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Jobs, careers, and becoming a parent under state socialist and
market conditions:
Evidence from Estonia 1971-2006
Sunnee Billingsley 1
Allan Puur 2
Luule Sakkeus 3

Abstract
BACKGROUND
Entering employment and achieving a stable position in the labour market are
considered important preconditions for childbearing. Existing studies addressing the
relationship between work experience and the timing of parenthood focus exclusively
on Western Europe and North America. By adding an Eastern European context before
and after societal transformation, this study contributes to a more comprehensive
account of the role of work experience in first-birth timing in Europe.
OBJECTIVE
We investigate how work experience and career development are related to the timing
of parenthood in two diverse contexts in Estonia, state socialism and the market
economy, and how it varies by gender and nativity.
METHOD
The data used come from the Estonian Health Interview Survey 2006–2007. We
estimate piecewise constant event history models to analyse the transition to first birth.
RESULTS
Our results suggest that in the market economy work experience became more
important in the decision to enter parenthood. In the market economy the importance of
work experience to entering parenthood became more similar for women and men.
Non-native-origin men and women’s timing of parenthood appears to have become
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detached from their career developments. The article discusses mechanisms that may
underlie the observed patterns.
CONCLUSIONS
Our study shows how work experience gained importance as a precondition for
parenthood in the transition to a market economy. This lends support to the view that
the increasing importance of work experience is among plausible drivers of the
postponement transition that extended to Eastern Europe in the 1990s.

1. Introduction
The postponement of parenthood is the most prominent feature of contemporary
fertility dynamics in Europe. Mills et al. (2011) demonstrate that women’s age at first
birth has steadily increased by about one year per decade across almost all OECD
countries since 1970. This widespread phenomenon has sparked a growing interest in
why young adults postpone parenthood. Educational expansion is a leading explanation
(Ni Bhrolcháin and Beaujouan 2012; Blossfeld and Huinink 1991; Blossfeld 1995) as
this entails more years spent in higher education and waiting to begin a family. Besides
the mechanical effect of prolonged education, educational expansion is also linked to
postponement through factors related to women’s higher earning power. We know that
one of the pre-conditions for childbearing is getting a job (Hobcraft and Kiernan 1995),
but studies on developed market economies have not produced consistent predictions of
how work experience or the value of men’s and women’s time in the labour market
influences women’s entry into parenthood (Nicoletti and Tanturri 2008), and we know
little about how these dynamics may have contributed to postponement over time.
Nowhere has the value of men’s and women’s time in the labour market increased
as rapidly in recent years as in the formerly socialist contexts of Eastern Europe; the
transition toward market economies was accompanied by earnings dispersion as well as
a dramatic increase in the importance of earnings to living conditions due to the
privatization of services and liberalization of prices (Blanchard 1997). In most formerly
socialist countries the age at first birth did not increase through the 1970s and 1980s as
in other parts of Europe; rather the phenomenon distinctly emerged after the turn of the
1990s. The critical juncture, related to the increased value of earnings and work
experience and the concurrent demographic change, render Eastern Europe an
interesting region for exploring how employment and careers may be related to fertility
postponement. This study is the first to make use of the rapid changes that occurred in
the post-socialist region to study whether there has been a change in the relationship
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between work experience and the timing of first births. This contribution to the
literature is important for two reasons: 1) we explicitly compare differences in the
relationship between work experience and the timing of parenthood across two
contexts, rather than discuss the role of context only in the interpretation of our
findings, and 2) existing studies focus exclusively on Western Europe and North
America; by adding an Eastern European context, this study contributes to a more
comprehensive account of the role of work experience in first-birth timing in Europe.
Estonia is a particularly attractive setting for studying how the relationship
between employment and the timing of parenthood has changed across two
dramatically different contexts, because it offers the opportunity to observe the role of
both economic and cultural factors. The early years of economic transformation were
tumultuous because Estonia adopted a radical path of reforms and the delineation
between the ‘old’ and ‘new’ societal regime was sharper than in most Central and
Eastern European (CEE) countries (Åslund 2007). Estonia eventually became one of the
most successful reformers in Eastern Europe. Second, Estonia has a large Russianspeaking minority and evidence has emerged that distinct demographic patterns
characterize native and non-native-origin populations (Katus, Puur, and Sakkeus 2000;
ESA 2009). This heterogeneity in the population potentially enables us to examine the
role of cultural characteristics in how employment influences the timing of parenthood.
Beyond the contribution of a case study, we expect our findings to illuminate the
plausible contribution of the increasing importance of work experience to the start of
‘postponement transition’ in Eastern Europe during the societal transformation of the
1990s.
The survey data we use (Estonian Health Interview Survey) offers rich information
about events that comprise the transition to adulthood, including when respondents
completed their education and took their first job and the first job in their main
occupation. We first observe whether there has been a shift in the timing of life-course
events that generally precede childbearing, as any delay in meeting the preconditions
leads to a delay in the transition to parenthood (Hobcraft and Kiernan 1995). Our main
focus is how experience in the labour market and different stages in career development
are related to the timing of parenthood and how the importance of these factors differs
in a market economy context and in state socialism. We investigate patterns for men as
well as women, which allows us to explore gender as a stratifier in the labour market
and observe gendered patterns of divergence or convergence.
In the next section we discuss the theoretical approaches and the findings to date
that link work experience to when men and women have a first child. We then proceed
to a description of the Estonian context, which is useful for understanding the following
hypotheses of how the influence of work experience on the timing of parenthood may
have changed, as well as what we may expect for different sub-groups of the
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population. The final sections describe the data and methods, present our main results,
and offer a concluding discussion.

2. Work experience and the timing of parenthood
Several complementary mechanisms have been discussed in the literature to explain
how time spent in the labour market influences the timing of parenthood; these
explanations generally rely on economic argumentation. Work experience has long
been argued to be positively linked to the timing of parenthood for men and negatively
linked for women (Becker 1981; Hotz et al. 1997) because earnings are assumed to
increase with work experience, providing men with more resources to meet direct costs
and increasing indirect costs for women. But if we assume that the rational evaluation
of child-related costs operates within a long-term perspective, work experience may be
linked to the timing of parenthood for men and women more similarly.
Two prominent longer-term theoretical arguments explain how work experience
influences the timing of parenthood (Gustaffson 2001; Nicoletti and Tanturri 2008).
The first explanation—the consumption-smoothing motive (Happel et al 1984; Hotz et
al. 1997)—assumes that 1) individuals consider the loss of household income due to
child-related costs within a life cycle perspective and 2) men’s earnings are the most
important to household income. In this case the best time to become a parent is when
the man’s income reaches its highest level. When the costs of childbearing are delayed
until the household income is at its highest, then household losses in income are
minimized and the consumption profile over the life cycle is smoothed. This logic
implies that the shape of the age-earnings profile is a mechanism that determines the
relationship between work experience and parenthood according to the consumptionsmoothing logic: a flat earnings profile provides less incentive to postpone childbearing
than a steep profile. In the latter case, earnings tend to be low at the early career stage
but increase significantly, which provides an incentive to postpone childbirth, leading to
a positive association between work experience and parenthood.
While the consumption-smoothing perspective focuses on men (because women
are regarded as secondary earners), the career-planning rationale focuses on women.
Both assume a positive relationship between wage growth—as work experience
accumulates—and the incentive to postpone childbearing. Women who do not expect
high wage growth have less reason to postpone motherhood (Gustafsson 2001). The
career-planning rationale explanation also addresses the influence of child-related
withdrawal from the labour market on women’s future earnings. Women determine
when the loss in lifetime earnings will be lowest based on factors related to future
earnings expectations, their human capital development (education and work
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experience), and how quickly their human capital will depreciate during work
interruptions. The longer employment interruptions and the more difficult the return to
the labour market, the larger the depreciation of human capital will be, which increases
the motivation to postpone childbearing until reaching a relatively secure position in the
labour market. This contributes to a positive association between work experience and
parenthood.
Another mechanism that may link the timing of parenthood to the length of time in
the labour market is the need to amass savings (Santow and Bracher 2001), or wealth
accumulation (Kravdal 1994). We may expect, therefore, that couples accumulate a
certain level of resources through labour market earnings before entering parenthood.
Whereas the consumption-smoothing motivation focuses on incomes, in particular the
male partner’s income, the need to accumulate household wealth is also related to the
housing sector (e.g., access to affordable dwellings) and the educational sector (e.g.,
whether tuition at tertiary level is paid, whether young adults are expected to pay back
their student loans, etc.). The greater the need to accumulate resources, the stronger the
incentive to delay childbearing, and hence the more positive the relationship between
work experience and entry into parenthood.
Other mechanisms may also link work experience to the timing of parenthood.
Santow and Bracher (2001) propose that managing to get a good job and retain it may
be evidence to a woman that she has reached maturity and is now qualified for
motherhood. If symbolic maturity related to established labour market position is
perceived as a prevailing norm in society, it can be expected to contribute to a positive
relationship between work experience and childbearing. Likewise, accumulated work
experience may offset uncertainty related to employment instability. Besides the
various returns to employment that encourage postponement of childbearing until some
work experience has been gained, a relationship between work experience and the
timing of parenthood may be shaped by norms and values. For instance, if career
development is highly prioritized, the strong orientations towards professional
achievement provide an incentive to accumulate work experience before opting for
parenthood, resulting in a positive association between the two. Conversely, in the
absence of such norms people may regard accumulation of labour market experience as
less central among the pre-conditions of parenthood, leading to a different relationship.
Also, we know age norms influence the timing of parenthood (Marini 1984; Settersten
& Hagestad 1996) and therefore the relationship between work experience and the
timing of parenthood may be moderated by how long individuals feel comfortable
waiting to enter parenthood.
The relationship between work experience and the timing of parenthood for men is
positive and uncontested: accumulation of labour market experience and increased
earnings appear to encourage the entrance to parenthood (Bracher and Santow 1998).
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For women the findings are more mixed. Happel et al. (1984) found that work
experience (proxied with women’s age at marriage) had an inhibiting effect on the
entrance to parenthood in the United States and this finding was supported in Blossfeld
and Huinink’s (1991) study in Germany. Similarly, Martín-García and Baizán (2006)
reported that pre-marital work experience appeared to suppress first births in Spain.
However, these findings stand in contrast to a growing body of research: many studies
across varying contexts suggest that women delay childbearing until they have
accumulated work experience. Studies on Norway (Kravdal 1994) and Sweden (Hoem
2000; Santow and Bracher 2001) reveal a positive relationship between accumulated
labour market experience and first birth risks. In particular, two years of paid
employment appears to be a threshold women cross before becoming mothers and the
likelihood of entering parenthood increases over the next few years of work experience.
Vikat (2004) also reports a positive relationship between woman’s earnings and first
birth risks in Finland. The authors of these studies have interpreted this positive
association as part of a Nordic pattern of family formation that is particularly related to
the fact that parental leave benefits in these countries are calculated as a replacement
rate of previous income. However, more recently Nicoletti and Tanturri (2008) found a
positive relationship across 10 West European countries: more specifically, women wait
between three and seven years on average after labour market debut to have their first
child.
But, as noted above, the mechanisms related to gaining work experience operating
behind the postponement of first births may still be moderated by norms, including
those relating to the appropriate age to enter parenthood. Despite increasing incentives
to postpone parenthood, age norms do not change rapidly; which potentially explains
the continuing earlier entry into parenthood in post-socialist Europe, as well as why the
postponement transition took 30–40 years to occur elsewhere in Europe. Perelli-Harris
(2005) found early childbearing in Ukraine to be encouraged by norms based both on
traditional gender roles in the family and health concerns. Potančoková (2009) also
discovered age deadlines for childbearing in Slovakia, and Mynarska (2010) found
tension between push (postponing forces) and pull (forces counteracting postponement)
factors in Poland; economic insecurity was a main reason for postponing parenthood,
but this concern diminished as the age deadline for childbearing (30 years old) neared.
We should also expect that contextual variation influences the extent to which the
returns to work experience are significant enough to warrant postponement. Disparate
findings for women in different contexts may be evidence of the role of context: indeed,
some of the existing studies have tried to link the observed patterns to specific
contextual features (e.g., the income replacement feature of parental leave schemes in
the Nordic countries). We may also see evidence of contextual variation over time
within a country: a rare study that has looked at whether the relationship between work
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experience and the entrance to parenthood has changed over time is Winkler-Dworak
and Toulemon (2007). In France work experience was positively related to when men
and women entered parenthood and, between 1960 and 1990, work experience became
more important in the timing of first births for both men and women. Also, WinklerDworak and Toulemon reported an increasing similarity for men and women of the
effects of work experience on entry into parenthood. In formerly Socialist societies the
labour market was characterized by a flat earnings profile, little opportunity and need
for wealth accumulation, and high employment stability but low returns to human
capital. All of these factors render the mechanisms predicting postponment of
parenthood relatively inoperable.
In addition, family policies can modify the relationship between work experience
and the timing of the first birth, because policies that assist women in maintaining
careers when they have a child reduce the need to postpone parenthood (Mills et al.
2011). For example, public provision of childcare allows mothers to return to work
earlier, which reduces the skill depreciation that occurs with longer interruptions in the
labour market, and should lower the incentive to postpone (Happel et al. 1984). On the
other hand, leave entitlements and child allowances that are tied to previous work
experience and wages may increase incentives to postpone parenthood, whereas flatrate benefits do not.
In summary, several mechanisms may shape the relationship between work
experience and the timing of parenthood. Specific effects of these mechanisms on the
relationship between work experience and timing of parenthood may originate in the
context or be moderated by characteristics of the individual (such as whether their
earnings profile is steep or flat).

3. The Estonian context
After the collapse of state socialist regimes, Central and Eastern European countries
opted for different paths towards a market economy. Estonia represents a case of early
and radical liberalization (Åslund 2007; Lugus and Hatchey 1995). The country made
no attempt to postpone unavoidable structural changes and preserve jobs in declining
sectors. In the early 1990s this resulted in the shrinking of gross domestic product by
more than 30%, an upsurge of unemployment, and deterioration of living standards.
After peaking in 1992, however, the decrease in GDP diminished and showed strong
growth between 1995 and 2008, excluding the 1998-1999 crisis. During the early
phases of transition the wage structure transformed from one with little return to human
capital to a typical market pattern. Younger generations took advantage of emerging
new employment opportunities and experienced steep increases in wages during their
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early careers (Noorkõiv et al. 1998). This shift from a flat to a steep earnings profile for
young adults reflects the important change in the labour market that accompanied the
transition from state socialism and implies a strengthening of the incentive to
accumulate work experience before opting for parenthood.
Whether the relationship between work experience and the timing of parenthood is
similar or different for men and women depends to a significant degree on gender
differences in labour market participation and earnings. Estonia has ranked high in
international comparisons of female employment since the early 1970s (ESA 2006). In
the 1970s and 1980s the dual-earner family model prevailed and the gender gap in
employment rates was primarily due to women who were on maternity and parental
leave. The scale of the decline in employment rates during market transition was similar
for men and women, while in the 2000s the gender difference in employment rates has
diminished (See Appendix A). Although the share of part-time work in female
employment has more than doubled since the early 1990s (14.5% in 2010), full-time
employment clearly prevails. On the eve of the 2008 economic recession the full-time
equivalent employment rate of Estonian women (64.1%, 2007) was the highest of all
the EU member states (European Commission 2009). This description makes clear that
women have long participated in the labour market in Estonia, due to either strong
orientations toward work or norms related to women working.
On the other hand, Estonia features a relatively large gender gap in earnings,
which emerged well before the transition to a market economy. Administrative wagesetting mechanisms favoured occupations and branches of the economy with a high
proportion of male workers and consolidated the position of women as secondary
income earners in the household. In 1989 women earned on average 31% less than men,
net of human capital characteristics (Noorkõiv et al. 1998). When the previous
mechanisms ceased to operate at the beginning of the 1990s the female disadvantage in
wages temporarily diminished. However, it increased again thereafter and has been
among the largest in the EU countries in the 2000s (ESA 2006). The fact that men
remain the strongest earners may imply that men are still considered the main
breadwinners, and that consumption smoothing should be related more to men’s
earnings than women’s.
The association between work experience and timing of parenthood can be
moderated by public policies. In Estonia public childcare developed rapidly from the
1950s and provision reached high levels by international standards (UNICEF 1999) in
the 1970s and 1980s. In 1968 women became eligible for unpaid childcare leave until
the child’s first birthday, without interrupting their employment record. Additional
extension of the scheme was introduced in 1984 when the duration of partially paid
childcare leave was extended to 12 months and unpaid leave to 1.5 years: close to the
end of the state socialist period (1989) leave was extended to 3 years with a low flat-
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rate payment. Another important institutional arrangement relates to housing allocation,
which favoured married couples and families with children and encouraged early
childbearing (Katus, Puur, and Põldma 2004).
The evidence pertaining to changes during societal transition is mixed. During the
early phases of transition it was feared that the availability of public childcare would
seriously decline. These concerns were temporarily realized: the childcare enrolment
rate decreased from 24% to 12% among 0–2 year-olds and from 69% to 56% among 3–
6 year-olds at the beginning of the period. Also, the duration of employment
interruptions related to childbirth significantly increased in the early 1990s. 4 However,
after reaching the lowest point, childcare enrolment rates recovered and later exceeded
previous levels. 5 In 2004 a major improvement was introduced in the parental leave
scheme. A generous earnings-related parental benefit replaced the low flat-rate benefit;
the rate of compensation amounts to 100% of the income received during the calendar
year preceding childbirth. 6 There is evidence that women’s employment rates prior to
childbirth increased following the introduction of income-related parental leave in
2004; this suggests a strengthening of the relationship between work experience and
parenthood among women (Võrk et al. 2009). The shift from administrative distribution
of dwellings to a housing market increased the role of resource accumulation, which
can be seen as an additional incentive to postpone parenthood in the transition context.
A specific feature of contemporary Estonian society is the presence of a large
foreign-origin population that settled in the country in the aftermath of the Second
World War. Immigration in the late 1940s and 1950s, mainly from neighbouring
Russia, was strengthened by forced societal re-arrangements and deportations of the
local population (Rahi 2003). Until the late 1980s migration to Estonia was to an
important extent driven by Soviet economic policies and the somewhat higher living
standards that made the country attractive for immigrants (Misiunas and Taagepera
1993; Kahk and Tarvel 1997). Following the collapse of the USSR and the restoration
of Estonian independence the foreign-origin population experienced greater difficulties
in adapting to the new realities of a market economy (Puur 2000a; Luuk 2009). Their
employment rates and earnings appear to have been systematically lower and their
unemployment rates higher than among the native population. 7 Overall, these patterns
4

In the 1980s the median duration of work interruptions related to childbirth was 18 months. In the first half
of the 1990s the median duration increased to 37 months (Puur 2000b).
5
At the beginning of 2000s enrolment in childcare had exceeded the levels characteristic of the 1980s. In
2007, when the data analysed in this article were collected, 11% of 1-year olds, 58% of 2-year olds, and
nearly 90% of 3–6 year olds attended public childcare in Estonia (ESA 2013).
6
Initially the payment was limited to 11 months; in 2006–2008 it was extended to 18 months.
7
In 2000–2010 the deficit in employment rates and excess in unemployment rates among the foreign-origin
population ranged (age groups 15–74) between 1.7–4.7 percentage points and 3.3–10 percentage points (ESA
2013). Net salaries of foreign-origin employees were 10%–15% lower in 1995–2007 (Leping and Toomet
2008).
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appear similar to those commonly observed in the immigrant countries of Western
Europe (Brinkmann 1987; Heath and Cheung 2007).
As elsewhere in Central and Eastern Europe, in Estonia the 1990s witnessed a
steep fertility decline. In less than a decade the total fertility rate (TFR) fell below 1.3
children per woman (See Appendix A). Estonia experienced a relatively strong recovery
of fertility rates in the 2000s, and in 2001–2011 had the highest TFR of the East
European EU member states. In regards to the timing of parenthood, the mean age at
first birth reached the lowest point in 1991 (22.6 years) and persistently increased
afterward; the entry into motherhood was postponed by nearly 4 years (26.4 years in
2011). In general, the foreign-origin population has followed the trends characteristic of
the Russian Federation, with higher fertility among older cohorts and a greater decrease
to lower levels than among the native population (Katus et al. 2000). Childlessness has
been lower and motherhood earlier among the foreign-origin population. This is in
accord with results based on the Estonian Generations and Gender Survey (2004–2005):
the evidence reveals that among the foreign-origin population, age norms prescribe a
somewhat earlier entry into parenthood. 8

4. Hypotheses
The discussion of mechanisms at work illustrates that deciding the optimum age at
parenthood is a rather complex process, with mechanisms that likely interact. On
average, however, the predominance of mechanisms (consumption smoothing, careerplanning rationale, wealth accumulation, labour market security, symbolic maturity,
work orientation) lead us to expect both men and women to increasingly postpone
parenthood until having gained work experience; hence the relationship between work
experience and first birth timing should be positive. Previous research also suggests,
however, that the role of different factors affecting this decision may vary across
contexts and sub-groups of the population. Based on these considerations and the
empirical settings we have formulated three sets of hypotheses pertaining to the
relationship between work experience and first birth timing.

8

For example, non-native-origin men and women born 1965-1983 believe that the latest individuals should
enter parenthood is age 30 for women and age 40 for men, whereas their native-origin counterparts believe
age 35 is the latest for both men and women (Katus Puur, and Põldma 2008).
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4.1 The role of societal context: State socialism and the market economy
A main expectation in this study is that the relationship between work experience and
the timing of parenthood evolved as Estonia transitioned from state socialism to a
market economy. Whereas simply getting a job may have sufficed as a marker of
independence in the former economic system, gaining work experience and achieving
stable employment should have become more important if the need or desire to
accumulate economic resources and security underlies the relationship between
employment and parenthood (H1: societal change hypothesis). As described in Section
3, inequality in wages significantly increased during the transition to a market economy,
and individual achievement and competition began to play a greater role in career and
wage developments. Specific to the mechanisms discussed, age-earnings profiles have
become steeper, job instability has increased, and for women work interruptions have
become longer. In addition, the administrative distribution of durable goods and
housing was abolished and replaced by the market, which has implications for the
accumulation of resources. These changes generate strong incentives to postpone
childbearing in the market economy context and imply a strengthening of the
relationship between work experience and parenthood. We have described some key
changes in societal context involving mechanisms that are theoretically linked to the
timing of parenthood, but this description is not exhaustive. In particular, we might
expect shifts in values and norms (e.g., age norms shifting towards older age of
childbearing, greater value placed upon career development) to have occurred over this
time period that may also moderate the relationship between employment and
childbearing.

4.2 Gender differences: Convergence or divergence
From a short-term perspective, we might expect work experience to influence the
timing of parenthood differently for women and men (negative and positive,
respectively). However, a longer-term perspective yields similar predictions for men
and women. Although the theoretical models suggest that the importance of work
experience creates an incentive to postpone parenthood for both men and women, there
may be variation in the strength of these incentives. In particular, differences between
men and women in the effect of work experience may be related to the social context.
In contexts where gender roles are asymmetrical and/or the measures to reconcile paid
employment and parenthood are poorly developed, the difference in the relationship
between work experience and parenthood may be larger (stronger for men and weaker
for women). These considerations motivate us to examine the effects of work
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experience separately for men and women and to compare how the relationship between
them has changed over time. In the case of Estonia, predicting convergence or
divergence in patterns is difficult, due to the fact that gender role equality and
reconciliation measures deteriorated in the early phases of transition, but afterwards
gradually improved.
We do expect to see that the importance of work experience increased more for
men than for women (H2a: gender divergence hypothesis), due to wage dynamics.
Although during state socialism high female labour force participation was supported
and the dual-earner family model was widely accepted, the gender wage gap was still
significant and men were perceived as primary earners. The persistence of a large
gender gap in earnings suggests that men have retained their role as the main income
provider. This may give men’s earnings the higher priority in the household.
Nevertheless, most mechanisms discussed in Section 2, relating work experience to the
timing of parenthood, predict similar postponement for men and women. In addition, in
the market economy the need to pool incomes for wealth accumulation may have
increased the importance for young couples to pursue dual careers rather than simply
enter the labour market, making both men and women equally important income
providers for the family. If this is the case, we might expect to see the role of
employment development become more similar for men and women (H2b: gender
convergence hypothesis). Gender convergence in postponement of parenthood might
also be related to the shift toward anticipating longer work interruptions following the
birth of a child.

4.3 Nativity status differences: Socio-economic and cultural factors
The potential of our theoretical models to explain sub-group differences is not limited
to gender; we also explore how the relationship between work experience and
parenthood among native and foreign-origin population has evolved. For instance,
based on the consumption-smoothing explanation we can assume that more limited
access to employment opportunities and greater labour market uncertainty would
require economically disadvantaged groups to spend more time in the labour market to
secure the pre-conditions necessary for childbearing (H3a: socio-economic
disadvantage hypothesis). Another source of variation is related to cultural differences
in the perception of pre-conditions necessary for childbearing, which would influence
the perceived incentives to accumulate work experience. Considering the tendency of
the foreign-origin population in Estonia to follow the demographic trends characteristic
of Russia, which include a younger age at motherhood (Philipov and Kohler 2001),
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non-native-origin Estonians may be less responsive to incentives to accumulate work
experience. This assertion leads us to hypothesis H3b (cultural norms hypothesis).

5. Data and method
We use the Estonian Health Interview Survey (EHIS), which was administered once
over a time period spanning the final months of 2006 and first months of 2007. The aim
of this survey was to provide life histories for studying health (Oja et al. 2008). The
sample consists of permanent residents of Estonia and was drawn with a stratified
systematic sampling method, comprising over 6,434 individuals aged 15-84, with a
response rate of 60%. Respondents are not observed earlier than their 16th birthday and
are observed until they turn 45. We excluded individuals who experienced their first
childbirth before the age of 16. We restricted our sample to the 1945-85 birth cohorts to
limit our observation to more recent childbearing. In total, we are able to analyze the
transition to parenthood of 3,267 individuals (1,593 men and 1,674 women).

5.1 Employment variables
The main variables of interest in this study are related to respondents’ engagement with
the labour market. Unfortunately, complete job histories were not collected in the
survey, which would have been ideal for the purposes of this study. However, three
questions about job histories allow us to sketch key events over the working life: we
know when respondents began the first job that lasted more than three months, when
they began a job that was part of their main career, 9 and when they were unemployed
for 12 months or longer. In all models we include a time-varying dummy variable that
indicates when respondents are experiencing a lengthy spell of unemployment. With the
other pieces of information we construct two useful employment measures. Although
our measures are imperfect, using two independent measures of progress in the labour
market allows us to cross-check our empirical findings.

5.1.1 Work experience
First, we created an objective measure of work experience. At labour market debut a
clock begins and categorizes respondents into having been in the labour market 0-2
9

“In what year and month did you start working in your main occupation?”
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years, 3-5 years, and 6 or more years. Although we can control for long periods of
unemployment we do not know when respondents had short episodes of
unemployment, similar to the study by Winkler-Dworak and Toulemon (2007), or
exited the labour force for other reasons, similar to the study by Nicoletti and Tanturri
(2008): rather, we focus on the time elapsed since entering the labour market as a
“relevant step in the path towards economic independence, autonomy and adulthood”
(Nicoletti and Tanturri 2008:164). Rather than observe differences by single years of
time since entering the labour market, we group multiple years together to preserve
adequate cell counts in three-way interactions. Splitting work experience after the
second year and into the sixth year allows us to compare the results for Estonia with
other European countries (Kravdal 1994; Nicoletti and Tanturri 2008; Santow and
Bracher 2001). 10

5.1.2 Career stage
Because the work experience measure offers no information about the quality of labour
market experiences or how respondents’ careers have developed, we also use a measure
that subjectively tells us which career stage the respondent has entered. The second
labour market variable therefore complements the objective indicator of work
experience, and indicates whether respondents have not worked yet, have entered the
early stage of their career, or have entered the main stage of their career. We do not
distinguish between temporary and permanent contracts or between part-time and fulltime work because both temporary and part-time contracts are relatively infrequent in
Estonia, except for students. This is a time-varying covariate in which individuals
usually enter the observation window (at age 16) as having never worked. When they
begin working in their first job they are categorized as having entered the early stage of
their career and when they begin working in their main occupation they are categorized
as having entered the main stage of their career. However, respondents are also asked if
their first job was their main occupation: if this was the case, respondents never
contribute to the early career stage exposure as they are directly classified as having
entered their main career stage. Likewise, younger respondents may claim they have not
yet had a job in their main occupation. 11 Table 1 displays some examples of career

10

We also used other specifications by shifting the categories a year in both directions, and the same pattern
held.
We use the terms ‘main occupation’ and ‘career’ interchangeably, but acknowledge that a career can consist
of a random collection of jobs or one stable situation, even though the term usually brings to mind an order or
progression of jobs (Rosenfeld 1992).
11
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histories and main events that we observe in the sample to illustrate this variable, and
how career progression may appear.
Table 1:
Respondent 1
Respondent 2
Respondent 3
Respondent 4
Respondent 5

Examples of career progression and main events from the sample
Date of birth
Apr-54
Jul-77
Mar-76
Dec-65
Jul-82

1st job
May-72
Mar-03
Jun-95
Aug-78
Jun-01

1st main job
Sep-76
Jan-04
Sep-98
Aug-78
n/a

1st conception
Jul-91
Dec-04
Apr-97
Feb-83
n/a

Because of its subjective nature and potential age dependence, we assessed the
validity of the main career stage. As mentioned, we assume that a job in one’s main
career should be of higher quality than jobs in the early career stage. However, it may
be that this indicator captures a qualitatively different stage in a career, depending on
respondents’ ages; younger respondents may have a different perspective on their
working life due to having worked fewer years at the time of interview, and might claim
that they began a job in their main occupation that older respondents, with a longer
history, might not recall. If this is the case, we might expect that the main jobs attained
by younger respondents are less of an achievement than those of older respondents. We
therefore observe this potential age bias by how main career-entry jobs have changed
across groups of respondents.
First, we observe whether the job that begins the main career stage is of a higher
socio-economic status than the job that begins the early career stage. The mean
International Socio-Economic Index of occupational status (ISEI) for these two jobs is
reported in Appendix B, by younger and older respondents at the time of survey (the
1945-69 vs. 1970-85 birth cohorts) and by nativity status (see the next section for a
description of nativity differences). The ISEI is calculated on the basis of ISCO88
occupational codes and was created as a continuous, rather than categorical, alternative
to prestige scores, which is argued to best “measure the attributes of occupations that
convert a person’s education into income” (Ganzeboom and Treiman 1996, p.212). The
ISEI ranges from 16-90, and a sweeper, for example, scores 23, whereas a medical
doctor scores 88. In Appendix B it is clear that the younger cohorts have achieved main
career entry jobs that are slightly lower in quality, on average, than the older cohorts.
However, the very first jobs the younger cohort took were also of a lower ISEI quality.
This is surprising in light of the increase in the proportion of managerial and
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professional occupations in the occupational structure. 12 If we look at developments in
socio-economic status from the first to the main career job, we see that the increase in
job quality was either the same for older and younger cohorts, or the younger cohorts
achieved on average greater socioeconomic growth than the older cohorts. This implies
that younger cohorts recall advancements in their career that were of similar quality to
the older cohorts’ advancements. 13 If we look at differences in our sample by nativity
status, native-origin respondents fared better than non-native-origin respondents, which
may reflect a pattern of privilege. Non-native-origin women appear to have had
particularly poor progression during the period of state socialism, when we would
expect fewer constraints on labour market opportunities for this group: this finding may
be unstable due to the small sample of non-native women of these birth cohorts.

5.2 Other variables
In our study the non-native-origin population is defined as respondents who were not
born in Estonia or who had parents who were not born in Estonia. All others were
categorized as part of the native population. Using information on the highest level of
completed education and the year in which this level was reached, respondents are
classified as having “incomplete education” until June of the year they completed their
education. After this point educational levels are given in which “basic education”
includes those who completed only basic or less education, as well as those who
received vocational education but completed only basic or less education beforehand.
Those who completed “secondary education” may or may not have had additional
vocational or specialized secondary education. All respondents who completed
vocational higher education or higher education that resulted in a diploma or graduate
degree were categorized as having “tertiary education”. We include dummies for
whether respondents were born in an urban or rural residence, as well as the
respondent’s number of siblings to account for family size predisposition. Respondents’
age is observed over five-year aggregations.

12

Estonian LFS data show that from 1989 to 2010 the proportion of jobs in managerial, professional, and
semi-professional occupations increased from 35% to 43% and the proportion of jobs in manual occupations
decreased from 52% to 38%. Relative to the early 1960s, the changes are even larger.
13
We might have expected ISEI growth to have been greater when respondents reached their main job, but if
we compare the ISEI status of our sample at different stages to Dutch men, for whom there is descriptive
information published (Wolbers et al. 2011), we can see that the growth in ISEI scores in the Netherlands was
also limited. For the cohort entering the labour market in the 1970s there was less than a 10 point increase in
ISEI score after 20 years of work experience.
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5.3 Modeling
We use piecewise constant event history models to analyze the transition to having a
first child, and age is the process time. Observations are censored eight months before
the first child is born to account for gestation, or eight months before the interview to
account for the possibility that the respondent was pregnant at the time of the interview.
The model can be expressed with the following formula:
hi(t) = h0(t) exp{β1xi1 + β2xi2(t)… + βkxik}

(1)

where hi represents the intensity of transition to the 1st conception and t represents time;
h0(t) is the baseline hazard; β1xi1 represents coefficients of time-constant covariates; and
β2xi2(t) represents coefficients of time-varying variables. The time-constant variables
are sex, nativity status, urban/rural birthplace, and number of siblings. The time-varying
covariates are age, work experience, career stage, educational level, and time period.
We adopt a period approach in this study by distinguishing between exposure and
events in two time periods: 1971-1991 and 1992-2006. We decided to limit the first
time period to the 1970s-1980s in order to ensure greater homogeneity of state socialist
context. 14 Observing differences by period rather than by cohorts is a standard approach
in studies that have contrasted family and fertility behaviour in state socialism and the
market economy, because it avoids the ambiguity of dividing cohorts who entered
critical periods in the event under study around the time of the critical juncture (e.g.,
Kantorová 2004; Klesment and Puur 2010; Billingsley 2011). To explore our
hypotheses and observe whether there are statistically significant differences in how
work experience and career stage influence the timing of parenthood, we interact our
work variables with time period, sex, and nativity status. For example, a dummy
variable indicates whether the observation occurred between 1971 and 1991 or whether
it occurred between 1992 and 2006, and we interacted this dummy variable with the
work experience and career stage variables in separate models. The log-likelihood ratio
test tells us whether our interaction increases the fit of the model. We then explore two
more sets of interactions, based on three variables: 1) the work variable, time period,
and sex, 2) the work variable, time period, and nativity status.

14

Results are robust to the inclusion of the 1960s.
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6. Descriptive results
We first present descriptive results showing changes in the relationship between work
experience and timing of parenthood over time, as well as variation in the relationship
by gender and nativity status. We focus on the ordering of these life-course events, the
intervals between them, and how similar the timing was within the population. Table 2
treats first job attainment, main job attainment, and first conception as independent
events, and through calculating each Kaplan-Meier failure function we show when
25%, 50%, and 75% of the population achieve the event.
The typical order of events for both men and women during the state socialist
period was getting a first job, entering parenthood, and getting a job in the main
occupation. The median age at achieving the first job was around 19 for both men and
women. As expected, women had their first child before men and there was little
difference between when native and non-native-origin women entered parenthood:
native-origin men, however, entered parenthood about a year later than non-nativeorigin men. In terms of when 50% of the group entered their main job, native-origin
respondents did so around age 26 and the difference between men and women was
minor; by contrast, non-native-origin respondents entered their main job significantly
earlier, and women earlier than men (23.8 and 25.1, respectively). The fact that men
enter this career stage later than women may be due to men engaging in compulsory
military service. The inter-quartile range around entering the first job and parenthood
was similar across all groups: there was more homogeneity in the timing of these two
events than in the timing of entering a main job.
Multiple changes occurred in the timing of life-course events following Estonia’s
societal regime change: except for entering the main occupation, all events occurred
later than under state socialism. But we also see much greater variation in when men
and women entered parenthood: only the entry into main occupation shifted to a more
prevailingly uniform timing. These changes occurred for both men and women;
however, women experienced more change over the two time periods in the timing of
entering the labour market for the first time, whereas men experienced more change in
regards to obtaining a job in the main career. The difference in the median age at
conception over the time periods was similar for native-origin men and women: 3.8 and
3.6 years postponement, respectively. By contrast, non-native-origin women postponed
by only 1.4 years and non-native-origin men by 4.2 years.
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Table 2:

Timing of events: when 25%, 50%, and 75% of the relevant
population experienced each event
Native-origin women
1971-1991
1992-2006

First job
25%
50%
75%
First main job
25%
50%
75%
First conception
25%
50%
75%

18.3
19.2
21.3

18.8
20.4
22.4

17.7
19.0
21.2

18.2
20.4
23.2

20.8
26.0
34.0

20.3
22.5
25.9

19.9
23.8
31.2

20.7
22.8
25.2

19.9
21.9
25.1

20.8
24.7
29.8

19.8
21.7
24.3

20.0
23.1
28.0

Native-origin men
1971-1991
1992-2006
First job
25%
50%
75%
First main job
25%
50%
75%
First conception
25%
50%
75%

Non-native-origin women
1971-1991
1992-2006

Non-native-origin men
1971-1991
1992-2006

18.3
19.7
21.8

18.7
20.1
21.9

17.6
19.1
21.2

18.3
19.3
21.3

21.8
26.9
33.7

20.3
22.3
24.8

21.4
25.1
34.7

19.7
21.8
25.1

22.3
24.4
28.5

23.8
28.0
N/A

21.8
23.2
26.6

23.3
27.4
N/A

7. Multivariate results
Based on results from regression analyses, we next show the impact of work experience
and career stage on men and women in a pooled sample with the interaction between
time period and our labour force variables. This addresses our first hypothesis that the
importance of work experience and career stage increased after market reforms began.
We present the full model results in Table 3. The combined time period and labour
market variables were introduced separately into the models and both improved the fit
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of the model and were statistically significant. In the 1971-91 time period, first
conception risk peaked during the first two years after the respondent entered
employment and slowly declined thereafter. Being in the early stage of a career also
doubled the risk of conception and entering the main career stage increased the risk by
an additional 9%. Figure 1 presents these interaction results in an intuitive format,
where the impact of career development and work experience are relative to having
never worked in each time period.
Our control variables operate as we would expect: women enter parenthood earlier
than men and those born in rural locations enter parenthood earlier than those born in
urban locations. When respondents were still studying they were much less likely to
enter parenthood, but the timing between individuals of different educational levels
hardly varied. Non-native-origin individuals entered parenthood earlier than nativeorigin individuals. The highest risk of entering parenthood occurred in the age ranges
20-24 and 25-29. Also worth noting is that being unemployed for 12 months or longer
lowered the first conception risk, but this was not statistically significant.
Table 3:

Full results for first conception hazard models, work experience and
career stage variables entered separately and interacted with time
period
First birth risks
Relative risk
Standard
error

Work experience
1971-1991 has not worked
0-2 years
3-5 years
6+ years
1992-2006 has not worked
0-2 years
3-5 years
6+ years
Job status
1971-1991 never worked
Early career stage
Main career stage
1992-2006 never worked
Early career stage
Main career stage

1.00
2.17
2.08
1.85
0.64
1.13
1.30
1.39

***
***
***
***
**
**

Relative risk

Standard
error

0.17
0.18
0.18
0.07
0.11
0.13
0.15
1.00
2.05
2.14
0.64
1.16
1.36

***
***
***
***

0.15
0.17
0.07
0.11
0.12

Note: Statistical significance: +<10%, * <5%, **<1%, ***<0.1%.
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Table 3:

(Continued)
First birth risks
Relative risk
Standard
error

Age
16-19
20-24
25-29
30-34
35-39
40-44
Sex
Men
Women
Birthplace
Urban
Rural
Education
Incomplete
Basic
Sec/voc
Tertiary
Siblings
0
1
2
3
4+
Nativity
Native-origin
Non-native-origin
Unemployment status
Not unemployed
Unemployed
Number of subjects
Number of failures
Number of observations
Time at risk
Log likelihood

0.45
1.00
0.86
0.51
0.15
0.05

Relative risk

***

0.03

*
***
***
***

0.06
0.05
0.03
0.02

0.46
1.00
0.82
0.48
0.14
0.05

1.00
1.70

***

0.07

1.00
1.15

**

0.06

***
+

0.04
0.06

0.70
0.89
1.00
0.99
1.00
0.99
1.03
1.07
1.06
1.00
1.13

**

1.00
0.78
3267
2445
42123
327689
-3122.35

Standard
error
***

0.03

***
***
***
***

0.04
0.04
0.03
0.02

1.00
1.69

***

0.07

1.00
1.15

**

0.06

***
*

0.04
0.06

0.08

0.69
0.88
1.00
0.99

0.06
0.07
0.09
0.09

1.00
0.99
1.02
1.06
1.05

0.05

1.00
1.12

0.21

1.00
0.83

0.07

0.06
0.07
0.09
0.09

*

0.05

0.22
3267
2445
42123
327689
-3125.06

Note: Statistical significance: +<10%, * <5%, **<1%, ***<0.1%.
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Figure 1:

Relative risks of interactions showing the changing relationship
between work experience/career stage and first conception
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In the following three-way interactions we explore how these patterns have
evolved differently for men and women, and for native-origin respondents and nonnative-origin respondents. All interaction terms presented in the following figures tested
statistically significant and improved the fit of our models. We present selected results,
which are all adjusted for the control variables (unemployment status, siblings,
education, urban/rural birthplace, and age: when the interaction does not involve sex or
nativity status these were also included as control variables).
Figure 2 presents results pertaining to our second hypothesis on gender
convergence and divergence. It shows that the previous results are mostly shaped by the
changing pattern observed for women. By contrast, men show little change in how
career advancement influences first conception. These findings indicate that the societal
regime change has brought a greater adjustment to the employment-parenthood nexus
among women. As a result, the characteristic patterns of men and women have become
more similar over time.
Figure 3 addresses our third hypothesis, which addresses the role of socioeconomic and cultural factors. It presents the three-way interactions of time period,
nativity, and employment variables. Pooling native-origin men and women together (to
preserve sample size), the impact of entering the labour market is the same in the two
different economic contexts. For native-origin respondents the conception risk used to
peak in the first working years, followed by a steady decline. In the market economy
the increase in conception risk peaks after having worked 6+ years. Conversely, for
non-native-origin respondents, after 1992 labour market tenure appears unrelated to
first conceptions. The same patterns emerge in the results for career stage: it is when
native-origin respondents achieve their main career stage that their conception risk

1754

http://www.demographic-research.org

Demographic Research: Volume 30, Article 64

becomes significantly higher than before. Again, the effect of career stage in the market
economy loses all of its importance to non-native-origin respondents’ first conception
risk.
Figure 2:

Relative risks of interactions, showing the changing relationship
between work experience/career stage and first conception,
by gender
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The patterns by sex and nativity are clear; nevertheless we made one final
estimation of a four-way interaction to more carefully observe gender differences by
nativity (figure available upon request). We discuss results only for the larger sample of
native-origin respondents: excluding non-native-origin respondents, the risk of first
conception for men was even higher when they entered employment in the market
economy and the increase in relative risks was even steeper as work experience
accumulated. For native-origin women we see an even more stable plateau in relative
risks after 1992, once 0-2 years of work experience has been accumulated.
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Figure 3:
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Relative risks of interactions showing the changing relationship
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by nativity
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8. Discussion
In this study we investigated how changes in the institutional context may moderate the
relationship between employment experience, career development, and the timing of
parenthood. Specifically, we observed how employment developments were related to
when men and women became parents in Estonia in the contexts of both state socialism
and the market economy. We first explored descriptively the timing of employment
stages and first conception to learn how these life-course events have changed in recent
decades. We found evidence of substantial changes in early life-course events since the
state socialist time period. First, despite educational expansion, the need for getting
established in the labour market became consolidated. By contrast, the timing of when
most men and women had their first child was later and became less uniform. The most
dramatic change in early adult life transitions was earlier entrance into the main
occupation; this appears to have become a pre-condition for childbearing in the market
economy, whereas it was not before. While this finding may be partially driven by the
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age at which respondents were interviewed (see 5.1.3), it may also reflect a more
aggressive approach toward career establishment in the younger cohorts, as well as
greater incentives and new opportunities. We explored differences by nativity status as
well, and the most significant difference in the timing of parenthood emerged among
women: the interval between entering employment and entering parenthood did not
increase in the new economy for non-native-origin women, whereas it lengthened
substantially for all other groups.
We formulated specific hypotheses regarding the relationship between work
experience and entering parenthood. Our first hypothesis (labelled ‘societal change
hypothesis’) was confirmed: getting established in the labour market became more
important in the decision to enter parenthood under market conditions. This finding is
new empirical evidence of the transformation of the role of employment development in
the transition from state socialism to the market economy. Without a radical change in
the institutional setting, transformations of the role of work experience or careerbuilding may be difficult to identify, as in long-standing welfare democracies in Europe
in which changes have occurred more gradually. Nevertheless, there is evidence of a
recent increase in the importance of work experience to entering parenthood in France
(Winkler-Dworak and Toulemon 2007).
Our hypotheses relating to ‘gender convergence and divergence’ were both
supported in different ways. If we look at overall differences in recent patterns, the
relationship between work experience and entering parenthood is not the same for men
and women: whereas acquiring experience in the labour market showed an increasingly
positive association for men, women maintained an equally high risk of entering
parenthood over time once they had experienced a few years of employment. This
finding supports Kravdal’s (1994) findings for Norwegian women, Santow and
Bracher’s (2001) findings for Swedish women, and Kreyenfeld (2004) findings for
Easter German women. The fact that women do not mirror the increasingly positive
trend we see for men could indicate potential gender divergence. One reason we may
not observe complete convergence between patterns for men and women is the large
gender gap in earnings that continues to make men’s earnings more important than
women’s in household income. On the other hand, although men postponed entry into
parenthood to a greater extent than women, the multivariate models suggest that the
increase over time in the positive influence of work experience on childbearing was
greater for women, as there was little change for men. Despite the difficulties of the
transition period and the at least temporary reduction of state support to assist women to
reconcile work and care demands, we did not observe a pattern in which women appear
to be taking on a more traditional role in the employment/childbearing nexus. The
increasing similarity in how work experience influences the timing of parenthood for
men and women in Estonia may be evidence of a longer-term convergence trend,

http://www.demographic-research.org

1757

Billingsley, Puur & Sakkeus: Jobs, careers, and becoming a parent

similar to the stable gender symmetry evident in Winkler-Dworak and Toulemon’s
(2007) study on France. Whether gender symmetrical relationships between the timing
of parenthood and work experience are more widespread is a topic to explore in other
contexts.
Our expectations concerning the patterns among the native and foreign-origin
populations were mixed. On the one hand, more limited access to employment
opportunities and greater labour market uncertainty could have rendered accumulation
of work experience and a stable labour position more vital among immigrants and their
descendants (socio-economic disadvantage hypothesis). On the other hand, there is
evidence (Katus, Puur, and Sakkeus 2008; Abuladze 2011) that the foreign-origin
population has followed demographic trends in Russia more than native-origin trends
(cultural norms hypothesis). Our results lend greater support to the latter hypothesis,
which makes our findings relevant to other settings with culturally diverse populations
and indicates that the relationship between work experience and childbearing may be
moderated by norms and values. After 1991, employment experiences — whether
entering employment, acquiring years of experience, or entering the main career — are
no longer statistically related to becoming a parent for foreign-origin men and women.
Moreover, it appears that non-native-origin men and women have experienced opposite
forces of detachment. Whereas the timing of childbearing for foreign-origin men
appears to be pulling further away from a relatively early entrance into the labour force,
it appears to be pushing against postponed labour force entrance for foreign-origin
women.
We find two plausible explanations for the findings related to the non-native-origin
patterns. The first one can be drawn from the theory of the value of children (Friedman,
Hechter, and Kanazawa 1994), which maintains that the impetus for parenthood may be
greatest among those women who perceive that their alternative pathways of selfrealisation are blocked or less attractive. These women may choose to enter motherhood
as a way to reduce uncertainty in one sphere of life. Interestingly, this interpretation was
used by Kohler and Kohler (2002) to explain the non-negative relationship between
labour market uncertainty and fertility in their study on the first years of economic
transition in Russia. It may be that motherhood plays a more prominent role in the lives
of foreign-origin women, whereas the need to reduce uncertainty or the means to reduce
uncertainty differs for native women.
Considering the evidence from both descriptive and multivariate analyses, our
other explanation may better explain the stability we see in non-native-origin women’s
first-birth timing. Nativity differences in women’s first-birth timing were minimal
before the transition from state socialism: since then postponement has been driven by
native-origin women, while the timing of childbearing for foreign-origin women
appears resistant to change. Even if Russian fertility is low, early childbearing has
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largely persisted for Russians within and outside Russia (Abuladze 2011; Nedoluzhko
and Andersson 2007; Zakharov 2008). Norms regarding childbearing may explain the
difference in postponement if they are more persistent or simply different for foreignorigin women. Multiple qualitative studies already indicate that childbearing is at least
partially governed by age norms in some countries (Perelli-Harris 2005; Potančoková
2009; Mynarska 2010). To the best of our knowledge, no published evidence exists on
age norms in Russia. However, as reported earlier in the article, the evidence from the
Estonian Generations and Gender Survey (2004–2005) suggests that age norms are
different for the two groups. At the least, differential findings by nativity status indicate
that perceptions of preconceptions on childbearing may vary across subgroups with
different cultural backgrounds.
We believe the largest shortcoming of our study is the lack of complete
employment histories in the data. Our best efforts to remedy this shortcoming may fall
short, but we believe combining two approaches to measuring employment
developments, rather than using one simple employment entry indicator, provides an
additional margin of robustness to our results. The findings related to this measure
largely confirm the findings related to the work experience measure, which is similar to
the measurement of work experience implemented in other studies (Nicoletti and
Tanturri 2008). Moreover, we were able to control for important aspects of activity
history, such as exiting education and the timing of longer unemployment spells. The
validity of the results might also be supported by the fact that most of our theoretically
justified hypotheses were confirmed. Nevertheless, data that includes detailed activity
histories would be useful for similar analyses in the future.
Notwithstanding limitations of this study related to the lack of full employment
histories and of the opportunity to disentangle theoretical mechanisms, our overall
finding of a positive relationship between work experience and entering parenthood
supports previous studies that mainly pertain to developed market economies (Kravdal
1994; Hoem 2000; Santow and Bracher 2001; Nicoletti and Tanturri 2008). Our results
extend this pattern to post-transitional Estonia, which is the first time the relationship
has been assessed in a post-socialist setting. An important implication of our findings is
the following: women and men are now more likely to wait until achieving their own
security and tenure in the labour market before becoming parents. This has led to a
restructured early life course of the younger generations and a lengthening of the phase
during which the passage to adulthood is completed. The increase in the importance of
labour market experience underscores the role of public policies designed to support the
integration of youth in society, by facilitating the transition from school to work and
access to affordable housing, and by reducing youth unemployment. Nicoletti and
Tanturri (2008) have termed such measures tempo-policies, in contrast to policies
aiming at reconciling work and parenthood. In a broader perspective, our results lend
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support to the idea that increasing importance of work experience is among plausible
drivers of the postponement transition that we have witnessed across a variety of
contexts.
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Appendix A
Figure A1:

Total fertility rate and employment rates in Estonia
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Appendix B
Table B1:

Summary statistics for ISEI of early and main career stages, by sex,
nativity, and time period
Early career
mean

Main career
mean

ISEI growth

Native-origin men
Born 1945-1969
Born 1970-1985

39
38

43
42

3.5
4.3

Non-native-origin men
Born 1945-1969
Born 1970-1985

40
35

42
38

1.8
3.3

Native-origin women
Born 1945-1969
Born 1970-1985

42
39

45
43

2.7
3.5

Non-native-origin women
Born 1945-1969
Born 1970-1985

41
36

40
39

0.3
2.1
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