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Low-educated persons are especially likely to have their children outside marriage in Finland.
While the proportion of people with low education has declined sharply in most countries in
recent decades, non-marital childbearing has increased. How can this paradox be
explained? In their new study, Christine Schnor and Marika Jalovaara provide the missing link
between individual behaviour and macro family trends.

The expansion of non-marital childbearing

Why is it important to study whether children are born to married or unmarried parents? First,
because being born to unmarried parents increases a child’s likelihood of living in a single-
parent family (Andersson et al. 2002, 2017). Some children are born to single mothers.
However, most children born outside marriage are born to cohabiting parents who did not
marry before the child was born (Kiernan 2001). Parental separation is much more common
and tends to occur sooner when parents are not married. Many single-parent families are
doing fine, but at population level, the risk of poverty, for instance, is much higher in single-
parent families than in two-parent families (Eurostat 2016). Second, because non-marital
childbearing has become extremely common in most European countries, mainly because
parents increasingly live together without being married (Kiernan 2001). Ideational and
structural changes have contributed to the tremendous increase in childbirth outside
marriage.

The Nordic countries were forerunners in this development (Figure 1). In the 1970s and
1980s, they were European outliers in this respect.
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In Finland, the proportion of non-marital births has been smaller than in the other Nordic
countries. One reason is that views on marriage are more conservative. While in the 1960s the
vast majority (~95%) of children in Finland were still born within marriage (Figure 1), today,
about 45% of all births are to unmarried parents. The percentages are even higher for first
children, because some parents marry after the first birth. Since the mid-1990s, the majority
of first children have been born to unmarried mothers (compared with a tiny minority in the
1970s).

A matter of education

In Finland, as elsewhere (Perelli-Harris et al. 2010), non-marital childbearing has increased
substantially for parents of all educational categories, but, as Figure 2 shows, the increase has
been inversely proportional to the parents’ educational level.
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However, to better interpret Figure 2, structural changes must be taken into account. The
average level of education has increased in recent decades and in many countries, the largest
segment of the population currently has a “medium” level of education. Since the 1980s, this
is also the case for first-time mothers and fathers in Finland (Figure 3). However, the situation
is still evolving, and more and more parents, especially mothers, now have a tertiary degree.
Among mothers of children born in the new millennium, almost half had completed either
lower or higher tertiary level education.

https://www.niussp.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Schermata-2020-02-21-alle-17.53.57.png


A break-down exercise

In a recent study, we evaluated how parents with different levels of education contributed to
the overall increase in non-marital first childbearing (Schnor and Jalovaara 2019). We
considered changes in the parents’ educational profiles and changes in marriage behaviour.

Figure 4 shows how the educational segments contributed to the percentage-point increase in
non-marital first childbearing across the decades. The increase is mainly attributable to
increases in non-marital childbearing rates in the medium-educated population. While the
prevalence of non-marital first-time childbearing was still highest among the low-educated,
their overall contribution was small or even negative due to diminishing group size. The
contribution of the upper tertiary-educated to non-marital childbearing remained relatively
low.
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Among mothers, the lower tertiary-educated also made a significant contribution. If lower- and
upper tertiary-educated women are taken together, they account for approximately half of the
increase in non-marital first childbirths in recent decades.

How educational expansion ties in with the rise in non-marital
childbearing

During educational expansion, the ideational climate changed, making childbearing outside
marriage socially acceptable. The largest increase in non-marital first childbearing occurred
from the 1980s to the 1990s. At the same time, many countries underwent an economic
recession. In response to the uncertainty and loss of opportunity, the medium and lower
tertiary-educated may have preferred unmarried cohabitation or decided to postpone
marriage. The medium-educated group is quantitatively large and may affect population
trends, but research has not paid much attention to them, because of the focus on comparing
the highest and lowest educated.

Of course, it remains important to investigate the living situations of low educated parents
because they cumulate different disadvantages. At the same time, however, we need to
consider the context in which the majority of children live. Non-marital childbearing has
become common among the medium-educated and increasingly also among the high-educated.
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We should be sensitive to the implications that this change may bring for family instability and
its consequences in terms of social and economic inequalities.

Acknowledgements

The research was funded by the Academy of Finland (decisions 275030, 321264, and 320162).

References

Andersson G (2002) Children’s experience of family disruption and family formation: Evidence
from 16 FFS countries. Demographic Research 7(7): 343–364.

Andersson G, Thomson E and Duntava A (2017). Life-table representations of family dynamics
in the 21st century. Demographic Research 37: 1081–1230.

Eurostat (2016a) Europe 2020 indicators – poverty and social exclusion. Available:  (Accessed:
11 December 2019)

Kiernan K (2001) European perspectives on nonmarital childbearing. In: L.Wu & B. Wolfe
(eds.), Out of Wedlock: Causes and Consequences of Non-marital Fertility. New York: Russell
Sage Foundation: 77–108.

Perelli-Harris B, Lappegård T, Keizer R and Berghammer C (2010) The educational gradient of
childbearing within cohabitation in Europe. Population and Development Review 36(4):
775–801. Schnor Christine & Jalovaara Marika (2019): The spread of non-marital childbearing
and its link to educational expansion. Acta Sociologica. 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Europe_2020_indicators_-_poverty_and_social_exclusion#Which_groups_are_at_greater_risk_of_poverty_or_social_exclusion.3F
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Europe_2020_indicators_-_poverty_and_social_exclusion#Which_groups_are_at_greater_risk_of_poverty_or_social_exclusion.3F
https://doi.org/10.1177/0001699319877922

