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Can public policies sustain fertility in the Nordic countries?
Lessons from the past and questions for the future
Marit Rønsen 1
Kari Skrede 2

Abstract
The collective evidence of past research indicates that Nordic social welfare policies
have had positive impacts on fertility. Yet, some patterns cause concern. One concern is
that the good recuperation at cohort level partly is explained by relatively high fertility
levels among women educated for female-dominated jobs with extensive part-time
work. One may therefore question whether the present development is compatible with
gender equality. Another concern is a more socially selective entry into fatherhood.
Based on updated analyses of female as well as male fertility trends in Norway we
address these issues, focussing especially on associations with educational level and
field.
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1. Background
The Nordic countries share many similarities in political, economic and social
development, but as documented in several studies, there are considerable differences
with regard to the historical development and the extent to which present family
policies also integrate gender equality as an explicit political goal (Borchorst 1994,
Kjeldstad 2001, Leira 1992, Sainsbury 2001, Skrede 1999). Such variations in an
otherwise similar socio-cultural setting provide a good framework for investigations of
policy effects on fertility, and together with ample availability of high quality register
data, this has served as a point of departure for much recent comparative fertility
research (e.g. Andersson 2004, Andersson et al. 2009, Duvander, Lappegård, and
Andersson 2008, Neyer et al. 2006). Even if it is difficult to disentangle policy effects
from more indirect influences of the broader economic, social, and cultural context, the
collective evidence seems to corroborate that welfare policies enabling parents to
combine childbearing and employment have had a positive impact on childbearing
behaviour. Cohort fertility remains stable or is even increasing somewhat in younger
generations, women in their thirties recuperate postponed births remarkably well, even
the well educated, and educational level differentials have diminished across cohorts
and across countries (Andersson et al. 2009). Moreover, there is evidence of
pronatalistic effects of specific policy programmes. The Swedish "speed premium" is a
well known example that has been documented by several authors (Andersson 1999,
Berinde 1999, Hoem 1993, Oláh 2003), and positive effects of parental leave extensions
and increasing day-care supply have been reported from both Finland and Norway
(Kravdal 1996, Rindfuss et al. 2007, Rønsen 2004a). Finally, the usage of policies like
parental leave and cash benefits for childcare has been found to stimulate childbearing
(Duvander and Andersson 2006, Duvander, Lappegård, and Andersson 2010, Vikat
2004, Aassve and Lappegård 2009). The latter may be due to selection, but it is an
interesting finding that warrants closer examination.
The Nordic countries, therefore, clearly have less to worry about concerning the
future population development than most other countries in Europe. However, as we
have argued recently, some patterns indicate that the present trends may not be
sustainable in all respects (Rønsen and Skrede 2006, Rønsen and Skrede 2008). In
particular, we have questioned whether the development is compatible with gender
equality in the labour market and in the family. This is a clearly stated goal of Nordic
welfare policies, whereas pronatalism has never been an explicit policy intention. Some
elements of the fertility development, therefore, cause concern. One element is the
previous findings from both Norway and Sweden that women who are educated for
female dominated professions in the public sector contribute with higher levels of
fertility than women who are educated for the less gender-segregated or male-
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dominated sectors (Hoem, Neyer, and Andersson 2006a, 2006b, Lappegård 2001,
2006). The relatively high and stable cohort fertility of the Nordic countries may thus,
to a large extent, depend on a family-friendly, gender-segregated labour market with
extensive part-time work, and an underlying selection of family-oriented women with
strong preferences for children into occupations in these sectors.
Recent analyses of Norwegian men complement this picture, indicating a stronger
socio-economic selection into fatherhood in younger cohorts (Skrede 2002, 2003,
Lappegård, Rønsen, and Skrede 2008). Moreover, childlessness is rising even among
highly educated men, which is a new phenomenon. A somewhat speculative, but in our
opinion quite plausible, reason for part of the postponement of childbearing by highly
educated women may thus be difficulties in finding a man who is willing to share
parental duties at a more equal level than what we have previously described as gender
equality light (Skrede 2005, Rønsen and Skrede 2006).
In this article we summarise the lessons from the past concerning the associations
between public policies and fertility development in the Nordic countries, and elaborate
more on the concerns for the future. Next, we complement previous research with
updated analyses of the present development of both female and male fertility in
Norway. We focus on socioeconomic dissimilarities manifested not only through level
of education, but also through field of education. Besides reflecting personal
preferences, field of education is closely connected to a person’s future occupation and
employment sector, and in previous research this has proved to be a better indicator of
fertility behaviour than the mere level attained (Hoem, Neyer, and Andersson 2006a,
2006b, Lappegård 2001, 2006).

2. Lessons from the past
Declining fertility levels and an aging population have put questions related to the
possible connection between policies of parenthood and childbearing high up on the
agenda in most of the industrialised world. However, as discussed by several authors,
(e.g. Gauthier 1996, 2007, Neyer and Andersson 2008, Rønsen 2004b) there is no easy
and straightforward way to establish the causal link between the two. Single policies do
not operate in a vacuum. They are imbedded in a broader social and cultural
environment, and are usually part of a comprehensive package of policies related both
to the family, the labour market, and the general tax and benefit system. It is therefore
difficult to separate direct effects of specific policies from more indirect effects of the
wider economic, social and political setting. Yet, evidence from the Nordic countries
does suggest that specific policies have had a certain pronatalistic impact. Most wellknown is the effect of the so called "speed premium" (Hoem 1993), a unique feature of
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the Swedish parental-leave system introduced in 1980 which allowed mothers the same
benefit as for their previous child if they had a next child within a given period, even
without returning to work between the births 3 . As could be expected, this has
encouraged mothers to have their next child sooner (Andersson 1999, 2004, Berinde
1999, Hoem 1990, 1993, Oláh 2003). The new pattern of birth spacing has
encompassed women at all educational levels, and is not a temporary phenomenon. It
did not disappear during the economic downturn and fertility decline during the 1990s,
nor did it vanish thereafter (Andersson, Hoem, and Duvander 2006).
Another finding from Sweden, which has recently also been documented for
Norway, is that women are more likely to have a next child if the father took parental
leave with the first child, suggesting that features encouraging an active participation
from the father in child care may stimulate fertility (Duvander and Andersson 2006,
Oláh 2003, Duvander, Lappegård, and Andersson 2010). A positive effect is also
evident for mothers who took extended leave, but only for the propensity to have a third
child. Interestingly, higher third-birth rates among women who made use of extended
leave in connection with special cash benefits for child-care have also been found for
Finland (Vikat 2004) and Norway (Aassve and Lappegård 2009). Such positive effects
of the use of family policies may, however, also be due to selection, as more family
oriented fathers and mothers may be more inclined to have another child and also to
take more leave.
Evidence from Norway further indicates that there is a positive effect of increasing
day-care supply on fertility. This has recently been documented for first births by
Rindfuss et al. (2007), and previously also by Kravdal (1996) for third births, although
in the latter case mainly at low levels of day-care coverage and among highly educated
women. For Sweden, researchers have found no significant positive effects on fertility
of either the availability or price of day care (Andersson, Duvander, and Hank 2004).
However, this study only covers two years (1996-1997) and does not control for
unobserved local factors that may affect both fertility decisions and the local
availability of day-care centres. When using fixed-effects models to control for such
endogeneity, Rindfuss et al. (2007) find clear positive effects of day-care availability in
Norway, as mentioned above. Analyses of the importance of the length and economic
compensation of the parental leave programmes in the Nordic countries are harder to
find, but one comparative study of Finland and Norway renders some support for the
hypothesis that parental leave extensions may stimulate fertility (Rønsen 2004a). The
effect is most significant for Finland, which had more extensions during the analysis
period (about 1960-1990), and is mainly limited to the probability of giving birth to a
second or third child.

3

The maximum interval between births was set to 24 months in 1980 and extended to 30 months in 1986.
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The accumulated evidence from past research thus supports the notion that there
are positive effects of welfare policies on fertility, but as demonstrated by the Swedish
trend in the 1990s, a generous family policy program is no guarantee for a high fertility
level. In the early 1990s, Sweden experienced a period of slack in the economy that
soon led to a sharp rise in unemployment, and young people and people with low
education were hit particularly hard. For the first time ever, there were also cutbacks in
financial support to families. Subsequently, fertility declined from 2.1 children per
woman in 1992 to about 1.5 in 1997. Thus, economic cycles and economic prospects
also clearly have an impact on fertility, and rising unemployment probably has a
negative influence both because of poorer income prospects for the present, and
possibly even more important, because of a greater feeling of insecurity about the
future.
However, as demonstrated by comparisons of Sweden and Finland, deteriorating
macroeconomic conditions may not necessarily have the same adverse effects on
fertility in all countries. In Finland, unemployment also rose very quickly and to higher
levels than in Sweden in the early 1990s, but fertility remained at a relatively high level.
Evidently, the recession did not have a noticeable influence on the childbearing
behaviour of Finnish women. As suggested by Vikat (2004), one explanation for the
divergent fertility response in Finland and Sweden may be that the Finnish welfare state
was able to retain most of its important functions during the recession. Besides, the
home-care allowance (HCA) scheme had been fully implemented just before the
downturn of the economy. This may have encouraged some women to have a child and
take extended childcare leave with the support of the HCA while the labour market
conditions were unfavourable. A couple of Swedish studies suggest that fertility in
Sweden may exhibit stronger pro-cyclic patterns because its family policy is more
closely linked to prior employment activity (Björklund 2006, Jonsson and Dlab 2003).
Compared to Finland, the income-replacement in the parental leave scheme is higher in
Sweden, while the minimum amount received by those with little or no previous
income is much lower.
Recent comparative studies of the Nordic countries further substantiate that
policies facilitating the combination of childbearing and employment play a role in
sustaining fertility close to replacement level. An examination of period trends by parity
reveals an interesting reversal in second-birth rates in three out of four Nordic countries
when the modern system of parental leave was introduced with rights to leave for both
parents and more generous income compensation (Neyer et al. 2006). The fact that
cohort fertility has remained stable and even increased slightly in younger cohorts is
another indication of such a positive policy response. In spite of increasing age at first
birth, the younger cohorts recuperate the fertility level of somewhat older cohorts at
ages thirty and beyond. Even well-educated women catch up on delayed births to a
large extent, resulting in small or declining educational differences in completed
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fertility in all countries. The fertility patterns among highly educated women are further
seen to be converging across countries, as is evidenced by both age at first birth,
childlessness and final number of children. The general impression is therefore, that
similar policies have contributed to a fairly common fertility pattern in the Nordic
countries (Andersson et al. 2009).
However, there are also indications that dissimilarities in policy programmes at the
country level have contributed to different fertility behaviours. The divergent fertility
trends in Finland and Sweden during the recession in the early 1990s is one indication
in this direction. Another example is linked to the more generous transitional allowance
to lone parents in Norway, which may have contributed to the distinctly higher firstbirth rates among young Norwegian women. Like the Finnish home-care allowance, it
may also have served as a counter-cyclical measure during the spell of relatively high
youth unemployment in Norway in the early 1990s, which did not seem to affect firstbirth rates very much (Rønsen and Skrede 2006). Among the Nordic countries, Norway
also has the highest cash benefit at childbirth for mothers with no or little labour market
experience prior to birth and the most generous support arrangements for students with
childbirths (Bjørnberg, Ólafsson, and Eydal 2006). Hence, fairly generous cash benefits
or minimum allowances may serve as a counter-cyclical measure and have a stabilising
effect on fertility during times of recession.

3. Questions for the future
Even with cohort fertility around replacement level, certain traits of the Nordic trends
call for further investigation. These traits are linked to both structural changes in the
fertility patterns and to the current ambitions and goals of Nordic welfare policies, in
particular the clearly expressed goal of gender equality both in the labour market and in
the family. The Nordic countries have made considerable progress towards gender
equality and are usually ranked at the top of international gender quality indices
(Hausmann, Tyson, and Zahidi 2007, Plantega et al. 2009). Economic activity among
women has grown strongly in recent decades, and today female labour force
participation is almost as high as male participation. In 2008 about 80% of Nordic
women aged 25-64 were economically active, while the corresponding rates among
men varied between 83% (Finland) and 94% (Iceland) (Eurostat 2009a). However, parttime work among women is widespread, in particular in Norway and Sweden, and even
among mothers of grown-up children. More than 40% of all employed women work
part time as compared to only about 13% of all employed men (Statistics Norway
2009a, Statistics Sweden 2009). Time-use surveys further show that household chores,
including child care, still are divided quite unevenly between women and men.
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Norwegian mothers spend for example almost 2.5 more hours more per day on
household work than fathers (Vaage 2002). Mothers also take most of the parental leave
in connection with childbirth, even if the leave programmes, in principle, are gender
neutral and can be used by either parent. The present situation may thus rightly be
described as gender equality light (Skrede 2004).
Another Nordic labour market characteristic is high and persistent gender
segregation. Women and men are concentrated in different occupations, industries and
sectors (horizontal segregation), and are further divided in terms of their position in the
job hierarchy, even within the same occupation or profession (vertical segregation). In
Norway, the female share of employees in the health and social sector is e.g.
approximately 80%, while industries like construction and oil and gas industry have
female shares of only 10-20%. The gender differences largely follow the division
between the public and private sector. Women account for most of the employees in the
public sector (about 70%), while men constitute the majority in the private sector (about
65%, Ministry of Children and Equality 2008). Job hierarchy disparities are, among
other things, reflected in the lower proportion of women in management positions. Even
if Nordic women today constitute about half of the workforce and are as well educated
as men, they are far outnumbered in jobs which involve leadership responsibilities. In
Norway, for example, only about one in three managers is a woman (Statistics Norway
2009b).
Mainly as a result of gender unequal practices and labour market segregation,
women still earn significantly less than men. The gender pay gap in the Nordic
countries varies between 16-20% (Eurostat 2009b), and has been surprisingly stable
since the mid 1980s in spite of the progress in female education and labour force
participation. In countries where equal pay for women and men has long been on the
political agenda, this is a matter of great concern, so much so, that Norway in 2006
appointed a government commission to consider measures to reduce the gender pay
gap. It is beyond the scope of this article to pursue this issue, but it serves to emphasize
that gender equality is still very much an unfinished project, and that issues related to
equal opportunities and equal outcomes for women and men remain high on the
political agenda of Nordic societies.
Complementing the picture of a halting gender equality process is recent evidence
of remarkably large fertility differentials between women who are educated at the same
educational level, but within different fields of education leading to diverse occupations
and sectors in the labour market. A common finding for both Norway and Sweden is,
for example, that women who are educated for female-dominated, public-sector jobs
such as nurses and teachers give birth to more children than women who are educated
for occupations in less gender-segregated or male-dominated sectors (Hoem, Neyer, and
Andersson 2006a, 2006b, Lappegård 2001, 2006). High cohort fertility within typical
“female” fields of education may, to a large extent, be dependent on family-friendly
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arrangements and ample opportunities for part-time work, but it may also reflect a selfselection of family-oriented women into such occupations. Large and increasing
variations related to field of education have further been found in an analysis of the
timing of first birth in Norway (Lappegård and Rønsen 2005). Besides reflecting
preference heterogeneity, this probably indicates varying career-adjustments due to
differences in women's opportunity costs of a career break by occupational sector.
Increasing educational differences in entry into motherhood across cohorts further
suggest that long parental leaves and generous family benefits may fit better with a
career track in the public sector and within female-dominated professions than among
highly educated young women in the private sector and within jobs and professions
with more male competition.
Women’s increasing age at first birth indicates that family formation and
motherhood represent more of a challenge for today's female generations than for
cohorts born in the mid and late 1950s. Recent analyses of the family formation of
Norwegian men complement this picture, displaying both a stronger socio-economic
selection into fatherhood, and a strong increase in childlessness even among highly
educated men, which is a new phenomenon. In addition, multi-partner fertility (having
children with more than one woman) has become more widespread (Skrede 2003,
Lappegård, Rønsen, and Skrede 2008). On these grounds, we have recently suggested
that part of the postponement of childbearing for highly educated women may be
related to difficulties in finding a man who is willing to share parental duties at a more
equal level than gender equality light (Rønsen and Skrede 2006).
Another explanation of delayed fatherhood among younger highly educated men is
the possible existence of negative attitudes from employers towards their active
involvement in the fatherhood role. Earlier research for Norway indicates e.g. that men
in career jobs in the private sector often experience negative attitudes from employers if
they take longer parental leaves than the stipulated daddy quota (Brandth and Kvande
2005) 4 . From this perspective, the postponement can be seen as a strategy for
establishing a solid foothold in the labour market prior to becoming a father.
Consequently, if gender equality in society is to be attained, one may question the
sustainability of the current fertility development. Considering on the one side the
increasing intra-cohort differences in younger female cohorts with regard to completed
fertility (childlessness and number of children born), and on the other side the present
variation in parenthood practices, it seems plausible to suggest that the present level of
fertility presupposes a gender equality light division of work between the parents. We
have therefore argued that the current birth trends reflect a gender equality deficit
4

The daddy quota is a part of the parental leave that is reserved exclusively for fathers, and the family will
loose these weeks if the father does not use them. When introduced in 1993 the daddy quota was 4 weeks, in
2005-2006 another two weeks were added, and from 1 July 2009 10 weeks have been reserved for the father.
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(Skrede 2005, Rønsen and Skrede 2006). In the following we pursue these issues based
on updated analyses of female as well as male fertility in Norway.

4. Present analysis
4.1 Research questions
So far no studies of the relationship between fertility behaviour in the Nordic countries
and field of education have addressed the development over time, as the analyses have
either been based on just a few selected cohorts (Hoem 1994, Hoem, Neyer, and
Andersson 2006a, 2006b), or the time trend has not been reported (Lappegård 2001,
2006). Our main focus in this paper is the development of fertility differentials over
time, and we address the following questions: First, has the fertility behaviour of
women with different educational background become more similar in younger cohorts,
or are there persisting or even increasing divergences? Second, what is the role of
family policies? Here alternative hypotheses are conceivable. If, as suggested before, a
family-friendly policy fits better with a career track in some parts of the labour market
such as in the public sector, we would expect to find increasing differentials across
time. If, on the other hand, work in more competitive-oriented sectors requires more
generous policies to be compatible with the upbringing of children, we may expect
smaller differentials over time in tandem with the general expansion of policy
programmes. Finally, the policies may have benefited all groups more or less equally,
and then we may expect to find quite persistent patterns and stable differentials. Which
of these hypotheses gain the stronger support will be further illuminated by the
investigation of the development across cohorts.
Our third research question is related to men’s fertility, and to what extent
fatherhood has become more selective in younger cohorts. Here we consider both the
propensity to ever become a father illustrated by the proportions that remain childless at
ages 40 and beyond, and the propensity to have children with more than woman (multipartnered fertility). For women, we study socio-economic differentials by both level
and field of education. For men we mainly focus on educational level, but we also draw
on results presented elsewhere of associations with field of education (Lappegård,
Rønsen, and Skrede 2008).
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4.2 Data and methods
The data are from the Norwegian Central Population Register and the Norwegian
Educational Database. The data cover cohorts born from 1935 onwards. We have
longitudinal information on births as well as on education, but the earliest records of
education are from 1970. Our study is based on original birth cohorts, i.e. we observe
the birth histories of individuals born in the country and calculate cohort fertility
measures from age-specific parity-progression rates cumulated over their life course
(ages 15-49 for women and 15-59 for men). Age is defined as age by the end of a
calendar year (calendar year minus birth year). People who die or emigrate before age
49 (women) or 59 (men) are censored at the time of death or emigration. To alleviate
the common problem of seeking to explain fertility behaviour at a certain age by the
educational level reported and possibly attained at a later stage, we condition on
educational level attained at age 30, when most people have finished their educational
activity. We therefore exclude cohorts born before 1940, when education is included in
the analysis.
Field and level of education are classified using the Norwegian standard
classification of education (Statistics Norway 2001). The fields of education have
further been grouped into broader clusters. The aim is to identify clusters that capture
the gender dimension of the workplace including different degrees of job security, job
flexibility, part-time opportunities, and income prospects. Here we draw on earlier work
by Hoem, Neyer, and Andersson (2006a) who identified five broad clusters or sectors
according to the particular labour-market situation the various fields of education
commonly lead to. These clusters reflect three basic dimensions: public/private sector
employment, gender composition of the workplace and the occupation specificity of the
job. A brief overview of the five clusters, the fields of education associated with these
sectors, and their typical characteristics is given in Table 1.
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Table 1:

Employment sectors, associated fields of education,
and common characteristics

Employment
sector
Female
occupations in
the public sector

Fields of education

Common characteristics

Teacher training (incl. pre-school),
nursing and caring, social work

Female
occupations in
the private sector

Secretarial and office work, shopassistants, food-processing, textile work,
hairdressers, waitresses, interior
decoration, domestic crafts

Gender-mixed
occupations with
little occupation
specificity

Humanities, fine arts, general social
science (language and literature, library
and info, music and performing arts,
cultural studies, political science,
sociology, economics)

Gender-mixed
occupations with
high occupation
specificity

Journalism, psychology, law, business
and administration, medicine, dentistry,
pharmacy

Male-dominated
occupations

Engineering and construction, science,
mathematics and computing, agriculture,
forestry and fishery, transport, protection
and security

Employment security, stable
income prospects, flexible
working hours, top parental-leave
conditions
Less stable job contracts and
income prospects, poorer
working conditions, less
flexibility. But: lower skill
depreciation during employment
breaks
Greater difficulties in getting
established in the labour market.
Wide spectrum of jobs and more
self-employment. More shortterm contracts, less stable
income prospects.
Varying employment prospects
and varying returns. High
professionalism, long hours.
Higher skill depreciation during
employment breaks.
Mostly private-sector
employment. More difficult to
enter, highly competitive, less
flexibility, but certain advantages
in constituting ”the gender alibi”?

4.3 Results
Our first research question is whether educational differentials in female fertility have
become smaller or larger over time. As we are primarily interested in differences that
reflect a woman’s environment and position in the labour market, the main focus here
will be on fields of education, but initially we shall take a brief look at differences by
level of education. Because of the large amount of our data, we are able to also
distinguish between short and long tertiary education (undergraduate and post-graduate

http://www.demographic-research.org

331

Rønsen & Skrede: Can public policies sustain fertility in the Nordic countries?

level). This is usually not possible with smaller data sets, and is therefore seldom done
in analyses of fertility by educational level.
As shown in Figure 1, the trend for women at the highest tertiary level is quite
different from the trend for women at the lowest tertiary level. The former group is the
only one with declining childlessness across cohorts, from just above 20% in the 194044 cohort to 15% in the 1965-67 cohort. In the other educational groups, childlessness
has been increasing, continuously for women with primary education and up to the very
youngest cohort for women with secondary and higher education. The trends are quite
parallel with increases of about 1-3 percentage points, least for those with a short
tertiary education and most for those with primary education. In the youngest cohort the
levels of childlessness were almost 14% in the lowest tertiary group and about 11% in
the primary and secondary group.
Figure 1:

Proportion childless at age 40 by level of education. Female cohorts

25

20

Per cent

15

10

5

0
1940-44

1945-49

1950-54

1955-59

1960-64

1965-67

Birth cohort
Primary

Secondary

Tertiary I

Tertiary II

Turning to completed fertility at age 40 for the same educational groups, we also
see a convergence across cohorts, but mainly for those born before 1960 (Figure 2). The
only group with increasing cohort fertility is women with long tertiary education, whose
CTFR at age 40 rose from 1.8 in the 1940-45 cohort to around 1.95 in cohorts born after
the mid 1950s. In the other groups cohort fertility has declined, most among those with
primary education (from just below 2.6 to about 2.1) and least among those with a short
tertiary education (from 2.15 to about 2.0). In the 1960s cohorts the trend has been quite

332

http://www.demographic-research.org

Demographic Research: Volume 22, Article 13

stable, except for a slight further decline in completed fertility at age 40 for women at
the lowest tertiary level.
Figure 2:

Cohort total fertility at age 40 by level of education. Female cohorts
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The converging trends in Figures 1 and 2 thus indicate that there are few obstacles
to childbearing for highly educated women in Norway. Even if this group has become
less select over time, it seems reasonable to assume that more generous, family-friendly
welfare policies have played a part in the observed downward trend of childlessness and
an upward trend in completed fertility for highly educated women. Another lesson from
Figures 1 and 2, is that different levels of education no longer seem to create large
fertility differentials between women. We shall now see if the same holds true for
women with different types (fields) of education.
A striking feature of the trend in childlessness for women with different types of
education is the much higher level among women within fields that commonly lead to
gender-mixed sectors with little occupation specificity (Figure 3). These are jobs within
humanities, arts and general social science with more frequent self-employment and
short-time contracts than in other labour market sectors. In this group the proportion
childless at age 40 constitutes more than 20% in most cohorts, while female-dominated
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sectors have proportions that vary between 9-12%. Another feature worth noticing is
the very stable development within female-dominated fields in the public sector where
the proportion childless has fluctuated around 11% in all cohorts. The other sectors
have had a fairly parallel development with increases in childlessness of 3-4 percentage
points across cohorts born from the 2nd World War and until the early 1960s. A third
noticeable feature is the slight downward trend in childlessness within most fields in the
youngest cohort. These are women who were in their prime childbearing years in the
late 1980s and 1990s, which was a period of rapid expansions of family policies in
Norway. One may speculate, therefore, that this dip has something to do with the more
generous policies encountered by the youngest cohort.
Figure 3:

Proportion childless at age 40, by type of education. Female cohorts
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Not surprisingly, women with educations directed at gender-mixed fields with
little occupation specificity also end up with fewer children on average than all other
groups (Figure 4). In the youngest cohort, completed fertility at age 40 is 1.7 in this
group, compared to more than 2.1 within female-dominated fields in the public sector
and close to 2 within the other groups. Most groups have had fairly stable trends across
generations born after the early 1950s, but for female-dominated occupations in the
private sector and gender-mixed fields with high occupation specificity the downward
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trend continued until the early 1960s cohorts. Also worth noticing is the downward
trend for the gender-mixed group with little occupation specificity in the youngest
cohort. Except for the male-dominated sector, the gap between female-dominated
occupations in the public sector and the other sectors thus appears to have widened
somewhat for cohorts born in the 1950s and 1960s.
Figure 4:

Cohort total fertility at age 40, by type of education. Female cohorts
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The answer to our first question then is that there are still large and persistent
differences in fertility behaviour between women who are educated for jobs in different
segments of the labour market. As has been established for selected Swedish cohorts
before (Hoem 1994, Hoem, Neyer, and Andersson 2006a, 2006b), women with
educations for female-dominated fields in the public sector contribute with higher
fertility than women in more gender-mixed or male-dominated sectors. The present
analyses further show that they continue to do so also in younger cohorts. The answer
to our second question, the role of public policies, is less obvious, but the persistent or
slightly increasing gap between women in female-dominated jobs in the public sector
and women in most other sectors indicate that more generous policies have not been
equally advantageous for all groups. The downward-sloping trend in the youngest
cohort for the group with the absolute lowest fertility, gender-mixed fields with little
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occupation specificity, may further indicate that women in this sector have profited less
than other groups from the large expansion in family policies in the late 1980s and early
1990s. This may partly be explained by their less secure work environment, which is
characterised by more self-employment, poorer parental leave arrangements, and more
short-term contracts.
Our third question is related to the trend in men’s fertility patterns, and the extent
to which fatherhood has become more selective in younger cohorts. As has recently also
been reported by others (Kravdal and Rindfuss 2008), the association between level of
education and fertility is quite opposite for men and women (Figure 5 vs. Figure 1). For
men, the highest level of childlessness is found among those with the lowest education,
and the lowest level among those with the highest education. Compared to women,
there has also been a much steeper rise in childlessness, encompassing men at all levels
of education, also those at the highest tertiary stage. At age 40, the proportion in this
group with no children was close to 20%, while it was 26% among men with primary
education.
Figure 5:

Proportion childlessness at age 40 by level of education. Male cohorts
Per ecnt
30

Childlessness at age 40

25

20

15

10

Primary
Secondary

5

University I
University II

0
1940-44

1945-49

1950-54

1955-59

1960-64

1965-67

Cohort

336

http://www.demographic-research.org

Demographic Research: Volume 22, Article 13

The trends across cohorts in the various educational level groups have been fairly
similar, but one group that stands out is men with short, tertiary education, which has
had a sharper rise in childlessness than the other groups. This is likely to reflect the
composition of the fields of education that usually complete at this level, and closer
analyses reveal that, in particular, men within humanities and art, social science and
journalism have very high childlessness levels (close to or above 30%, see Lappegård,
Rønsen, and Skrede 2008). These are also groups that have had large increases across
cohorts.
The higher and faster growing childlessness among men than among women
suggests that multi-partner fertility must be on the rise, and this is confirmed by our
analyses. (Figure 6). The trends across cohorts for different educational groups vary
more than for childlessness, however. In spite of the fact that men with low education
are the most likely to remain childlessness, multi-partner fertility is higher and has
increased most in this group, whereas men with a long tertiary education are much less
likely to have children with more than one woman. Furthermore, the proportions have
remained fairly stable across cohorts. In the youngest cohort, multi-partner fertility was
less than 5% among fathers with high tertiary education against almost 20% among
fathers with primary school only. This gap may shrink as the men grow older, as loweducated men are younger when they become fathers. However, further analyses of
cohorts born until 1955-57 show that the multi-partner fertility pattern at age 50 is not
very different (Lappegård, Rønsen, and Skrede 2008). The proportion who had children
with more than one woman at that age was 7% in the highest educated group and 19%
in the lowest educated group. Moreover, the increase from age 40 to age 50 for the
1955-57 cohort was almost the same, about 3 percentage points in each group.
The lowest educated group thus exhibits a more bifurcated pattern of reproductive
behaviour than the other groups. While more than 20% never become fathers, those
who do so are much more likely than higher educated men to have children with more
than one woman. This is an indication that the family formation and dissolution
processes are more selective among those with low education, and that this group
probably is more heterogeneous than the other educational groups. The rising trends of
childlessness among men at all educational levels further suggest that the fatherhood
process generally has become more selective in younger cohorts, as suggested by
scattered evidence before, and this is the preliminary answer to our third research
question. The investigation of the mechanisms and processes behind this development
must be left for future research, however.
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Figure 6:

Multi-partnered fertility at age 40 by level of education. Male cohorts
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5. Concluding remarks
The possible impact of public policies on fertility in the Nordic countries has received a
lot of attention over the last couple of decades, and the cumulative evidence of past and
present research supports the assumption that generous family policies have played a
role in sustaining fertility at a reasonably high level. In this paper we have reviewed the
evidence of positive effects of specific policies such as the parental leave program and
childcare coverage, as well as pointed to more indirect effects of the broader economic,
social, and political context. The latter influence is difficult to measure, but recent
comparative research of the Nordic countries seems to substantiate the existence of such
effects. Indications in this direction are cohort fertility rates very close to replacement
level, good recuperation records of women in their thirties in all countries, even among
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the well educated, and converging fertility patterns among highly educated women
across countries. The updated analyses for Norway presented in this paper add to and
confirm this picture.
In addition to policies that facilitate the combination of children and employment,
gender equality has been identified as a factor that may influence fertility (McDonald
2000, 2006). Previous studies from both Norway and Sweden also corroborate that
gender-equal childcare practices play a role for the propensity to have another child
(Oláh 2003, Duvander and Andersson 2006, Duvander, Lappegård, and Andersson
2010). In this paper we draw the attention to the other side of the coin, asking whether
the current fertility trends really are compatible with gender equality, which is an
explicit goal for all Nordic societies. Given the persisting gender unequal practices and
outcomes in both the labour market and in the family, we argue that the relatively high
fertility levels of the Nordic countries, in part, depend on a division of labour between
women and men that we have described as gender equality light. We further argue that
it may thus be appropriate to speak of a gender equality deficit in current birth patterns.
This is amongst others reflected in the higher birth rates of women that we (from their
choice of education and occupation) would expect to have relatively strong preferences
for family and children, including willingness to reduce their engagement in paid work
during childrearing phases. If the fertility- and work preferences of these more familyoriented women should change and/or the family policies are not developed to cater
more for the needs of all groups of women, including the more career-oriented and selfemployed, it may not be possible to sustain fertility at the present level in the future. A
continued emphasis on family- and labour market policies that enable and stimulate the
involvement of fathers needs to be an integral part of this development.
Another concern is the widening socio-economic gap in men’s fertility trends. Men
are often referred to as ‘the extreme gender’ as they make up both the upper and lower
strata of society. They are over-represented in the power forum, yet they also top the
statistics of marginalised groups, such as school drop-outs, juvenile delinquents, and
single recipients of welfare benefits (Ministry of Children and Equality 2009). As
demonstrated in this article they also top the childlessness statistics, and low-educated
men, in particular, have very high and rising proportions that remain childless.
Moreover, after becoming a father, they also more often have children with more than
one partner, which indicates that they are more at risk of union separation and divorce.
This has implications for the challenges related to an aging population, as childless and
single men have been found to be particularly disadvantaged with regard to health and
the support potential of their networks (Dykstra and Hagestad 2007). Since children and
close family remain a critical source of help for frail old people, (Attias-Donfut, Ogg,
and Wolff 2005) this inevitably implies an increased demand for care services and extra
pressure on public budgets in the future.
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Important tasks for future research will be to shed more light on the imbalances of
the current division of human and social reproduction, between women and men, as
well as between the public and the private sector. Male fertility and variations in young
men’s attitudes to fatherhood and shared parental duties is one subject in need of more
attention. The present paper is a small contribution in this direction. Another subject to
be examined is the fertility decisions of couples and their associations with the labour
market attachment, occupation, and employment sector of both partners. These are
questions that have to be left for the future.
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