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Social class and fertility: A long-run analysis of
Southern Sweden, 1922–2015

Martin Dribe and Christopher D. Smith
Lund University

This paper examines social class differences in fertility, using longitudinal micro-level data for a regional

sample in Sweden, 1922–2015. Using discrete-time event history models, we estimated the association

between social class and parity-specific duration to next birth, adjusting for household income in separate

models. Social class was associated with fertility quite independently from income and the association was

both parity-dependent and sex-specific. For transitions to parenthood, higher class position was

associated with higher fertility for men and lower fertility for women before 1970, but then converged into

a positive association for both sexes after 1990. For continued childbearing, a weak U-shaped relationship

before 1947 turned into a positive relationship for second births and a negative relationship for higher-

order births in the period after 1990. These patterns likely reflect broader changes in work–family

compatibility and are connected to profound shifts in labour markets and institutional arrangements in

twentieth-century Sweden.
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Introduction

The study of socio-economic status and fertility has a
long tradition in both economics and demography.
Theories have been developed to explain both posi-
tive and negative associations between socio-econ-
omic status and fertility, and how these have
changed from before the demographic transition to
present times. Most of the research based on micro-
level data in Western countries has dealt with fertility
differentials either during the first demographic tran-
sition (around the turn of the twentieth century) or in
the relatively recent past (after the 1970s). Few
studies have looked at how fertility has been associ-
ated with socio-economic status during the period
in between. This has created a knowledge gap in
important fertility determinants during a critical
period when women attended school and university
in increasing numbers and married women entered
the labour force en masse (e.g. Stanfors 2003, 2007,
2014; Goldin 2006; Stanfors and Goldscheider
2017). During this period there were also major
changes in both marriage patterns and fertility
levels in Sweden, as well as other Western countries

(Stanfors 2003; Olah and Bernhardt 2008; Sandström
2014).
Many of the theories surrounding the association

between socio-economic status and fertility are predi-
cated on the growing importance of women in the
labour market. This shift is theorized to influence fer-
tility behaviour due to increased couple income and
the increased opportunity costs of children that face
women when entering the labour force. Most of the
research on socio-economic fertility differentials in
contemporary Western societies has focused on edu-
cation, and especially the role of higher education
(e.g. Hoem et al. 2006; Kravdal and Rindfuss 2008,
Dribe and Stanfors 2009a, 2010; Tesching 2012;
Nisén et al. 2014, 2018; Esping-Andersen and Billari
2015; Trimarchi and Van Bavel 2017; Van Bavel
et al. 2018; Jalovaara et al. 2019), although there is
also research looking at income–fertility associations
at the micro level (e.g. Freedman and Thornton
1982; for Sweden see Edin and Hutchinson 1935;
Bernhardt 1972; Silva 2014). Social class and other
occupation-based measures have not received as
much attention in research on contemporary fertility
patterns, but have been studied extensively before
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and during the fertility transition (e.g. Haines 1989;
Jones and Tertilt 2008; Bengtsson and Dribe 2014;
Breschi et al. 2014; Dribe et al. 2014, Dribe and
Scalone 2014; Maloney et al. 2014; Vézina et al.
2014; Molitoris and Dribe 2016; Dribe et al. 2017).
In a recent study, Sandström and Marklund (2019)
also included the occupation of women before entry
into parenthood in their analysis of parity-specific fer-
tility during the post-transition baby boom in Sweden.
Research on social stratification and mobility has

increasingly stressed the independent roles played
by income and class in creating advantage or disad-
vantage (Erikson and Goldthorpe 2010; Blanden
2013; Breen et al. 2016; Mood 2017). Social class is
related to income, but not perfectly so: some lower-
class individuals may well out-earn some individuals
in higher classes. Similarly, some high earners have
only basic education while some with academic
degrees receive only medium earnings, and high
social class is not necessarily a function of high
education.
We analysed the association between social class

and fertility using a unique regional sample of longi-
tudinal Swedish population register data, spanning
the entire period from 1922 to 2015. We examined
transitions to parenthood (first birth), second birth,
and higher-order births in separate analyses. For
transitions to first birth we considered men and
women separately with respect to their class position.
For continued childbearing (transitions to second
and higher-order births) we measured class by the
higher of the two class positions within the couple.
In separate models we also adjusted for individual
or household income when estimating the associ-
ations between social class and fertility. The focus
was on charting the empirical patterns and analysing
the changes over time in the association between
social class and fertility, not on estimating causal
effects. The main contribution lies in examining
differentials in parity-specific fertility from a long-
term perspective, for both men and women.

Theory and previous research

It has been argued that higher social status (usually
referring to the husband’s status) was associated
with high fertility before the fertility decline, but
that this pattern reversed during, or even well
before, the transition began (e.g. Livi-Bacci 1986;
Skirbekk 2008; Clark and Cummins 2015). This
change has been explained by the higher social
groups acting as forerunners in the decline (e.g.
Haines 1989). A recent study looking at class

differences in marital fertility for five historical
Western populations, including two from Sweden,
offered both confirmation and refutation of these
views. Higher-class families led the fertility decline
in all five populations, but their marital fertility was
not universally higher to begin with. Furthermore,
families headed by farmers and unskilled labourers
were generally laggards in the decline (Dribe et al.
2017). Research using full-count micro-level census
data for Sweden and indirect estimation of net
marital fertility came to similar conclusions (Dribe
and Scalone 2014). There was no clear class–fertility
relationship immediately before the transition. Class
differences in marital fertility were fairly small, but
widened as the upper and upper-middle classes
spearheaded the fertility decline, while the working
class and farmers lagged behind. A spatial analysis
using the same data confirmed that social class was
important in structuring the fertility transition as it
was linked to innovation diffusion (Klüsener et al.
2019).

Economic theories of fertility

Research on the long-term relationship between
occupation-based lifetime income scores of husbands
and number of children ever born to married women
in the United States (US) has indicated a stable nega-
tive relationship from the mid-nineteenth century
until the mid-twentieth century (Jones and Tertilt
2008; Jones et al. 2011). From an economic theory
point of view this is surprising if children are
viewed as a normal good for which more resources
would be expected to increase demand (Becker
1960; Willis 1973). Only if children were inferior
goods would standard economic theory predict a
negative relationship. However, an important part
of the cost of children is parental time, and this cost
will be higher, the higher the earnings or potential
earnings, which implies a negative relationship
between parents’ earning capacity and fertility.
Women’s earnings in particular are expected to be
important in this respect, as women have often
been responsible for childcare (Mincer 1963; see
also Willis 1973). Child-rearing is a time-intensive
activity that usually falls mainly on mothers, even
though fathers have increased the time allocated to
childcare and other domestic work (see Neilson and
Stanfors 2014; Stanfors and Goldscheider 2017).
For a woman who has invested years in developing
her human capital, leaving the labour force to be a
mother, even temporarily, can reduce her long-term
income trajectory (e.g. Waldfogel 1998; Budig and
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England 2001). Once women started entering higher
education in greater numbers, they began delaying
their entry into parenthood, or foregoing it
altogether, to take better advantage of that invest-
ment (e.g. Goldin 2006).
Higher socio-economic status can also be

expected to be related to a higher demand for
child quality, which requires more parental invest-
ment in, for example, education, sports, cultural
activities, and travel experiences (Becker 1991).
According to this theory, parents face a quantity–
quality trade-off that may lead them to invest
their time and resources in fewer high-quality chil-
dren. This decision might originate from an
income or a price effect. If income or the cost of
children (e.g. time, childcare, schooling, etc.) goes
up or down, then the calculations in this trade-off
change. Similarly, if the demand for quality
increases, for example as a consequence of higher
returns to education, it will raise the price of quan-
tity. This more resource-intensive approach to par-
enting makes larger families more expensive and
therefore less appealing than before. It would also
lead to a negative relationship between income
and fertility, if higher income were related to a
higher relative demand for quality.
Hence, greater economic resources enable families

to have more children, but both opportunity costs
and the quantity–quality trade-off imply counter-
weighing effects, contributing to reduced demand
for children. In economic analyses of fertility, social
class has not been an important variable, mainly
being used as a proxy for income, or potential
income, in a similar way to education. Hence,
higher social class is expected to be associated with
higher earning potential and the predictions are
similar to those for higher income. However, higher
class position could also be expected to be associated
with higher opportunity costs in contexts where
married women normally work when they have chil-
dren. Middle-class families in particular could also be
expected to face a particularly strong quantity–
quality trade-off, due to high aspirations for their
children but fairly strong income restrictions.
Preferences could also vary by social class, as

seems to have been the case during the fertility tran-
sition, when the smaller family ideal came earlier to
the higher classes and also diffused faster (see Klüs-
ener et al. 2019). In contemporary Europe, there
appears to be a positive association between edu-
cation and fertility intentions, at least up to the
two-child norm (Testa and Stephany 2017).

Gender, institutions, and policy

The theoretical predictions on the association
between socio-economic status and fertility are
highly dependent on contextual factors related to
gender relations, institutions, and policy. McDonald
(2013), for example, has argued that one important
cause of the low fertility in parts of contemporary
Europe is the inequity between men and women in
household work as more women are active in the
labour force. Similarly, Goldscheider et al. (2015)
argued that there is an ongoing ‘gender revolution’
as Western societies move from a predominance of
male-breadwinner households to dual-earner house-
holds. The first step of this revolution is when women
begin to leave the private sphere and enter the labour
market. As most of the household work still falls on
women, they begin marrying later, delaying entry
into parenthood and having fewer children, as a
way to maximize their earnings potential and invest-
ment in their individual human capital (see also
Goldin 2006).
The second step of the gender revolution concerns

the institutional responses to women’s entry into the
labour force and men’s increasing involvement in the
private sphere (see also Olah and Bernhardt 2008;
Stanfors and Goldscheider 2017 for the Swedish
context). Although the first step is universal in the
Western world, this second step is not as universally
developed. This development often leads to a U-
shaped pattern of fertility as women’s labour force
participation increases, where fertility declines to
very low levels when family–work compatibility is
low due to high degrees of gender inequity and
high labour force participation by women, and then
increases as equity grows and compatibility
improves, allowing women to partake in both work
and family (see also Stanfors 2007).
Married women’s labour force participation is thus

crucial to understanding the association between
socio-economic status and fertility. Goldin (2006) dis-
cussed the dramatic shifts in women’s labour force
participation in the US that took place in the twenti-
eth century, and identified four distinct periods. In
the first period, from the end of the nineteenth
century to the 1920s, most female workers were
young and unmarried, and they often worked in ser-
vices or manufacturing. Working women were nor-
mally seen as of lower status than non-working
women, and there was a social stigma attached to
married women’s work. Most women left the
labour force upon marriage.

Social class and fertility 3



In the second period, between 1930 and the 1950s,
the labour force participation of married women
increased, mainly as a result of a higher demand for
office and clerical work, together with innovations
in household technology. This development was also
connected to increased high school completion
rates, and implies that more women obtained white-
collar jobs before marriage, but many still left the
labour force upon marriage. In the third period, the
1960s and 1970s, married women’s labour force par-
ticipation further increased as did women’s edu-
cational investments. Nevertheless, married
women’s work was still largely a supplementary
activity, and men were the main breadwinners.
From the 1980s what Goldin (2006) labelled as the

‘quiet revolution’ started. Based on the gradual
changes in the preceding decades, the rate of
change accelerated, both in terms of labour force par-
ticipation and a shrinking pay gap between men and
women. Work and career now became important
parts of women’s identities. Investments in education
were made with the aim of pursuing a lifelong career,
not just to get a job to supplement the husband’s earn-
ings. There were dramatic changes in women’s expec-
tations about future employment, which coincided
with increased educational investments and post-
ponement of marriage and childbearing.
Even though the periodization was not exactly the

same as in the US, Sweden went through the same
basic phases. These structural and institutional
changes are crucial to understanding the long-term
development of social class differences in fertility, as
not all groups were affected by these changes at the
same time. In the next section, we first discuss the
Swedish context in a bit more detail, and then make
a periodization based on the development of work–
family regimes and discuss implications for class
differences in fertility over the twentieth century.

The Swedish context

Sweden has been a forerunner in the process towards
gender equality, both in the labour market and in the
home (Olah and Bernhardt 2008; Evertsson 2014;
Stanfors 2014; Stanfors and Goldscheider 2017).
Swedenhas also experienced comparatively high ferti-
lity in recent decades, which has, at least partly, been
connected to a relatively high degree of compatibility
between family andwork, thanks to gender-equal atti-
tudes and also to institutions and policy which have
promoted gender equality and the combination of
work and family (e.g. Hoem 1990; Duvander and
Andersson 2006; Stanfors 2007; Olah and Bernhardt

2008).Among these, the establishment of near-univer-
sal high-quality and inexpensive childcare reduced the
opportunity costs associated with childbearing (Stan-
fors 2007; Olah and Bernhardt 2008; Stanfors and
Goldscheider 2017). From the early 1970s to the late
1990s, the enrolment of preschool children in public
childcare increased dramatically in Sweden (Anders-
son et al. 2006). In 2001 the fees were also reduced sig-
nificantly when a fee cap was introduced, lowering
costs especially for those with higher incomes. Today
the vast majority of children aged 1–6 are enrolled in
a preschool. This near-universal provision of well-
functioning and inexpensive childcare is an important
aspect of the institutional set-up promoting high
family–work compatibility in Sweden. It should be
noted, however, that this development mainly took
place after 1970 and especially after 1980.
The expansion of parental leave also had important

ramifications for fertility. In 1937, twelve weeks of
unpaid maternity leave was granted to mothers. Over
time, this leave was extended and benefits were also
introduced. In 1974 Sweden became the first country
in the world to introduce a parental leave system
with equal rights for mothers and fathers, including
six months of earnings-replacement benefits (up to 90
per cent of earnings). The time period has been gradu-
ally extended since then,but therehavealsobeen some
cutbacks in compensation levels (see Appendix 2 of
Stanfors 2003). A special ‘daddy month’, which could
not be transferred to the mother (or more formally
both mothers and fathers were given one month
which could not be transferred to the other parent),
was introduced in 1995 and was later extended to two
months. Fathers’ use of parental leave has been
shown to promote continued childbearing, at least up
to moderate levels (Duvander and Andersson 2006).
There were also changes in the rules on how to calcu-
late compensation, creating a ‘speed premium’ incenti-
vizing parents to have another birth within 24 months
(later extended to 30 months), which also had the
effect of shortening birth intervals and increasing ferti-
lity (Hoem 1990, 1993; Andersson 1999). There does
not appear to have been any large difference in the
effect of the policy change by educational level
(Andersson et al. 2006).

Work–family regimes and class differences in
fertility in twentieth-century Sweden

Based on the preceding discussion we identify four
periods connected to different regimes in terms of
work–family relationships: male-breadwinner (until
about 1945), early transformation (1950s and
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1960s), late transformation (1970s and 1980s), and
dual-earner (1990s until today). The exact periodi-
zation is of course a bit arbitrary, but the periods
indicate the process from a male-breadwinner
model, when married women’s market work was
rare and of a clearly supplementary nature, to the
present-day dual-earner model, where the time
allocation and earnings of men and women are
becoming increasingly uniform, even though the
final step towards gender equality in the labour
market and the home is yet to be taken (see
Goldin 2014 for a discussion of this ‘last chapter’
of convergence between men and women in the
US context).
In the male-breadwinner regime, most married

women exited the labour force on marriage and
there was a sharp trade-off for women between
family and work. The few women who invested in a
labour market career (e.g. as teachers or nurses)
usually abstained from marriage and children.
There were some steps taken to improve family
and welfare policy in this period but no dramatic
changes. In this regime, we expect socio-economic
status to have been positively associated with
family formation for men, but negatively associated
for women. Men in higher-status occupations, with
higher earnings or higher non-economic status,
would more easily have found a spouse and set up
an independent household. Within marriage, we
expect the lowest fertility to be seen among the
middle class, as they faced the strongest quantity–
quality trade-off. They had comparatively high
aspirations for their children in terms of education
and career but rather limited economic means.
Together with the upper class they led the fertility
decline and had started to limit family size earlier
than the blue-collar workers (e.g. Dribe and
Scalone 2014).
The 1950s and 1960s was a period of rapid econ-

omic growth and societal change (e.g. Schön 2010).
Most married women with children still did not
work in this period, even though labour force partici-
pation for married women in general started to
increase rapidly (Stanfors 2014). Gender roles
remained largely traditional, with limited involve-
ment of men in domestic work and childcare, and
the limited institutional support for childcare led to
a continuing sharp trade-off for most women
between career and family. This period constituted
the beginning of the gender revolution (Goldschei-
der et al. 2015) when increased women’s labour
force participation started to coincide with lower fer-
tility as a result of the low family–work compatibility
and sharp trade-offs facing women.

From the 1970s, the Swedish welfare state rapidly
developed and expanded, with a range of new
reforms affecting family life and gender relations.
At the same time, higher education continued to
expand, with a convergence between men and
women in length of schooling as well as in labour
force participation. This development has continued
to present times, with increasing involvement of
married women in paid labour and increasing invol-
vement of fathers in domestic tasks, including child-
rearing. Even though there is still a pronounced
gender-based division of labour in Sweden, parent-
hood does not imply the same return to traditional
gender roles as it did two decades ago (Dribe and
Stanfors 2009b). Most of the institutional change
regarding work–family compatibility, women’s
labour force participation, and educational expan-
sion was in place by the early 1990s.
Sweden has now made a full transition from the

male-breadwinner model to a dual-earner model,
where the earnings of both men and women are of
crucial importance for household income and living
standards (Stanfors and Goldscheider 2017).
Working during the years when children are small
is now common for both men and women, and
much less class-specific than it once was. This
period coincides with the second phase of the
gender revolution, where men’s increasing involve-
ment in the private sphere as well as the institutional
setting contribute to make family and work compati-
ble for both men and women. We might expect new
gender-equal attitudes among men to emerge
earlier in the white-collar (more educated) classes
(see Svallfors 2004; Goldscheider et al. 2015), which
would imply greater compatibility in these classes
and thus a positive association between class and fer-
tility (see Goldscheider et al. 2010).
Figure 1 shows total fertility in Sweden since 1910.

The fertility decline (that started around 1880) ended
in the 1930s, when Sweden hit its lowest fertility level
so far in 1935 (Total Fertility Rate (TFR) = 1.7). Soon
after, it started to increase again, peaking in 1945
(TFR = 2.6) and staying above 2.0 children per
woman during the entire 1950s and 1960s, but
started to decline after 1965. In the early 1980s the
TFR was around 1.6 and then increased to 2.1 in
1990, followed by a new decline to an all-time low
in 1999 (1.5). Since then fertility has again recuper-
ated, staying slightly under 2.0 in the first decades
of the 2000s. This ‘roller-coaster’ fertility has
attracted much attention in the literature and has
been linked to economic fluctuations related to the
labour market and housing (Stanfors 2003; Olah
and Bernhardt 2008).
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Data and variables

We used data from the Scanian Economic Demo-
graphic Database (SEDD), developed at the
Centre for Economic Demography, Lund Univer-
sity (Bengtsson et al. 2018). SEDD consists of longi-
tudinal individual-level information on demography
and socio-economic attainment for individuals orig-
inating in a region with five parishes (Halmstad,
Hög, Kågeröd, Kävlinge, and Sireköpinge) and the
city of Landskrona from 1922 to 2015 (see map in
Figure 2). Data for the period 1922–67 came from
various data sources (parish-level registers of popu-
lation, births, marriages, deaths, and income and
taxation), while data from 1968 to 2015 came from
Statistics Sweden and covered the entire country.
Individuals present in the older data were identified
and linked to the contemporary data by Statistics
Sweden, using unique personal identifiers for all
individuals present from 1947 onwards. For this
analysis, we sampled men and women aged 16–39
at risk of first births and women aged 16–54 in
couples for continued childbearing. In a sensitivity
analysis we also estimated the first-birth models
for the age range 16–49, which gave almost identical
estimates (see Appendix Table A1). To keep a
homogeneous study population, the main analysis
was conducted on the regional sample (five parishes
and the city of Landskrona) for the entire study
period, but we also examined the entire population
living in the whole of Sweden after 1967 as a

robustness check. The study population is not a
random sample of Sweden, but is broadly represen-
tative by reflecting conditions shared by populations
in similar areas during the time studied (see, e.g.
Dribe et al. 2015; Dribe and Helgertz 2016; Bengts-
son et al. 2020).
We analysed the duration to next birth by parity or

parity group. Transition to first birth was examined
for men and women separately, following each indi-
vidual from age 16 until first birth or age 40. For con-
tinued childbearing we analysed couples (married, or
cohabiting with children in common) and considered
second births and higher-order births separately. We
also examined third births separately, and the pat-
terns were similar to the patterns for all higher-
order births combined (see Appendix Table A2).
Couples were censored at divorce (or break-up of
cohabitation with children in common), death of
the partner, end of period, or after eight years since
last birth. We chose couples as the unit of analysis
as the focus was on the association between social
class and continued childbearing. Studying men and
women separately would have made interpretations
more difficult, especially during periods when
married women with children seldom worked and
class positions were largely determined by husbands’
occupations.
We used social class to measure advantage through

access to resources, material well-being, and status.
Class captures the similar life chances afforded to
different classes and was expected to be a more

Figure 1 Total fertility (TFR) in Sweden, 1910–2015
Source: Statistics Sweden 1999, SOS (Sveriges officiella statistik), www.scb.se.
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stable measure of socio-economic status over the life
course than income and to reflect not only economic
resources, but cultural resources and attitudes as well
(see, e.g. Breen and Jonsson 2005; Erikson and Gold-
thorpe 2010). We measured social class based on the
occupation of the individual or their spouse or
partner (higher class within the union for the cur-
rently married or cohabiting). Before 1968 occu-
pational information was collected from the
population registers (usually updated on entry and
when starting a new ledger, about every five years),
event registers, and annually in the income and taxa-
tion registers from 1947 onwards. From 1968 occu-
pation was reported in the 1970, 1975, 1980, 1985,
and 1990 Censuses (Folk- och bostadsräkning) and
in the occupation registers from 2001 onwards. Occu-
pations for intercensal years were imputed using the
nearest census (e.g. 1970 information for 1971; 1972
and 1975 information for 1973 and 1974). For the
period 1990–95 we used the occupation in the 1990
Census, and for 1996–2001 we used the occupation
from 2001. It is worth noting that the occupational
registers (available 2001–14) were based on reports
from employers and only included the currently
employed.
Occupational notations in SEDD are coded in an

internationally comparable coding scheme for

historical occupations: HISCO, the Historical Inter-
national Standard Classification of Occupations (Van
Leeuwen et al. 2002). For the period after 1968, the
occupational codings from Statistics Sweden were
recoded to HISCO (see Dribe and Helgertz 2016).
These standardized occupations were subsequently
coded into HISCLASS (Historical International
Social Class Scheme), a twelve-category occupational
classification scheme based on skill level, degree of
supervision, whether manual or non-manual, and
whether urban or rural (VanLeeuwen andMaas 2011).
We used an abbreviated scheme with six classes:

higher white-collar workers (HISCLASS 1–2),
lower white-collar workers (HISCLASS 3–5),
medium-skilled workers (HISCLASS 6–7), lower-
skilled workers (HISCLASS 9–10), unskilled
workers (HISCLASS 11–12), and farmers
(HISCLASS 8). In all analyses, we also included indi-
viduals without a registered occupation as a seventh
category (NA). Except for farmers, who were a bit
problematic to fit into the class scheme over such a
long period of time, other classes broadly reflected
a status hierarchy from lowest status (unskilled
workers) to highest status (higher white-collar
workers). The class scheme has frequently been
used in historical studies of social stratification, and
is very similar to other commonly used class

Figure 2 Map of the study area
Source: Map produced by Finn Hedefalk, Lund University.
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schemes in the stratification literature (e.g. the EGP
Class Scheme; see Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992).
We could be concerned that this kind of class
scheme is not valid for such a long period, and that
the grouping together of classes is not straightfor-
ward over time. While there is no doubt that the dis-
tinction between top and bottom is meaningful both
today and in the 1920s, the distinction between the
unskilled workers and lower-skilled workers, for
instance, may be more doubtful. Thus, in addition
to the seven-class scheme, we also estimated
models using a three-class scheme (manual, non-
manual, NA/farmer). The manual group consists of
the medium-skilled, low-skilled, and unskilled
workers, and the non-manual group consists of the
higher and lower white-collar workers.
In the study area, both absolute and relative social

mobility increased during the twentieth century up to
1970, mainly because upward mobility became more
prevalent. Formal education and meritocracy became
increasingly important for people from lower-class
origins to advance socially (Dribe et al. 2015).
There has recently been increasing recognition in

both economics and sociology that social class and
income capture different aspects of a person’s rela-
tive position in society and there is no reason to
expect that they should move in tandem (Björklund
and Jäntti 2000; Erikson and Goldthorpe 2010;
Blanden et al. 2013; Breen et al. 2016; Mood 2017).
Income is a measure of the economic resources avail-
able to an individual or household at a given moment
in time, and is expected to fluctuate more than social
class over the life course. To look at the possible
importance of income for the class–fertility relation-
ship, we estimated models including both social class
and income for the period after 1946 when annual
income information was available in the data. We
used total income from employment, self-employ-
ment, and capital, including some social insurance
benefits based on previously earned income (includ-
ing parental leave benefits). Household income was
defined as the sum of the income earned by the
spouses or partners. Income deciles were calculated
from the entire sample, specific by year (and sex
for first births). These models were estimated on a
reduced sample due to missing income information
for some individuals.
In the multivariate analysis we adjusted models for

a limited number of variables. All models were
adjusted for age and age squared to account for age
dependency. Models for second and higher-order
births controlled for time since last birth and time
since last birth squared (duration), and in higher-
order models, number of previous births was also

adjusted for. Models did not adjust for marital
status, as union formation is often closely linked
with transition to parenthood and part of the same
decision. First-birth models including an adjustment
for marital status gave somewhat different results
(detailed results not shown).

Methods

We estimated the association between social class and
parity-specific birth risks using discrete-time comp-
lementary log–log regression with clustered standard
errors at the individual level (see, e.g. Prentice and
Gloeckler 1978 for an equivalent model). The
reason for using this model, rather than a continu-
ous-time survival model, was that the data on
income and class weremostly annual and the structure
of the data after 1968 was in a panel form with annual
observations. The model is equivalent to a continuous
proportional hazards model when time is in discrete
form. The exponentiated regression parameters are
interpreted as relative risks. The model is fitted to a
sequence of annual binary outcomes, until the event
of interest occurs or the time to event is censored.
We considered first, second, and higher-order

births separately. Social class and, in some models,
income were included as lagged variables, reflecting
the situation in the year before the observation.
The estimates from these models cannot be inter-
preted as causal effects of social class on fertility.
Even though the ordering of events was taken into
account and social class referred to the year before
the risk of birth, unobserved endogeneity (e.g. that
family-oriented individuals may have taken different
decisions on education and career than less family-
oriented ones) could not be accounted for. Hence,
the estimates should be viewed as empirical associ-
ations between social class and fertility rather than
estimates of causal effects.

Descriptive statistics

Wefocused the analysis on four different periods: 1922–
46, 1947–67, 1968–89, and 1990–2015. While the exact
periodization was partly driven by data availability,
the periods reflected the change in work–family
regimes, from a male-breadwinner context in the first
period to a dual-earner context in the final period.
Table 1 reports the descriptive statistics of the

different study samples for the four subperiods. The
increasing proportions without a class in the first-
birth sample in the two later periods can be
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attributed to the increasing proportion of the time at
risk before a first birth being spent in education and
hence delayed entry into the labour force. The
overall higher proportion with missing occupations
in the later periods is explained by the different regis-
tration of occupations in these periods, as previously
mentioned. The changing composition of social class
over time is not unexpected. Most noticeable is the
diminishing role of farmers and skilled workers
over time and the rising importance of both higher
and lower white-collar workers. This changing distri-
bution with increasing proportions in certain occu-
pational categories should be kept in mind when
looking at results in the most recent period.
Table 1 also shows the mean age at birth by parity

and period, and by sex for first births. For women,
age at first birth declined from 27.2 in 1922–46 to
24.7 in 1968–89, and then increased again to 27.2 in
the final period. This pattern is well in line with the
aggregate pattern for Sweden as a whole (Sandström
2014). Formen the age at first birth declined from 30.1
in the first period to 27.6 in 1968–89 and then
increased to 29.3 years in the last period. For second
births, age of woman at birth increased from 29.8 in
the first period to 31.4 in the last period. The mean
age of woman at higher-order births increased from
33.9 years in the first period to 35.1 in the last period.

Results

Table 2 shows the relative risks of transitioning to the
next birth by period, parity, and social class using the
three- and seven-class groupings, respectively. In the
model for the period 1922–46 (panel A), first- and
second-birth risks are highest among farmers, while
first-birth risks tend to be lower among non-manual
workers, especially women. For men, the higher
white-collar class experiences the highest first-birth
risks besides the farmers, and the lower white-collar
class the lowest, while there are no differences in
first-birth risks within the blue-collar classes. For
women, first-birth risks are much lower for the
white-collar classes (RR = 0.24, p < 0.01 for higher
white-collar and RR = 0.56, p < 0.01 for lower
white-collar), while there are no differences within
the blue-collar group. Thus, there are opposite pat-
terns for men and women, with high social class
being related to a higher likelihood of a first birth
for men, but a lower likelihood for women. For con-
tinued childbearing the pattern is quite different.
While few of the coefficients are statistically signifi-
cant for second births, the highest likelihood of a
higher-order birth is seen among the higher white-

collar class (RR = 1.35, p < 0.01), and the lowest
among the unskilled workers (RR = 0.66, p < 0.01).
In other words, it appears as if higher social class is
associated with delayed entry into parenthood for
women, but not for men, and then with higher ferti-
lity after first birth, and especially after the second
birth. For all transitions, fertility is higher for
farmers than medium-skilled workers.
Panel B shows estimates for the period 1947–67.

Farmers still show the highest fertility at all parities,
except for first births for women. Apart from
farmers, there are opposite patterns for first births
for men and women, with lower first-birth risks for
non-manual women and higher risks for non-manual
men. Higher white-collar social class is connected to
a lower likelihood of a first birth for women (RR=
0.54, p < 0.01) but a higher likelihood for men (RR=
1.23, p < 0.01), similar to the previous period. For
second births, a U-shaped pattern emerges, with
higher birth risks for the unskilled (RR= 1.50, p <
0.01) and higher white-collar (RR = 1.20, p < 0.05)
classes, and the lowest birth risks among the low- and
medium-skilled workers. For higher-order births, the
pattern is similar to second births. Apart from the
farmers, the highest likelihood of a birth is among
unskilled and higher white-collar workers and the
lowest among low- and medium-skilled workers.
In the model for the 1968–89 period (panel C), the

pattern for the transition to first birth is quite similar
for men and women. Aside from the farmers, whose
fertility is still higher than that of the other classes,
there is a weak inverted U-shaped relationship,
with somewhat higher first-birth risks for the
medium-skilled workers than for the low-skilled/
unskilled and white-collar classes. For second births,
the white-collar classes show higher fertility (for
higher white-collar, RR = 1.43, p < 0.01), while there
are no differences within the manual class. For
higher-order births, the U-shaped pattern from the
previous period is still clearly visible even if the coef-
ficient for the unskilled is not statistically significant.
By the last period, 1990–2015 (panel D), we see

that the pattern for first births has changed consider-
ably. For both men and women, but in particular for
women, first-birth risks are highest for the higher
white-collar workers (RR = 1.21 for men and RR =
1.56 for women, both p < 0.01). For second births
there is a linear positive relationship between social
class and fertility, with the lowest fertility for the
unskilled and the highest fertility among the higher
white-collar workers (RR = 1.53, p < 0.01). For
higher-order births there is an almost opposite
pattern, with a negative association between social
class and fertility. Unskilled workers have the
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics of the analytical samples for four different time periods: Scania, Sweden, 1922–2015

(1)
First births,

men

(2)
First births,
women

(3)
Second births,

couples

(4)
Higher-order births,

couples

A. 1922–46
Births 7,219 5,017 1,862 1,235
Total time at risk (person-years) 135,615 104,907 11,223 7,938
Mean age at birth (years) 30.1 27.2 29.8 33.9
Mean time since last birth (years) – – 3.5 3.4
Mean previous births – – – 2.2
Individuals at risk 18,566 19,196 4,707 2,125
Social class (percentages)
Three-class scheme
Manual 66.8 43.3 49.0 41.4
Non-manual 17.3 17.2 45.5 44.8
Farmers/NA 15.9 39.5 5.6 13.9
Seven-class scheme
Unskilled 22.6 5.5 6.3 4.9
Low-skilled 22.5 33.5 15.9 15.2
Medium-skilled 21.7 4.3 26.8 21.3
Lower white-collar 13.8 15.9 26.6 25.1
Higher white-collar 3.4 1.3 18.9 19.7
NA 13.9 39.5 0.8 0.3
Farmers 2.0 <0.1 4.8 13.6

B. 1947–67
Births 7,243 5,038 2,113 987
Total time at risk (person-years) 126,365 72,983 23,274 19,583
Mean age at birth (years) 29.5 25.7 31.2 35.2
Mean time since last birth (years) – – 3.7 4.0
Mean previous births – – – 2.5
Individuals at risk 20,063 15,649 5,929 3,170
Social class (percentages)
Three-class scheme
Manual 62.8 33.8 68.3 61.9
Non-manual 28.5 40.6 29.8 34.0
Farmers/NA 8.7 25.6 1.9 4.1
Seven-class scheme
Unskilled 8.9 5.5 10.8 9.5
Low-skilled 22.2 24.7 23.5 21.1
Medium-skilled 31.8 3.7 34.0 31.4
Lower white-collar 20.2 37.3 23.2 26.4
Higher white-collar 8.2 3.3 6.6 7.6
NA 7.7 25.6 0.2 0.1
Farmers 1.0 <0.1 1.6 4.0

C. 1968–89
Births 6,128 5,601 2,989 1,024
Total time at risk (person-years) 114,128 78,213 20,272 27,759
Mean age at birth (years) 27.6 24.7 30.2 33.3
Mean time since last birth (years) – – 3.7 4.1
Mean previous births – – – 2.3
Individuals at risk 20,290 16,074 6,008 4,997
Social class (percentages)
Three-class scheme
Manual 45.3 27.5 47.1 48.4
Non-manual 19.3 27.0 42.0 43.2
Farmers/NA 35.4 45.5 10.4 8.3
Seven-class scheme
Unskilled 3.2 4.8 3.1 3.1

(Continued)
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highest fertility (RR = 1.30, but p > 0.10) at these
parities (except for those missing an occupation)
and the white-collar classes the lowest (for the non-
manual group as a whole, RR = 0.74, p < 0.01).
The models in Table 3 adjust for income decile for

the last three periods (where income information is
fully available: individual income for first births and
total household income for higher-order births).
Looking at first births, the relative risks for the
1947–67 and 1990–2015 periods are very similar to
those in the main model (Table 2). The results are
also highly similar in the 1968–89 period, but there
are some differences for farmers and for the
unknown category. For farmers the relative risks are
larger when adjusting for income, indicating that the
fertility behaviour for this class deviates more when
income is taken into account. Estimates for second
and higher-order births are also highly similar to
those without adjusting for income. Some estimates
differ, but mainly for the unknown category and in
one case also for the unskilled. In general, however,
the association between social class and fertility is

notmuch affected by income at any parity, which indi-
cates that the association between social class and fer-
tility is not mainly a result of income differences
across classes but reflects conditions more directly
associated with class. This independent association
of social class and income with fertility partly reflects
poor overlap between the two variables (in the sense
that the lowest class is not always the poorest group
and vice versa), and partly their capturing of different
aspects of fertility influence, such as income effects vs.
attitudinal and cultural differences between classes. It
is well known from the literature that there are pro-
nounced differences in attitudes between social
classes concerning a range of societal issues including
gender roles and family (see, e.g. Svallfors 2004), and
this could be one explanation for class differences in
fertility net of income differences. At the same time
it is worth pointing out that Sweden was a culturally
homogenous society for much of the period in terms
of both language and religion, and also one of the
countries with the highest income equality in the
world.

Table 1 Continued.

(1)
First births,

men

(2)
First births,
women

(3)
Second births,

couples

(4)
Higher-order births,

couples

Low-skilled 21.4 18.1 20.6 21.0
Medium-skilled 20.7 4.7 18.3 19.1
Lower white-collar 16.3 25.0 40.1 40.7
Higher white-collar 3.1 2.0 7.0 7.7
NA 34.7 45.4 10.2 7.7
Farmers 0.7 <0.1 0.2 0.6

D. 1990–2015
Births 6,068 6,463 2,817 1,397
Total time at risk (person-years) 132,543 106,758 14,124 30,282
Mean age at birth (years) 29.3 27.2 31.4 35.1
Mean time since last birth (years) – – 3.2 4.2
Mean previous births – – – 2.5
Individuals at risk 22,972 21,215 4,843 5,603
Social class (percentages)
Three-class scheme
Manual 31.5 26.3 32.2 34.5
Non-manual 18.0 21.2 47.4 57.5
Farmers/NA 50.5 52.5 20.4 7.8
Seven-class scheme
Unskilled 3.8 5.6 3.5 2.5
Low-skilled 17.3 18.7 19.4 20.7
Medium-skilled 10.4 2.1 9.2 11.3
Lower white-collar 15.2 19.2 34.6 42.9
Higher white-collar 2.8 2.0 12.8 14.6
NA 50.4 52.5 20.4 7.8
Farmers 0.1 <0.1 – –

Note: Samples include individuals aged 16–39 for first births and couples with women aged 16–54 for continued childbearing. Mean age at
birth refers to women in couples (for second and higher-order births).
Source: The Scanian Economic-Demographic Database, Bengtsson et al. (2018).
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Table 2 Relative risks of the transition to next birth, by social class, in Scania, Sweden, 1922–2015: models without income
controls

Social class

(1)
First births,

men

(2)
First births,
women

(3)
Second births, couples

(4)
Higher-order births,

couples

A. 1922–46
Manual 1 1 1 1
Non-manual 0.93* 0.50** 1.05 1.31**
Farmer/other 0.92 1.29** 1.50** 1.32**

Unskilled 0.94 1.12 1.15 0.66*
Low-skilled 0.99 1.08 0.96 0.87
Medium-skilled 1 1 1 1
Lower white-collar 0.84** 0.56** 1.01 1.10
Higher white-collar 1.19** 0.24** 1.11 1.35**
Unknown 0.50** 1.38** 0.82 0.96
Farmers 1.71** 1.66 1.64** 1.21+
Observations 135,615 104,907 11,223 7,938

B. 1947–67
Manual 1 1 1 1
Non-manual 1.12** 0.83** 1.08 1.16*
Farmer/other 0.92 0.95 2.19** 2.08**

Unskilled 0.75** 1.16 1.50** 1.33**
Low-skilled 0.96 1.07 0.99 0.88
Medium-skilled 1 1 1 1
Lower white-collar 1.00 0.93 1.13* 1.09
Higher white-collar 1.23** 0.54** 1.20* 1.41**
Unknown 0.48** 1.03 1.06 1.41
Farmers 2.01** 1.00 2.54** 2.12**
Observations 126,365 72,956 23,274 19,583

C. 1968–89
Manual 1 1 1 1
Non-manual 0.96 0.86** 1.12** 0.84*
Farmer/other 0.52** 0.91** 1.01 1.13

Unskilled 0.85* 0.99 1.00 1.18
Low-skilled 0.90** 0.91 1.02 1.16
Medium-skilled 1 1 1 1
Lower white-collar 0.91* 0.80** 1.09+ 0.82*
Higher white-collar 0.87* 0.90 1.43** 1.57**
Unknown 0.47** 0.85* 1.00 1.19
Farmers 1.15 1.49 2.60** 1.98+
Observations 114,609 78,213 20,272 27,759

D. 1990–2015
Manual 1 1 1 1
Non-manual 1.10** 1.07* 1.40** 0.74**
Farmer/other 0.85** 1.03 0.98 1.55**

Unskilled 0.94 0.93 0.80 1.30
Low-skilled 0.93+ 1.27** 0.86* 1.10
Medium-skilled 1 1 1 1
Lower white-collar 1.01 1.22* 1.18* 0.78**
Higher white-collar 1.21** 1.56** 1.53** 0.90
Unknown 0.81** 1.21* 0.87+ 1.69**
Farmers 0.82 0.72 … 1 … 1

Observations 132,543 106,758 14,122 30,235

+p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
1Too few observations to include in estimation.
Notes:Relative risks fromcomplementary log–logmodels (exp(coefficient)).Valuesof ‘1’denote the referencecategory. Samples include individuals
aged 16–39 for first births and couples with women aged 16–54 for continued childbearing.Models control for age and age squared (1, 2, 3, 4; age of
woman for 3, 4), time since last birth and time since last birth squared (3, 4), andnumber of previous births (4). Social class in (1) and (2) ismeasured
by individual occupation, and in (3) and (4) as the higher class within the couple. All models are statistically significant (p < 0.001) based on Chi-
square tests. Separate models are shown for three- and seven-class groupings.
Source:As for Table 1.
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Our results so far are based on the regional sample
from southern Sweden. For the periods after 1967 we
can follow individuals originating in this area and
their descendants residing all over Sweden. This
larger sample includes all individuals who have
ever resided in the area, as well as children born to
current and former residents present in the area
after 1947, when unique personal identifiers were
introduced. Table 4 shows estimates for the two
later periods. Overall, the relative risks for those
with a registered occupation are similar to those in
Table 3, which is reassuring as they do not indicate
that the area under study deviates in any important
way from the pattern in the country as a whole,
even though the comparison is only made with

people with some intergenerational connection to
the area.

Discussion

Our analysis of the association between social class
and parity-specific fertility has given some important
insights into its long-term development. Looking first
at the transition to parenthood, the first stage of the
fertility process, higher social class was associated
with lower fertility for women in the first three
periods, but not in the last. In the 1920s to 1940s,
this was related to basic conditions of women’s
labour markets, as discussed previously. Until 1939

Table 3 Relative risks of the transition to next birth, by social class, in Scania, Sweden, 1947–2015: models adjusting for
household income

Social class

(1)
First births,

men

(2)
First births,
women

(3)
Second births,

couples

(4)
Higher-order births,

couples

A. 1947–67
Unskilled 0.80** 1.15 1.48** 1.30*
Low-skilled 0.98 1.08 0.97 0.86
Medium-skilled 1 1 1 1
Lower white-collar 0.99 0.97 1.09 1.02
Higher white-collar 1.18** 0.58** 1.12 1.31*
Unknown 0.48** 0.95 0.60 1.11
Farmers 2.09** 1.00 2.17** 1.90**
Observations 126,365 72,956 22,024 19,123

B. 1968–89
Unskilled 0.94 1.15+ 1.03 1.14
Low-skilled 0.94 0.96 1.04 1.15
Medium-skilled 1 1 1 1
Lower white-collar 0.94+ 0.82** 1.09 0.85+
Higher white-collar 0.88+ 1.02 1.36** 1.56**
Unknown 0.62** 1.24** 1.08 1.27+
Farmers 1.43** 2.28+ 2.67** 1.73
Observations 112,393 75,278 19,144 26,577

C. 1990–2015
Unskilled 1.06 1.12 0.90 0.96
Low-skilled 0.96 1.38** 0.89 1.02
Medium-skilled 1 1 1 1
Lower white-collar 1.01 1.26** 1.11 0.81*
Higher white-collar 1.10 1.50** 1.33** 0.95
Unknown 0.89* 1.41** 0.97 1.11
Farmers 1.00 0.89 … 1 … 1

Observations 132,537 106,742 14,012 30,177

+p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
1Too few observations to include in estimation.
Notes: Relative risks from complementary log–log models (exp(coefficient)). Values of ‘1’ denote the reference category. Samples include
individuals aged 16–39 for first births and couples with women aged 16–54 for continued childbearing. Models control for age and age
squared (1, 2, 3, 4; age of woman for 3, 4), time since last birth and time since last birth squared (3, 4), number of previous births (4),
individual income (1, 2), and total household income (3, 4). Social class in (1) and (2) is measured on individual occupation, and in (3)
and (4) as the higher class within the couple. All models are statistically significant (p < 0.001) based on Chi-square tests. The 1922–46
period is not included as full income information was not available.
Source: As for Table 1.
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employers had the right to lay off women who got
married and had children (see Appendix 2 of Stan-
fors 2003). In this period women faced a very clear
trade-off between family and work: a trade-off that
most often led women into homemaking rather
than into a labour market career (see Goldin 2006;
Stanfors 2007). For example, in the 1920s and 1930s
around 90 per cent of women left their job and the
labour force upon marriage. In the 1970s and 1980s
this figure was down to around 10 per cent and by
1990 the phenomenon had completely disappeared
(Stanfors and Goldscheider 2017). For women who
chose the career path in the 1920s to 1940s, it
clearly came at the expense of family formation,
which was not the case in later periods (see Sand-
ström and Marklund 2019).
For young men, having a career and a high-class

position did not have a negative effect on the tran-
sition to parenthood before the 1960s. Instead,
having a secure income was a prerequisite for
union formation and men with a better job were
more attractive on the marriage market. The patterns
for men and women converged in the 1970s and
1980s, with somewhat lower transition rates to

parenthood for the white-collar classes and low-
skilled/unskilled workers compared with medium-
skilled workers. A similar convergence in the tran-
sition to first birth between men and women was
observed until about 1990 in a study using survey
data (Dribe and Stanfors 2009a). Then, after 1990,
higher class became related to elevated transition
to parenthood, especially for women. This reflected
the importance of having a job and a career before
forming a family and having children, and that this
was especially true for women (e.g. Goldscheider
et al. 2015; Stanfors and Goldscheider 2017). Once
women reached high-class positions they transitioned
rather quickly to parenthood, likely as a result of
postponing family formation until after finishing edu-
cation and getting a secure job.
Regarding continued childbearing, the patterns for

second births and higher-order births were quite
different over time. While the relationship with
social class for second births changed from weakly
U-shaped to positive, it went from weakly U-
shaped to negative for higher-order births. Second
births often follow first births more automatically,
both in high-fertility societies and in contexts with a

Table 4 Relative risks of the transition to next birth, by social class: enlarged sample including individuals from the whole of
Sweden, 1968–2015 (models adjusting for household income)

Social class

(1)
First births,

men

(2)
First births,
women

(3)
Second births,

couples

(4)
Higher-order births,

couples

A. 1968–89
Unskilled 0.78** 1.02 0.94 1.27*
Low-skilled 0.91** 0.99 0.96 1.22**
Medium-skilled 1 1 1 1
Lower white-collar 0.92** 0.89** 1.06* 0.88**
Higher white-collar 0.94* 0.86** 1.47** 1.50**
Unknown 0.54** 1.07* 1.03 1.66**
Farmers 1.20** 1.22 1.55** 1.59**
Observations 492,499 388,793 76,484 94,845

B. 1990–2015
Unskilled 0.76** 0.85** 0.75** 1.14
Low-skilled 0.90** 1.12* 0.87** 1.04
Medium-skilled 1 1 1 1
Lower white-collar 0.90** 1.05 1.11* 0.81**
Higher white-collar 0.99 1.20** 1.37** 1.00
Unknown 0.66** 0.91* 0.80** 1.59**
Farmers 1.01 1.25 … 1 … 1

Observations 595,176 485,620 37,296 101,434

+p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
1Too few observations to include in estimation.
Notes: Relative risks from complementary log–log models (exp(coefficient)). Values of ‘1’ denote the reference category. Samples include
individuals aged 16–39 for first births and couples with women aged 16–54 for continued childbearing. Models control for age and age
squared (1, 2, 3, 4; age of woman for 3, 4), time since last birth and time since last birth squared (3, 4), number of previous births (4),
individual income (1, 2), and total household income (3, 4). Social class in (1) and (2) is measured on individual occupation, and in (3)
and (4) as the higher class within the couple.
Source: As for Table 1.
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strong two-child norm. In Sweden, this was
reinforced by different policy measures incentivizing
a rapid transition to second birth for those with that
target, as previously mentioned.
It is perhaps a bit surprising that fertility after the

second birth was particularly high in the higher
white-collar group in all periods except after 1990.
During the fertility transition this class was a forerun-
ner in the adoption of family limitation and low ferti-
lity, but after the decline, when all classes had
adopted modern fertility behaviour with deliberate
control of fertility within marriage, this class stood
out with higher fertility than the lower white-collar
workers and the blue-collar workers. One interpret-
ation of this result is that when deliberate fertility
control within marriage was universally accepted in
all social classes, socio-economic factors became
even more important determinants of fertility. The
higher-class families benefited from more economic
resources and better housing than the lower classes,
and were not dependent on supplementary income
of the wives to the same extent, which lowered the
opportunity costs of children.
This situation was most pronounced in the male-

breadwinner context, and changed over time as
women in all classes entered into the labour market
in increasing numbers. However, even in the trans-
formation periods most women with young children
did not work, or only worked part-time. The insti-
tutional support to families with working mothers
was also weak at the beginning of the transformation,
but gradually expanded over time, as previously dis-
cussed. In the final period (1990–2015), partnered
women with young children participated fully, or
close to fully, in the labour force, with increasing
support from institutional childcare, preschool, and
after-school programmes. Increasing career
demands in white-collar families could be a reason
for higher-order fertility being lower in this group
(especially in the lower white-collar class) in the
last period.

Conclusion

The research reported in this paper is among the
first to examine the association between social
class and parity-specific transitions to next birth,
covering a period of almost 100 years, from the
early 1920s to 2015, and using longitudinal individ-
ual-level data. A fundamental conclusion from this
and previous historical research in the area is that
there is no universal relationship between socio-
economic status and fertility, valid across contexts

and over time. Our findings identified a number
of interesting patterns. First, social class and
income were quite independently related to fertility
outcomes. Second, the relationship between social
class and fertility was parity-dependent, with differ-
ent patterns at different parities. Third, there were
pronounced changes in the associations between
social class and fertility over time. Fourth, at least
during some periods, the associations for first
births were strongly sex-specific.
For transitions to parenthood, higher class position

was associated with high fertility for men and lower
fertility for women before 1970, but then converged
to a positive association for both sexes after 1990.
Over the same time frame, a weakly U-shaped
relationship between social class and continued child-
bearing before 1950 turned into a positive association
for second births, and a largely negative association
for higher-order births in contemporary Sweden.
On a general level these patterns were connected to

changes and conditions related to the compatibility
between work and family, and especially women’s
increasing participation in education and paid
labour. These fundamental societal changes in econ-
omic and social institutions, as well as in broad atti-
tudes and norms in society, have shaped decision-
making about family and career for both men and
women, but especially for women. In turn they have
altered the relationship between social class and ferti-
lity. Overall, high socio-economic status has increas-
ingly become connected to childbearing in the sense
of higher transition to parenthood and second-birth
fertility, but at the same time with a lower likelihood
of having higher-order births.
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Appendix

Table A1 Relative risks of the transition to first birth, by
social class, in Scania, Sweden, 1922–2015, for men and
women aged 16–49: models without income controls

Social class (1) Men (2) Women

A. 1922–46
Unskilled 0.98 1.13
Low-skilled 1.02 1.08
Medium-skilled 1 1
Lower white-collar 0.88** 0.56**
Higher white-collar 1.23** 0.24**
Unknown 0.51** 1.39**
Farmers 2.09** 1.58

Observations 175,431 132,035

B. 1947–67
Unskilled 0.78** 1.19+
Low-skilled 0.96 1.08
Medium-skilled 1 1
Lower white-collar 0.98 0.94
Higher white-collar 1.25** 0.56**
Unknown 0.43** 1.04
Farmers 2.07** 0.48

Observations 177,937 96,280

C. 1968–89
Unskilled 0.85* 0.98
Low-skilled 0.91** 0.91
Medium-skilled 1 1
Lower white-collar 0.93+ 0.80**
Higher white-collar 0.89+ 0.90
Unknown 0.46** 0.85*
Farmers 1.20 1.45

Observations 154,193 98,828

D. 1990–2015
Unskilled 0.95 0.91
Low-skilled 0.93 1.24*
Medium-skilled 1 1
Lower white-collar 1.03 1.21*
Higher white-collar 1.27** 1.54**
Unknown 0.82** 1.19*
Farmers 0.93 0.67

Observations 155,463 123,409
+p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01
Notes: Relative risks from complementary log–log models (exp
(coefficient)). Values of ‘1’ denote the reference category.
Models control for age and age squared. Social class is measured
by individual’s occupation. All models are statistically significant
(p<0.001) based on Chi-square tests.
Source: As for Table 1.

Table A2 Relative risks of the transition to third and
fourth or later births, by social class, in Scania, Sweden
1922–2015: models without income controls

Social class

(1)
Third births,

couples

(2)
Fourth and later
births, couples

A. 1922–46
Unskilled 0.78 0.49
Low-skilled 1.00 0.71
Medium-skilled 1 1
Lower white-collar 1.14 1.04
Higher white-collar 1.42** 1.26
Unknown 0.85 1.11
Farmers 1.46** 1.02

Observations 4,436 3,502

B. 1947–67
Unskilled 1.38* 1.21
Low-skilled 0.94 0.74
Medium-skilled 1 1
Lower white-collar 1.12 1.04
Higher white-collar 1.40* 1.41
Unknown 1.61 … 1

Farmers 1.90** 2.30*

Observations 12,904 6,677

C. 1968–89
Unskilled 1.08 1.43
Low-skilled 1.11 1.31
Medium-skilled 1 1
Lower white-collar 0.81* 0.84
Higher white-collar 1.60** 1.45
Unknown 1.24 1.06
Farmers 2.38** 1.33

Observations 20,796 6,963

D. 1990–2015
Unskilled 1.45+ 1.08
Low-skilled 1.27* 0.82
Medium-skilled 1 1
Lower white-collar 0.84 0.70*
Higher white-collar 1.06 0.63+
Unknown 1.89** 1.36+
Farmers … 1 … 1

Observations 19,740 10,495
+p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01
1Too few observations to include in estimation.
Notes: Relative risks from complementary log–log models (exp
(coefficient)). Values of ‘1’ denote the reference category.
Samples consist of couples with women aged 16–54. Models
control for age of woman, age of woman squared, time since last
birth, and time since last birth squared, and also previous births
(for fourth and later births only). Social class is measured by the
higher class within the couple. All models are statistically
significant (p<0.001) based on Chi-square tests.
Source: As for Table 1.
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