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Is precarious union formation making it more difficult for women and men with low educational
attainment to enter parenthood?

By Nadia Sturm, Alessandra Trimarchi & Jan Van Bavel

Background

In most European countries, highly educated women have been more likely to remain childless
(Wood, Neels, & Kil, 2014) or to postpone the birth of their 1% child (Ni Bhrolchain & Beaujouan,
2012; Nitsche, Matysiak, Van Bavel, & Vignoli, 2015) compared to women with lower degrees. Nev-
ertheless, there are signs that the negative educational gradient — higher education connected to
lower fertility — might have shifted and that fertility declined especially among the lower educated
(Compans 2021; Ermisch 2021; Jalovaara et al. 2019; Kreyenfeld and Konietzka 2017; Reher and Re-
guena 2019). One reason to expect a shift in the educational gradient of fertility might be that
steady partnerships, which continue to be considered a normative prerequisite for having children,
are becoming less frequent or stable among lower-educated women — especially in contexts of high
labour market participation and earnings of women. There, similar or higher-educated women might
be the more desired partners, in turn, leading to marginalization of women with lower educational
attainment on the partnering market. Similar trends have already been observed for men. Across Eu-
rope, a higher likelihood of remaining single has been found for low-educated men (De Hauw, Grow,
& Van Bavel, 2017) and this lower likelihood of entering a partnership translates into lower transi-
tion rates to parenthood across several European countries (Trimarchi and Van Bavel 2017).

While a positive educational gradient of union formation and fertility has thus been longer standing
for men, we might see similar developments for women in more recent cohorts for several reasons.
Shifts from a male breadwinner to a dual-earner model (Esping-Andersen 2012), increases in
women'’s earnings relative to men’s (Goldin 2014), higher participation in tertiary education (Van
Bavel, Schwartz, and Esteve 2018) and declines in the stability of typically male, blue-collar occupa-
tions (Adsera 2018; Autor 2014) could lead to men’s preference for equally or higher-educated part-
ners. Furthermore, as obtaining higher education has increasingly become the norm in European la-
bour markets, the group of lower educated might become more marginalized from a labour market
perspective both in countries with lower and higher shares of lower-educated individuals. Finally,
given increases in cost of living and housing, the income of women might be increasingly important
to enable couples to enter a cohabiting union and start a family.

Results from single-country studies have indeed shown increasing childlessness and postponement
of births among the lower educated, especially in the Nordic countries. Nevertheless, general trends
across countries in Europe remain unclear and potential underlying mechanisms of this change, such
as the selection into partnerships, are not yet analysed in detail. The aim of this article, therefore, is
to analyze how women’s likelihood of having a first child is influenced by their educational level and
to what extent this relationship can be explained by changing selection into partnerships. Specifi-
cally, we will answer the following research questions:

Has the likelihood to transition to parenthood decreased for lower educated women across cohorts?
In how far can this relation be explained by a lower likelihood of selecting into (stable) partnerships?



Data & Methodology

To analyze the relation between educational attainment, entering a union and transitioning to
parenthood, we make use of data from the ‘Timing of Life’ Module in Round 3 and 9 of the European
Social Survey (ESS). Data has been collected in 2006 and 2018 respectively. The module contains ret-
rospective information on first cohabitation, first births and other life course transitions such as age
at moving out of the parental home and entering the labour market.

In a first step, we apply logistic regression analysis to analyze how the likelihood to experience a first
cohabitation by age 35 (=1) or after/never (=0) is influenced by educational level. We do the same
for first births by 35. To do so we select women and men that are at least 35 at time of interview (co-
horts 1955 to 1985). First, we run the analysis for a pooled sample of all countries and control for
country fixed-effects. We include an interaction between educational level and cohort to see
whether the likelihood to enter a cohabiting union and parenthood by age 35 varies significantly by
cohort. Second, we run the same analysis but now include a three-way interaction between educa-
tion, cohort and country to see in how far this relation varies across European countries. Models are
controlled for parental education, religiosity and migration background.

In a next step, we plan to jointly model union formation and entry into parenthood and their interre-
lationships using Structural Equation Modelling. Given that we are dealing with non-repeatable
events, i.e., first birth and first co-residential union, to identify the model, we apply exclusion re-
striction criteria, benefiting from ESS richness. In the model of union formation, we plan to include
information about the ideal time of first living with a partner not married to, which is directly linked
to the transition to first union, while not necessarily to the transition to parenthood. While we focus
here on the results for women, we plan to compare our results to those for men.

Summary of preliminary results

First, we run our analysis on a pooled sample of countries, controlling for country fixed-effects. On
average across countries, the likelihood of ever cohabiting declined significantly for lower educated
women - relative to medium and high educated but also in absolute terms (Table 1). The effects sizes
are nevertheless small. For births (Table 2) we do not find significant differences between higher
and lower educated on average across countries and cohorts.

Table 1: Likelihood of cohabiting by 35 for women Table 2: Likelihood of first birth by 35 for women
Estimate Std. Error Estimate  Std. Error
(Intercept) 2.371 0.147 ekt
- (Intercept) -0.240 0.137
Education (Reference: Low)
Medium -0.065 0.127 Education (Reference: Low)
High -0.213 0.132 Medium -0.152 0.120
Cohort -0.016 0.007 & .
onor High -0.704  0.119 *x
Interaction Education (Reference: Low) x Cohort
Cohort
Medium x Cohort 0.016 0.009 oner e e
High x Cohort  0.015 0.009 " Cohabited by 35 2.529 0.059 ok
Education (Reference: Low)
Source: ESS Round 3 & 9 (own calculations); all models Medium x Cohort -0.017 0.009

controlled for country dummies, parental education, re- .
High x Cohort -0.014 0.008
ligiosity and migration background.



Second, we run our analysis including a three-way interaction between education, cohort and coun-
tries. We plot the predicted probabilities of cohabiting/first birth by 35. We find that the likelihood
to have cohabited significantly decreased for lower compared to higher educated women in Sweden,
Germany, Ireland, the Netherlands and Croatia. For the remaining countries we do not find signifi-
cant differences in the educational gradient of entering a union by age 35 across cohorts (with the
exception of Montenegro where lower educated women have a higher likelihood to cohabit in re-

cent cohorts than higher educated).

Predicted probability of ever having cohabited by age 35
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In terms of first births, we find that the likelihood to enter parenthood by 35 declined significantly
for lower compared to higher educated women in France, Great Britain, Ireland, the Netherlands
and Italy. For the remaining countries, we find that the likelihood either declined for the lower edu-

cated but does not reach significance (especially in the Nordic countries where the sample of lower
educated is very low and uncertainty therefore larger), that the likelihood is similar across educa-
tional groups, or that the lower educated have a higher likelihood of experiencing a first birth by 35.

Predicted probability of first birth by age 35
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Conclusion

While women with lower educational attainment were usually considered to have higher union for-
mation and fertility rates than higher educated women - especially at younger ages - recent studies
show that fertility has declined more for the lower educated, especially in the Nordic countries
(Jalovaara et al. 2019) but also in France (Compans 2021), the UK (Ermisch 2021), Germany (Kreyen-
feld and Konietzka 2017) and Spain (Reher and Requena 2019). While studies focus on single coun-
tries, cross-country comparisons in terms of entry to cohabitation and parenthood are limited. In
this paper, we therefore analyse the likelihood to cohabit and to experience a first birth by age 35
across 28 European countries for cohorts 1955 to 1985.

For several Western European countries — France, the Netherlands, the UK and Ireland — we indeed
find that the likelihood to experience a first birth by 35 declined stronger for the lower rather than
higher educated women in recent cohorts. This is also the case for Italy among the Southern Euro-
pean countries. While lower educated women had the highest chances of entering motherhood by
35 in older cohorts, the likelihood to have a first birth by that age has converged across lower and
higher educated women in recent cohorts for these countries.

Outlook

In the actual paper, we will more thoroughly address the interrelatedness of education, cohabitation
and first birth by applying Structure Equation Modelling. Furthermore we will investigate in how far
later entry into the labour market might explain the lower likelihood of entering cohabitation and
parenthood for the lower educated in recent cohorts.
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