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Labor market status, migrant status, and first childbearing in 

Sweden 

Karin E. Lundström
1
  

Gunnar Andersson
2
 

Abstract 

BACKGROUND 

Labor market uncertainties and employment insecurity have emerged as increasingly 

important factors in research on family formation and fertility. 

 

OBJECTIVE 

In the present study, we provide evidence from Sweden on how non-employment, 

unemployment, and temporary employment relate to young people’s first birth risks. 

 

METHODS 

We use a combination of Labor Force Survey data on employment characteristics and 

register data on demographic outcomes to investigate how the labor market status and 

stability of employment are associated with the first birth behavior of women and men, 

and of Swedish- and foreign-born people in Sweden. 

 

RESULTS 

Consistent with previous research, we find that people who are not in the labor force are 

less likely than those who are employed to enter parenthood. In most cases, we also find 

that young people who are in temporary employment are less likely than those who are 

permanently employed to start a family. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

Our study demonstrates that foreign-born people living in Sweden tend to adapt to the 

behavior of native-born Swedes, and that patterns for women and men are largely 

similar. We relate these findings to the equalizing impact of the country’s universal 

welfare regime. 

 

                                                           
1 Forecasting Institute of Statistics Sweden. E-mail: Karin.e.Lundstrom@scb.se. 
2 Stockholm University Demography Unit. E-mail: gunnar.andersson@sociology.su.se. 
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1. Introduction 

At the turn of the century, labor market uncertainties and employment insecurity had 

emerged as key factors in research and debate on family formation and fertility in 

Europe. Economic uncertainties related to globalization and labor market restructuring 

have become prominent issues in the demographic literature (Mills and Blossfeld 2005; 

Blossfeld et al. 2005). The most recent economic volatility and crises of Europe have 

also led to increased interest in how labor market uncertainties relate to family-

demographic behavior (Sobotka et al. 2011; Kreyenfeld et al. 2012). A string of recent 

publications have provided empirical evidence on how different dimensions of 

individual labor market status and labor market uncertainty relate to family formation 

among young people in Europe. Studies on Germany (Kreyenfeld 2010; Özcan et al. 

2010; Berninger et al. 2011), the UK (Schmitt 2012), France (Pailhé and Solaz 2012), 

Italy (Santarelli 2011; Vignoli et al. 2012), Spain (Adsera 2011), Norway (Kravdal 

2002), and Israel (Raz-Yurovich 2010) have provided ample evidence on how factors 

like unemployment and non-employment, unstable and temporary employment, and 

being in an insecure economic situation are associated with family formation and 

fertility among young women and men across Europe. The patterns in these 

associations are not always strong, and they sometimes differ between countries. In 

some countries, the labor market status of men seems to matter more for family 

formation than the status of women; while in other countries, the status of young people 

of both sexes seems to be equally important (for a summary and overview, see 

Kreyenfeld et al. 2012). 

In the present study, we focus on Sweden. We present empirical evidence on how 

the labor market status of young adults in this country is related to their entry into 

parenthood during the period 1987-2004. We study how the non-employment, 

unemployment, or temporary employment status of a young person is related to his or 

her risk of having a first child. We focus on the birth of the first child, as this parity 

progression is the most crucial step in the family formation process; previous research 

on Sweden has shown that this transition is strongly associated with the process of 

becoming established in the labor market (cf. Andersson 2000; Hoem 2000). We also 

focus on different combinations of gender and migration status among people living in 

Sweden. International immigrants in Sweden face much greater obstacles than natives 

in becoming established in the labor market (SCB 2008, 2009). It is therefore 

particularly interesting to include the foreign-born in our study as a separate category. 

Our aims in this study are to find out (i) how the different dimensions of labor market 

status are related to first birth risks, and (ii) to what extent patterns differ by the gender 

and migration status of people in Sweden. 
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1.1 Background: Pro-cyclical fertility in Sweden 

Sweden is a universalistic welfare state with relatively high labor force participation 

rates among both women and men, and relatively high fertility levels (Figure 1). Over 

the last century, the total fertility rate (TFR) has been characterized by large 

fluctuations from one period to the next. In recent decades, trends in childbearing have 

evolved in tandem with the business cycle. It is plausible that the positive connection 

between fertility and economic growth is stronger in this country than in many other 

contexts. Sweden and the other Nordic countries are known for their implementation of 

social policies that make it easier for women and men to balance childrearing with paid 

employment (Bernhardt 1993; Hoem 1993; Andersson 2000, 2008; Oláh and Bernhardt 

2008). The option to combine these two life domains likely strengthens the positive 

association between aggregate fertility and economic swings. At the individual level, a 

positive association for women between their attachment to the labor market and 

childbearing is maintained and supported by, for example, a policy design that ties the 

economic compensation paid during parental leave to previous income from work 

(Andersson 2000, 2008). This gives additional incentives to both women and men to 

establish themselves in the labor market before becoming a parent. Previous studies 

have shown that women and men who are not in the labor force have a lower propensity 

to have a first child than those who are employed (Andersson 2000; Hoem 2000; 

Duvander and Olsson 2001; Andersson and Scott 2005; Scott and Stanfors 2011); i.e., 

that women and men tend to postpone starting a family until their situation in the labor 

market has been properly established. Research has also indicated that having a 

temporary position in the labor market has a negative effect on the propensity to 

become a first-time mother or father (Persson 2001). Based on these previous findings, 

we expect to find a negative association for most indicators of weak labor market status 

and first-birth fertility, and we expect to observe that patterns for women and men in 

Sweden’s dual-breadwinner system are fairly similar. 

As an introduction to our study, we provide data in Figure 1 on the total fertility of 

Swedish women and men, respectively, and the proportion of people aged 20-44 who 

are not in the labor force. The former measures were calculated from register data 

maintained by Statistics Sweden, and the latter measures were derived from data from 

Statistics Sweden's Labor Force Surveys. The category of people who are not in the 

labor force mainly consists of students and of individuals participating in certain labor 

market policy programs. The diagram nicely demonstrates the “pro-cyclical” 

relationship between recent fertility trends and the business cycle.  
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Figure 1: Fraction of women and men aged 20-44 not in the labor force and 

total fertility rate (TFR) for women and men in Sweden,  

1987-2004 
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1.2 Background: Childbearing after migration to Sweden 

In addition to looking at the childbearing behavior of Swedish-born women and men, 

we have also chosen to study the behavior of a few aggregated groups of foreign-born 

women and men. This provides further insight into both the gendered nature of the 

association between labor market status and fertility, and the role that contextual factors 

may play in shaping such relationships. In particular, looking at the foreign-born 

population has the potential to provide insight into the relationships between migration 

and childbearing, and into immigrants’ patterns of adaptation to the prevailing fertility 

behaviors in the country of destination.  

The composition of foreign-born people in Sweden has changed over time. Like 

many other countries in Western Europe, Sweden became a country of immigration 

after the Second World War. Before the early 1970s, immigration was dominated by 

labor market migrants, mostly from neighboring Finland. Since the beginning of the 

1970s, immigration has taken on a somewhat different character, as it has become more 

common for refugees and their relatives to move to Sweden (Nilsson 2004). Today’s 
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migrants come from a large number of countries located across the globe. There are 

clear differences in immigrants’ levels of success in the labor market based on where 

they came from and when they arrived in Sweden. While the early groups of 

immigrants had very high rates of labor force participation, more recent groups of 

migrants have had greater difficulties in becoming established in the Swedish labor 

market (e.g., Scott 1999; Bevelander 2000; Bevelander and Skyt Nielsen 2001; le 

Grand and Szulkin 2002; Rosholm et al. 2006; for statistics on immigrant integration in 

Sweden and its labor market, see SCB 2008, 2009). The labor market status of many 

immigrant groups deteriorated gradually during the 1980s and 1990s. Various studies 

have sought to explain these developments by examining the relative role of demand 

factors related to labor market restructuring, supply factors related to the qualifications 

of newly arrived migrants, discrimination in the Swedish labor market, and deficiencies 

in Swedish immigrant integration policies (for an overview of the literature on 

immigrants’ integration into the Swedish labor market, see Schröder 2007). 

An inspection of crude TFR statistics for different groups of immigrants suggests 

that the aggregate group of foreign-born women in Sweden have a somewhat higher 

fertility rate than Swedish-born women. Figure 2 illustrates the levels and trends in total 

fertility among women living in Sweden by their country of origin. Following Statistics 

Sweden’s demographic analysis practices, we map countries outside of Europe 

according to their classification in the UN's Human Development Index (HDI). The 

various non-European countries of origin are classified into three levels based on their 

HDI value in 2007: low, medium, and high.  

Figure 2 reveals that the TFR values of women born in other Nordic countries, the 

EU, and non-European countries with a high HDI rank are very similar to those of 

Swedish-born women. The fertility rates for other groups of immigrants are visibly 

higher, but their trends in TFR values largely follow those of the Swedish-born 

population.   

For our subsequent analyses, we use these crude TFR statistics on women to 

distinguish two very broad groups of foreign-born people: (i) immigrants from other 

Nordic countries, the EU, and non-European countries with a high HDI rank; and (ii) 

immigrants from non-EU Europe and non-European countries with a low or medium 

HDI rank. Based on the TFR statistics, we expect to find that the former group of 

foreign-born people resemble the Swedish-born population in their childbearing 

behavior more than the latter group. The former group includes a large contingent of 

immigrants from Finland, while the latter group consists of migrants from countries 

such as Iran, Iraq, Turkey, and the former Yugoslavia. Many people in this group came 

to Sweden as refugees or because they needed protection, while others were relatives of 

earlier immigrants.  
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Figure 2: Total fertility rate (TFR) of women living in Sweden, by country 

groups of birth, 1987-2004 
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Source: Statistics Sweden 

 

Previous research has shown that the elevated fertility rates of immigrants can 

often be attributed to so-called “migration effects” in childbearing behavior: i.e., the 

tendency to postpone becoming a parent until after migration produces artificially high 

fertility rates for migrants in their country of destination (Andersson 2004; Milewski 

2007; Parrado 2011). Clear duration dependencies in migrant fertility are manifested in 

elevated fertility shortly after the time of migration, but no or only weak elevated 

fertility over longer periods of time. This seems to hold for migrant women in 

particular, while the fertility of male migrants may peak at a somewhat later point in 

time after migration (Toulemon and Mazuy 2004; Persson 2008). Previous studies on 

Sweden have shown that the childbearing patterns of most groups of immigrant women 

tend to resemble the patterns of the Swedish-born population after the women have 

lived for a relatively short period of time in the destination country (Andersson 2004; 

Andersson & Scott 2005; Persson 2008). Evidently, in any study that involves the 

fertility of migrants, it is crucial to account for the amount of time that has elapsed since 

migration. 

As we noted above, many groups of recent immigrants to Sweden have had a weak 

attachment to the labor market. This situation seems to reflect increasing structural 

disadvantages rather than circumstances that are specific to recent business cycles. 
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Thus, the role of labor market status in childbearing behavior may be quite different for 

foreign- and Swedish-born people. In addition, if the role of cultural factors that 

prescribe different modes of gendered behavior for different groups of immigrants is 

decisive in childbearing decisions, we would expect to find clear differences between 

groups of migrants in how female labor market status relates to fertility. We would also 

expect to observe clear differences in how male and female labor market status 

influences such behavior (for a discussion, see Andersson and Scott 2005). However, 

the available research has indicated that the role of socioeconomic factors in 

childbearing behavior is remarkably similar for Swedish- and foreign-born women 

(Andersson and Scott 2005, 2007). A study on the fertility of children born to 

immigrants in Sweden has found that this largely holds for “second-generation” 

immigrants as well (Scott and Stanfors 2011). In our study, we therefore expect to find 

evidence of similar patterns among foreign- and Swedish-born women. Given the lack 

of previous related research on male migrants to Sweden, we are less certain that we 

will see the same similarities between different groups of men. However, as the 

demographic literature has been less ambiguous in its predictions regarding 

relationships between the labor market status and fertility of men, we generally expect 

to find that the associations between various indicators of weak male labor market 

attachment and first birth fertility are negative. 

 

 

2. Data and methods  

2.1 Data 

Our study relies on two types of data: information on labor market status derived from 

Statistics Sweden's Labor Force Surveys during 1987-2004, and demographic data 

derived from population registers maintained by Statistics Sweden and linked to the 

information from the Labor Force Surveys (LFS). It was possible to link the data 

because each individual living in Sweden has a unique PIN code as his or her identifier. 

The LFS is a sample survey conducted each month by Statistics Sweden for the 

Ministry of Finance. The objectives of the survey are to describe current employment 

conditions and to provide information about ongoing developments in the labor market. 

Selected survey participants are interviewed once every three months over a period of 

two years about their labor market situation during a given week of the month of the 

interview; the present study is based on the situation as reported at the first interview. 

Our study includes women and men who were childless and between the ages of 20 and 

44 at the time of their first interview in the LFS. Information from the LFS is then 

linked to information on subsequent childbearing from the Multigenerational Register 
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and to data on previous and subsequent migration from the Historical Population 

Register; both registers are maintained by Statistics Sweden. 

In our analyses, we study the propensity of survey respondents to become a parent 

during the two years following their survey participation. Individuals who had a child 

within nine months of their initial participation in the survey were removed from the 

analysis, as they were already expecting a child when their labor market status was 

measured. Individuals who emigrated or died within these two years were also excluded 

from the analysis. Table 1 provides summary statistics on the study population. It 

indicates that about 11% of the study population are foreign-born. 

 

Table 1: Study population, childless women and men in Sweden, by country 

group of birth, who participated in Labor Force Surveys during 

1987-2004, and number of first births 

 Number of  

childless women 

Number of 

first births 

Number of 

childless men 

Number of 

first births 

Swedish-born 48,610 4,173 66,378 4 130 

Born in other Nordic countries, 

the EU, or non-European 

countries with high HDI 2,966 265 3,502 243 

Born in non-EU Europe or non-

European countries with 

medium or low HDI 2,259 234 3,559 331 

 

Source: Swedish Labor Force Surveys and population registers maintained by Statistics Sweden; authors’ own calculations. 

 

 

2.2 Variables 

In our analyses, the data on labor market status as derived from the LFS have been 

categorized as follows: 

 

 Not in the labor force: These are mainly students, but the category also 

includes people in certain labor market policy programs and others who 

were not in the labor force.  

 Employed: This category includes people with permanent or temporary 

employment, self-employed individuals, and people who assist self-

employed family members. People who have worked at least one hour 

during the reference week are considered employed by the LFS. The 

category also includes employed people who were temporarily absent 
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from work during the reference week. In our analysis, we will further 

distinguish between those individuals with permanent employment and 

those with temporary employment. The latter group consists of people in 

replacement positions, public employment support, seasonal work, trial 

employment, or different types of project employment. 

 Unemployed: This category is made up of people who looked for work 

and were able to work during the reference week, as well as individuals 

who were scheduled to begin working within three months of the 

reference week. There are not very many unemployed in our data, and 

estimates for this category may not become statistically significant, 

especially for the smaller groups of foreign-born individuals. Thus, it may 

be difficult to make reliable comparisons between the Swedish- and the 

foreign-born respondents when it comes to the role of unemployment in 

first birth behavior. 

 

The labor market status of each respondent was measured at the time of his or her 

initial participation in the LFS. The outcome variable of our study is that of a first birth 

occurring during the 9-24 months observed subsequent to the collection of data on labor 

market status. 

In our multivariate analysis of first birth behavior, we also include a number of 

essential control variables. In particular, when studying patterns in childbearing among 

foreign-born people, it is important to consider time since migration to Sweden. In our 

analyses, this variable is divided into three categories:  

 

 the foreign-born people who migrated to Sweden during childhood 

(before age 15),  

 immigrants with less than two years between their migration to Sweden 

and participation in the LFS, and 

 immigrants with two years or more between their migration to Sweden 

and participation in the LFS. 

 

For individuals who immigrated before 1968, there is no information on dates of 

migration. These people have been classified as having moved to Sweden while under 

age 15. 

We also include controls for the age category of the survey participant, the 

calendar year period of survey participation, and the respondent’s family status as 

reported in the LFS. Tables 1-3 in the appendix provide summary statistics on the 

distribution of survey respondents over the different categories of variables, and the 

number of children born to these respondents. Separate statistics are provided for 
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women and men who belong to each country group of birth under study. These statistics 

reveal some crucial differences between different groups in their distributions across 

labor market status categories. In general, childless women and men had quite similar 

levels of employment, but women were more likely than men to be in temporary 

employment. This held for the foreign-born as well as for native Swedes. Immigrants 

from countries in the EU, the Nordic region, and non-European countries with a high 

HDI rank had patterns of labor market attachment that were very similar to those of the 

Swedish-born population (Appendix Tables 1 and 2). Among immigrant groups from 

other parts of the world, far lower percentages were in permanent employment, and 

higher shares were outside the labor force (Appendix Table 3). Overall, about three in 

four childless women and men of the first two populations were employed, while in the 

latter population about half of the childless women and men had permanent or 

temporary employment.  

  

 

2.3 Method 

The likelihood of becoming a first-time mother or father is estimated in a logistic 

regression model. The outcome that is modeled is whether a first birth occurred during 

the 9-24 months subsequent to survey participation. Analyses are conducted separately 

for women and men belonging to each of the three country groups of origin defined 

above.  

It is important to note that our data are not as extensive as the data from the 

population registers covering the total population of the country, which Swedish 

demographers are otherwise fortunate to be able to work with. In particular, there are 

considerably fewer observations of foreign-born people than of respondents born in 

Sweden. This means that many of the differences observed between different categories 

of foreign-born women and men will not be strong enough to be statistically significant. 
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3. Results  

3.1 Labor market status 

Table 2 presents the results on the role of labor market status for the three country 

groups of women in Sweden. In this first step of our analysis, we define the labor 

market status using three categories: not in the labor force, employed, and unemployed. 

The results for Swedish born women confirmed previous findings that showed that 

women who were not in the labor force were considerably less likely to become 

mothers (e.g., Andersson 2000; Hoem 2000; Persson 2001). Consistent with this 

research, we did not, however, find a clear effect of being unemployed on first birth 

risks. The results for our control variables were also as expected: first birth fertility was 

highest in the age group 25-34 and for women with a co-resident partner, and it 

followed known trends in fertility by calendar year. 

The results for women born in other Nordic countries, the EU, or in a non-

European country with a high HDI rank (middle column of Table 1) showed a pattern 

by labor market status that was similar to that of Swedish-born women. Again, women 

who were outside the labor force had a lower propensity to become a mother than those 

in the labor force. The patterns by the various control variables were also similar to 

those of the Swedish-born population. The model also includes a control for time since 

migration to Sweden. This variable did not indicate that the first birth fertility of this 

group of migrants was influenced by any visible “migration effects.” 

The results for women born in non-EU Europe or in a non-European country with 

low or medium HDI are presented in the last column of Table 1. Previously observed 

patterns by labor market status seemed to hold for this group of women as well. Women 

outside the labor force were less likely to become a mother than those who were in the 

labor force. In addition, for this group of migrants, the results showed a strong 

connection between time since migration to Sweden and the propensity to become a 

mother. Those who had immigrated to Sweden during the two years prior to their 

survey participation had much higher odds of having a first birth than any other group 

of women.  
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Table 2: Odds ratios of becoming a mother, for three country groups of 

women in Sweden, results from logistic regressions  

Variables 

 Swedish-born Other Nordic 

countries, EU, 

high HDI 

Non-EU Europe, 

low and medium 

HDI 

Labor market 

status 

Not in the labor 

force 

0.473*** 0.687** 0.689** 

Employed (ref) 1 1 1 

Unemployed  0.883 1.167 1.348 

Time since 

immigration 

Childhood (ref) Not applicable 1 1 

<2 years Not applicable 0.924 2.125*** 

>2 years Not applicable 0.971 1.271 

Age 20-24 0.614*** 0.601** 1.283 

25-29 (ref) 1 1 1 

30-34 0.949 0.555** 0.913 

35-44 0.183*** 0.128*** 0.202*** 

Calendar period 1987-1990 (ref) 1 1 1 

1991-1994 0.868*** 0.918 1.335 

1995-1999 0.676*** 0.544** 0.906 

2000-2004 0.724*** 0.648** 1.159 

Civil status Married/cohabiting 1 1 1 

 Single 0.180*** 0.332*** 0.138*** 

 

*significance at 10% level, **significance at 5% level, ***significance at 1% level 

Source: Swedish Labor Force Surveys and population registers maintained by Statistics Sweden; authors’ own calculations. 

 

Table 3 displays the results from the corresponding logistic regressions for the 

three country groups of men. The results for Swedish-born men showed that their labor 

market status pattern was almost identical to the pattern observed for Swedish-born 

women. Men outside the labor force had a greatly reduced propensity to become a 

father. The results for the various control variables were also very similar to those of 

women born in Sweden. However, for foreign-born men we found no significant 

differences in the propensity to become a father between those who were employed, 

outside the labor force, and unemployed. The odds of entering parenthood were lower 

for foreign-born men outside the labor force, but the effect was not very large and was 

not statistically significant. 

In addition, there was a clear connection between our male fertility variable and 

the time since migration to Sweden, but the association was only significant for the 

group of men born in non-EU Europe or in non-European countries with a low or 

medium HDI rank. The association differed from the relationship observed for women 

from the same countries. Among migrant men, those who had been in Sweden for more 
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than two years were the most likely to become a father. This pattern may be related to 

the fact that, among migrating couples, it is common for the man to move to Sweden 

first and then be joined by his female partner, thus making it more likely that the 

couple's first child will be born relatively close to the woman's date of immigration 

(Persson 2008). A similar gender-specific pattern of migrant fertility has been observed 

for France (Toulemon and Mazuy 2004). 

 

Table 3: Odds ratios of becoming a father, for three country groups of men in 

Sweden, results from logistic regressions  

Variables 

 Swedish-born Other Nordic 

countries, EU, 

high HDI 

Non-EU Europe, 

low and medium 

HDI 

Labor market 

status 

Not in the labor 

force 

0.541*** 0.884 0.844 

Employed (ref) 1 1 1 

Unemployed  0.850** 0.961 1.136 

Time since 

immigration 

Childhood (ref) Not applicable 1 1 

<2 years Not applicable 0.814 1.260 

>2 years Not applicable 1.190 1.421* 

Age 20-24 0.563*** 0.719* 0.674** 

25-29 (ref) 1 1 1 

30-34 0.989 0.700** 1.032 

35-44 0.346*** 0.199*** 0.867 

Calendar period 1987-1990 (ref) 1 1 1 

1991-1994 0.784*** 0.844 0.951 

1995-1999 0.642*** 0.628** 0.881 

2000-2004 0.689*** 0.764 0.876 

Civil status Married/cohabiting 1 1 1 

 Single 0.145*** 0.160*** 0.199*** 

 

*significance at 10% level, **significance at 5% level, ***significance at 1% level 

Source: Swedish Labor Force Surveys and population registers maintained by Statistics Sweden; authors’ own calculations. 

 

 

3.2 Permanent and temporary employment 

To derive further evidence on how an individual’s degree of uncertainty in the labor 

market influences his or her first birth fertility, we divided the employed individuals 

into groups based on whether their employment can be considered permanent or 

temporary. (We classified the self-employed and their assisting family members as 

permanently employed.) When interpreting the effects of job security on fertility in 
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Sweden, it is important to take into account the fact that individuals with temporary 

employment have the same entitlement to parental leave benefits based on their 

previous earnings as those who are permanently employed. In our models, we used the 

same control variables as in Tables 2-3.  

The results from the extended analyses for women in Sweden are presented in 

Table 4. Swedish-born women were the only group for whom being in temporary 

employment significantly reduced their chances of entering parenthood. The pattern 

was very similar for the group of foreign-born women from Nordic/EU/high-HDI 

countries, but the results for temporary employment for these migrants were not 

statistically significant. In addition, the negative effect for the Swedish-born of being 

unemployed became stronger and more statistically significant. 

 

Table 4: Odds ratios of becoming a mother, for three country groups of 

women in Sweden, results from logistic regressions. Separate 

categories for permanently and temporarily employed women. 

Variables 

 Swedish-born Other Nordic 

countries, EU, 

high HDI 

Non-EU Europe, 

low and medium 

HDI 

Labor market 

status 

Not in the labor 

force 

0.434*** 0.644** 0.687* 

Permanently 

employed (ref) 

1 1 1 

Temporarily 

employed 

0.771*** 0.821 0.994 

Unemployed  0.815** 1.100 1.345 

Time since 

immigration 

Childhood (ref) Not applicable 1 1 

<2 years Not applicable 0.933 2.126** 

>2 years Not applicable 0.962 1.271 

Age 20-24 0.638*** 0.611** 1.284 

25-29 (ref) 1 1 1 

30-34  0.926 0.552** 0.913 

35-44 0.177*** 0.126*** 0.202*** 

Calendar period 1987-1990 (ref) 1 1 1 

1991-1994 0.879** 0.926 1.336 

1995-1999 0.697*** 0.554** 0.907 

2000-2004 0.746*** 0.666** 1.160 

Civil status Married/cohabiting 1 1 1 

 Single 0.182*** 0.334*** 0.138*** 

 

*significance at 10% level, **significance at 5% level, ***significance at 1% level 

Source: Swedish Labor Force Surveys and population registers maintained by Statistics Sweden; authors’ own calculations. 
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Table 5 presents the corresponding model results for men. Again, the results 

revealed that the patterns of Swedish-born men and women were similar (Tables 4 and 

5), as were patterns of the Swedish-born and the foreign-born, although to a lesser 

extent. For Swedish-born men, being outside the labor force, unemployed, or having 

temporary employment all had negative effects on the propensity to become a father, 

although the size of the negative effects was, perhaps, slightly weaker for men (Table 5) 

than for women (Table 4). For immigrant men, we found that migrants from non-EU 

Europe or non-European countries with a low or medium HDI rank showed a similar 

pattern of a reduced likelihood of becoming a father when in temporary employment or 

not in the labor force. When the temporarily employed were treated as a separate 

category, both effects became statistically significant.   

 

Table 5: Odds ratios of becoming a father, for three country groups of men in 

Sweden, results from logistic regressions. Separate categories for 

permanently and temporarily employed men 

Variables  Swedish-born Other Nordic 

countries, EU, 

high HDI 

Non-EU Europe, 

low and medium 

HDI 

Labor market 

status 

Not in the labor 

force 

0.527*** 0.879 0.743** 

Permanently 

employed (ref) 

1 1 1 

Temporarily 

employed 

0.862** 0.973 0.615** 

Unemployed  0.830** 0.955 1.005 

Time since 

immigration 

Childhood (ref) Not applicable 1 1 

<2 years Not applicable 0.817 1.343 

>2 years Not applicable 1.192 1.457** 

Age 20-24 0.569*** 0.721* 0.686** 

25-29 (ref) 1 1 1 

30-34  0.983 0.700** 1.026 

35-44 0.342*** 0.198*** 0.844 

Calendar period 1987-1990 (ref) 1 1 1 

1991-1994 0.787*** 0.845 0.976 

1995-1999 0.630*** 0.630** 0.913 

2000-2004 0.696*** 0.766 0.897 

Civil status Married/cohabiting 1 1 1 

 Single 0.145*** 0.160*** 0.202*** 

 

*significance at 10% level, **significance at 5% level, ***significance at 1% level 

Source: Swedish Labor Force Surveys and population registers maintained by Statistics Sweden; authors’ own calculations. 
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4. Conclusions 

The increasing difficulties young people face in establishing themselves in the labor 

market are often cited by those seeking to explain the declining rates of family 

formation and postponement of childbearing across Europe. With the most recent 

economic volatility in Europe, additional concerns have been expressed about the 

possible negative effects of economic uncertainty on demographic outcomes. The 

purpose of the present study has been to add empirical evidence from Sweden to a 

recent stream of research that addresses the issue of how a precarious labor market 

situation may affect a young person’s family formation and fertility decisions (see 

introduction). Previous research on Sweden has demonstrated a distinct pattern of pro-

cyclical fertility in which first birth rates move in tandem with the business cycle. This 

pattern is driven by the tendency among young people to postpone starting a family 

until they have achieved a reasonably secure position in the labor market. The present 

study sought to assess the influence of individual non-employment, unemployment, and 

temporary employment on the propensity of childless people to enter parenthood. We 

focused on detecting similarities and differences in these patterns between women and 

men, and between Swedish-born and foreign-born residents of Sweden. 

As expected, we found that not being in the labor force instead of being employed 

(or unemployed), and that having temporary employment instead of being permanently 

employed, had negative effects on the propensity to become a parent. More 

interestingly, we found striking similarities in the patterns of women and men, and of 

Swedish-born people and immigrants in Sweden. The similarities in the patterns of 

women and men may be a feature that is particular to the Nordic context, where for 

decades social policies have been geared toward promoting gender equality and 

supporting the combining of work and family. We noted that the positive association 

between having secure employment and becoming a parent actually appears to be 

slightly stronger for women than for men. Incentives in the Swedish parental leave 

system that tie benefits to previous earnings likely support this tendency. The 

similarities in the patterns of foreign-born and Swedish-born people suggest that 

immigrant fertility behavior has adapted to some extent to the prevailing behavior in the 

destination country. This finding lends support to the argument that contextual factors 

related to social policies and to local labor markets are important in shaping 

childbearing behavior. When exposed to the same context within the universalistic 

welfare regime of Sweden, immigrants and natives tend to make similar decisions about 

starting a family. The size of our dataset does not allow for further disaggregation of 

relationships by population subgroups or combinations of variables. We therefore leave 

it to future researchers using larger register datasets to explore how, for example, the 
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associations between the labor market status and fertility of different subgroups of 

immigrants may change based on the length of time they have lived in Sweden.  
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Appendix 

Appendix Table 1: Number of study objects and number of first births,  

Swedish-born women and men 

Variables  Number of childless women Number of childless men 

 

 n % 

Had a 

first 

child n % 

Had a 

first 

child 

Labor 

market 

status 

Permanently 

employed  24 785 51 2 773 40 989 62 3 235 

Temporarily 

employed 10 620 22 851 8 364 13 420 

Not in labor force 10 878 22 373 12 991 20 301 

Unemployed  2 327 5 176 4 034 6 174 

Age 20-24 25 191 52 1 677 29 576 45 1 088 

25-29  11 649 24 1 612 16 606 25 1 664 

30-34 5 628 12 700 9 432 14 961 

35-44 6 142 13 184 10 764 16 417 

Calendar 

period 

1987-1990  13 137 27 1 367 18 228 27 1 406 

1991-1994 10 021 21 890 13 642 21 827 

1995-1999 11 857 24 835 16 184 24 826 

2000-2004 13 595 28 1 081 18 324 28 1 071 

Civil status Married/cohabiting 19 909 41 3 266 19 256 29 3 066 

 Single 28 687 59 906 46 832 71 1 062 

N  48 610   66 378   

 

Source: Swedish Labor Force Surveys and population registers maintained by Statistics Sweden; authors’ own calculations. 
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Appendix Table 2: Number of study objects and number of first births, 

 women and men born in other Nordic countries, EU 

 countries, and non-European countries with a high HDI rank 

Variables  Number of childless women Number of childless men 

 

 n % 

Had a 

first 

child n % 

Had a 

first 

child 

Labor 

market 

status 

Permanently 

employed  1 486 50 149 2 041 58 155 

Temporarily 

employed 578 20 50 450 13 35 

Not in labor force 736 25 47 767 22 39 

Unemployed  166 6 19 244 7 14 

Time since 

immigration 

Childhood 1 330 45 118 1 705 49 97 

<2 years 441 15 52 456 13 35 

>2 years 1 195 40 95 1 341 38 111 

Age 20-24 1 029 35 92 1 031 29 57 

25-29  709 24 104 879 25 101 

30-34  462 16 48 634 18 56 

35-44 766 26 21 958 27 29 

Calendar 

period 

1987-1990  1 067 36 117 1 299 37 104 

1991-1994 619 21 60 716 20 51 

1995-1999 640 22 39 691 20 38 

2000-2004 640 22 49 796 23 50 

Civil status Married/cohabiting 1 524 51 197 1 288 37 179 

 Single 1 440 49 68 2 212 63 64 

N  2 966   3 502   

 

Source: Swedish Labor Force Surveys and population registers maintained by Statistics Sweden; authors’ own calculations. 
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Appendix Table 3: Number of study objects and number of first births, 

women and men born in non-EU Europe and non- 

European countries with a medium or low HDI rank 

Variables  Number of childless women Number of childless men 

 

 n % 

Had a 

first 

child n % 

Had a 

first 

child 

Labor 

market 

status 

Permanently 

employed  617 27 70 1 253 35 153 

Temporarily 

employed 477 21 51 507 14 37 

Not in labor force 953 42 84 1 277 36 92 

Unemployed  212 9 29 522 15 49 

Time since 

immigration 

Childhood 897 40 66 1 003 28 51 

<2 years 366 16 77 631 18 70 

>2 years 996 44 91 1 925 54 210 

Age 20-24 1 147 51 113 1 394 39 69 

25-29  491 22 70 955 27 112 

30-34  303 13 39 668 19 86 

35-44 318 14 12 542 15 64 

Calendar 

period 

1987-1990  379 17 50 778 22 82 

1991-1994 326 14 44 607 17 62 

1995-1999 647 29 48 937 26 82 

2000-2004 907 40 92 1 237 35 105 

Civil status Married/cohabiting 953 42 188 986 28 213 

 Single 1 305 58 46 2 570 72 118 

N  2 259   3 559   

 

Source: Swedish Labor Force Surveys and population registers maintained by Statistics Sweden; authors’ own calculations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


