presence of weak preferences for family life.

Another explanation is that children from higher social backgrounds have higher
occupational aspirations and better information on how to reach these goals. This is
supported also by the significant direct effect of occupational class background for
women. Previous research has shown how higher class background predicts longer
occupational career progression as those from such backgrounds aim to reach at
least the position of their parents (Harkonen and Bihagen 2011; Manzoni et al.
2014). An educational level which for someone from a low social background adds
up to upward mobility can for someone from a higher class background mean the
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starting point of a career, which needs to be built. This can specifically be the case in
an environment of educational expansion, where social reproduction in the upper
strata is not possible through education alone. Parents can actively push their
children to climb the career ladder. This can then translate into a postponement of
family formation once a preferred career stage is reached.

That women are more affected than men by their social background is in line
with previous research, showing that women are on average more affected by their
family of origin (Booth and Edwards 1990; Amato and Keith 1991; Amato 1996;
Dahlberg 2013). One possibility is that parents’ influences over their children
decline as the child grows older and since women, on average, are younger than men
when enter parenthood, they are also more responsive to family background (Rossi
and Rossi 1990). Another explanation refers to women’s role as kinkeepers and thus
their stronger susceptibility to parental influence (Aronson 1992). Childbearing
disrupts women’s more than men’s careers, and it may therefore be that women
from higher social backgrounds postpone fertility longer so as to reach their
occupational position they aspire. The negative effect of father’s (high) incomes on
women’s, but not on men’s, entry into parenthood can point to a similar pathway.
This study was not able to control for educational field of the index person. Previous
studies (Hoem et al. 2006a, b) have shown that next to educational attainment,
educational field can also be important for the onset of fertility.

The relatively weak effect of father’s income is an interesting finding in its own
right. One explanation why economic background does not have a strong impact on
fertility in Sweden could be that Swedish income inequalities are low (Yaish and
Andersen 2012) and that Sweden has one of the most generous parental leave
systems (Korpi 2000). Also, student loans in Sweden are, in an international
comparison, generously subsidized (Johnstone 1986) and higher educations are free
of charge (Vossensteyn 2009). These are things that could reduce a possible impact
of parental economic differences on offspring’s fertility. The effect of the highest
incomes on women’s, but not men’s fertility, can also reflect women’s greater
likelihood to receive financial help (e.g., Attias-Donfut et al. 2005), which grants
them a degree of financial independence and leeway in family formation. When the
index person’s own educational histories are included in the analysis, the influence
of parents’ education is reduced. Thus, the social biased recruitment to higher
education explains only a part of the effect of parents’ education on children’s
propensity to become parents.

Family behavior can be a part of the intergenerational reproduction of social
inequalities. The net effect of socioeconomic background, especially for women,
may work against intergenerational social mobility if women from higher social
backgrounds continue career progression longer by postponing childbearing. On the
other hand, although the results do not show any deviation in the final likelihood to
end up childless, a postponement of entering into parenthood can nevertheless affect
the probability of achieving the desired final family size. The fact that the results
show that the negative relationship between social background and fertility entirely
is a postponement can strengthen the suggestion that the intergenerational
transmission of fertility is part of a reproduction of classes across generations. If
the effect of social background and fertility also would be reducing the likelihood to
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ever become a parent, it would undermine the same assumption. Even though
parents from higher classes influence their children to have higher occupational and
educational aspirations, it is unlikely that they would want for their children to
jeopardize ever becoming a parent.
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