
Vol.:(0123456789)

European Journal of Population           (2024) 40:36 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10680-024-09718-2

ORIGINAL RESEARCH

Stratified Fertility: Age Norms, Ideals, Behaviors, 
and the Role of National Contexts

Luca Badolato1   · Francesco C. Billari2 · Aart C. Liefbroer3,4,5

Received: 11 January 2024 / Accepted: 9 September 2024 
© The Author(s) 2024

Abstract
A growing body of research shows that demographic attitudes and behaviors across 
the life course are socially stratified. Building on this and focusing on the transi-
tion to parenthood, we hypothesize that (i) parental socioeconomic status is asso-
ciated with multiple dimensions of the transition to parenthood, including fertility 
norms (perceived lower age limit at first birth), ideals (ideal age at first birth), and 
behaviors (age at first birth), and that (ii) this association varies across national con-
texts, as national contexts determine the opportunities and constraints that guide 
young adults’ life course attitudes and behaviors. Drawing on the European Social 
Survey 2006 and 2018 data, we analyze early fertility norms and ideals and later 
fertility behaviors of a pseudo-panel of individuals born between 1976 and 1988. 
We show that (i) parental socioeconomic status is positively associated with later 
fertility norms, later fertility ideals, and later childbearing, even when controlling 
for respondents’ own socioeconomic status, and that (ii) national contexts partially 
moderate these associations. We conclude by discussing implications for theories of 
fertility and highlighting avenues for future research.
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1  Introduction

Demographic behaviors across the life course are socially stratified, with young 
adults from higher socioeconomic status backgrounds entering cohabitation, 
marriage, and parenthood later than those from lower socioeconomic status 
backgrounds (Billari et al., 2019; McLanahan, 2004). The timing of these demo-
graphic behaviors is influenced by several life course, family, cultural, genetic, 
and contextual factors (Balbo et  al., 2013; Billari & Liefbroer, 2010; Guzzo & 
Hayford, 2020; Johnson-Hanks et  al., 2011; Mills & Tropf, 2015; Sear et  al., 
2016). Although much research has focused on the role of individuals’ own soci-
oeconomic status, an important stream of research highlights the role of parental 
socioeconomic background (Bernardi & Ballarino, 2016; Brons, Liefbroer, and 
Ganzeboom 2017; Liefbroer & Zoutewelle-Terovan, 2021a; McLanahan, 2004). 
In particular, parental socioeconomic status influences their children’s values and 
attitudes (stratified socialization), their ability to realize costly transitions and 
achieve their aspirations (stratified agency), and the structural opportunities and 
constraints they are exposed to (stratified opportunity) (Billari et al., 2019).

This paper focuses on the transition to parenthood, a central component of 
the transition to adulthood (Guzzo & Hayford, 2020; Modell et  al., 1976). Pre-
vious research on the role of parental socioeconomic status has focused on the 
intergenerational transmission of fertility preferences and behaviors (Barber, 
2001; Bernardi, 2013; Keijer et  al., 2018; Kolk, 2014; Kotte & Ludwig, 2012) 
and socioeconomic differences in adolescent childbearing and nonmarital fertil-
ity (Edin & Kefalas, 2011; England, 2016; Furstenberg, 2003). However, there is 
limited research on the pathways linking parental socioeconomic status to their 
children’s transition to parenthood and whether and how this association varies 
cross-nationally. Thus, we examine whether parental socioeconomic background 
is associated with fertility norms (perceived lower age limit at first birth), ideals 
(ideal age at first birth), and behaviors (age at first birth) and whether the strength 
of this relationship varies across countries. In other words, our interest is in the 
“total” association between parental socioeconomic status and fertility outcomes. 
However, one can wonder to what extent this “total” association results from the 
intergenerational transmission of educational attainment. To examine this issue, 
we also explore whether this association remains if one includes young people’s 
own educational attainment as a mediator in our models.

In this paper, we analyze the association between parental socioeconomic sta-
tus and multiple dimensions of the transition to parenthood across 21 European 
countries using data from the European Social Surveys (ESS) Round 3 (2006) 
and Round 9 (2018). First, we show that parental socioeconomic status is associ-
ated with fertility norms, ideals, and behaviors. Second, we provide evidence that 
national contexts moderate the association between parental background and fer-
tility age norms, ideals, and behaviors. Drawing from previous literature concern-
ing contextual influences on fertility, we operationalize national contexts by using 
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four macro-level ideational, institutional, and economic indicators: a Second 
Demographic Transition index, the proportion of young adults neither in educa-
tion nor employment (youth NEET rate), the public expenditure on families and 
children, and the Gender Inequality Index.

We adopt an innovative design, following a synthetic cohort of individuals born 
between 1976 and 1988 across their life courses using a 2-step meta-analytical 
approach. We first analyze fertility norms and ideals of individuals in the selected 
cohort using ESS data collected in 2006, when respondents were between 18 and 
30  years old. Therefore, fertility norms and ideals are examined relatively early 
in the life course. We then analyze the fertility behaviors of the cohort of interest 
using ESS data collected in 2018, when respondents were between 30 and 42. Our 
approach follows the established literature on fertility attitudes and behaviors from a 
life course perspective, in which fertility preferences are measured early in the repro-
ductive career and fertility realizations at a later period for a cohort of individuals 
(see, e.g., Berrington & Pattaro, 2014; Hayford, 2009; Morgan & Rackin, 2010).

2 � Theoretical Background

2.1 � Social Stratification and Life Course Transitions

Life course transitions and broader family changes have been extensively analyzed 
under an “individual choice” paradigm, according to which demographic behaviors 
such as becoming a parent are the outcome of individual preferences and choices 
(Liefbroer & Zoutewelle-Terovan, 2021a). For example, according to the Second 
Demographic Transition (SDT) theory, the postponement of parenthood is rooted in 
the shift toward postmodern attitudes and norms, with individualistic values seen as 
the principal determinants of fertility and family choices (Lesthaeghe, 2010, 2020; 
Zaidi and Morgan 2017). However, Zaidi and Morgan (2017, p. 486) note that “the 
SDT silence on inequality and its emphasis on ideology suggests that all individuals 
have the agency and power to exercise individual freedom, achieve self-actualiza-
tion, and shape their life course.”

Several other paradigms put more emphasis on the role of social structure. For 
instance, the “unequal choice” paradigm stresses the stratification of life course tran-
sitions, including the transition to parenthood (Badolato, 2023; Billari et al., 2019; 
Liefbroer & Zoutewelle-Terovan, 2021a). The “diverging destinies” perspective 
emphasizes the role of parental resources in their children’s life course trajectories, 
as families materially and emotionally support their children across the transition 
to adulthood (McLanahan, 2004; McLanahan & Jacobsen, 2015; Settersten & Ray, 
2010). The Theory of Conjunctural Action states that fertility goals and behaviors 
are strongly influenced by social class and the broader social structure (Bachrach 
and Morgan 2013; Johnson-Hanks et al., 2011).
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2.2 � Parental Socioeconomic Status and the Transition to Parenthood

There are many factors linking parental socioeconomic status and the timing of first 
birth, including shared biological and genetic factors and socialization processes 
across the life course. Studies centered around a biodemography perspective have 
shown that many aspects of human reproductive behaviors have a biological and 
genetic basis (Barban et  al., 2016; Miller et  al., 2010; Mills & Tropf, 2015; Sear 
et al., 2016). As reviewed by Mills and Tropf (2015), heritability is up to 40% for 
age at first birth and number of children ever born, and biological predispositions 
are likely to interact with socio-environmental factors to influence reproduction 
decision-making and life course planning.

Studies centered on socialization processes distinguished three potentially rein-
forcing mechanisms: stratified socialization, stratified agency, and stratified oppor-
tunity (Billari et al., 2019). First, parents influence their children’s values, ideals, and 
intentions via socialization and social control processes (stratified socialization). 
Parents’ attitudes toward premarital sex, cohabitation, marriage, and childbearing 
strongly shape their children’s attitudes toward family formation and childbearing 
(Axinn & Thornton, 1996; Berrington & Pattaro, 2014; Keijer et  al., 2018) and 
serve as role models (Keijer et al., 2018). For instance, several studies show a strong 
intergenerational transmission of fertility preferences, including the age at first birth 
(Barber, 2001; Bernardi, 2013; Keijer et  al., 2018; Kolk, 2014; Kotte & Ludwig, 
2012).

Second, parental socioeconomic status influences children’s ability to realize their 
behavioral intentions and to avoid unintended behaviors (stratified agency). Fam-
ilies with an advantaged socioeconomic status are equipped with more economic 
resources and social capital to guide and help their children realize complex and 
costly transitions (Axinn & Thornton, 1992; England, 2016; Hitlin & Elder, 2006). 
Individuals from lower socioeconomic status trajectories, expecting fewer future 
economic resources, more limited support from their parents, and additional health 
constraints, have fewer gains in postponing parenthood than individuals from higher 
socioeconomic status (Berg et al., 2020; Fishman, 2020).

Third, children from low- and high-socioeconomic backgrounds are exposed 
to different opportunities and constraints that lead to a faster or slower transition 
to parenthood (stratified opportunity). Structural elements related to low parental 
socioeconomic status and subsequent early childbearing include high unemploy-
ment rates, scarce career options, and limited access to effective contraception (Bil-
lari et al., 2019; Dribe et al., 2014). For instance, parents with lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds are more likely to live in disadvantaged neighborhoods, which is linked 
to family life courses typified by early childbearing regardless of relationship status 
(Buyukkececi, 2023).
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2.3 � Multiple Dimensions of Fertility Attitudes and Behaviors

Following previous research that advocates analyzing multiple dimensions of fertil-
ity attitudes and behaviors (e.g., Guzzo et  al., 2019; Johnson-Hanks et  al., 2011; 
Kost & Zolna, 2019), we analyze the association between parental socioeconomic 
status and three age-related fertility dimensions: age norms, ideals, and behaviors.

Age norms represent prescriptions and proscriptions for behaviors and are 
enforced through various mechanisms of social control, including social sanctions 
for having children too early or too late (Billari et  al., 2021; Johfre & Saperstein, 
2023; Settersten & Hagestad, 1996). Fertility ideals provide individuals with a 
“mental map of the life course” that guides their decisions (Elder, 1998; Settersten 
& Hagestad, 1996). Age ideals are precursors of fertility goals and provide peo-
ple with practical instruments to evaluate their progress in the life course (Lazzari, 
Compans, and Beaujouan 2024). Although related, fertility age norms and ideals 
as operationalized in this paper are different constructs: The former measures the 
perceived lower age limit for parenthood, while the latter measures what individuals 
perceive as optimal in their life courses.1 Finally, given our focus on the transition to 
parenthood, we measure fertility behaviors as the age at first birth.

We expect that the three socialization mechanisms that link parental socioeco-
nomic status to the transition to parenthood, stratified socialization, agency, and 
opportunity, reinforce each other to stratify fertility norms, ideals, and behaviors. 
This leads to our first hypothesis: Parental socioeconomic status stratifies fertility 
age norms, ideals, and behaviors. In particular, across European societies, individu-
als from higher socioeconomic backgrounds perceive later age limits to become a 
parent, report higher ideal ages at parenthood, and experience the transition to par-
enthood later than individuals from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (H1).

2.4 � The Moderating Role of the National Contexts

The link between parental socioeconomic status and fertility norms, ideals, and 
behaviors is expected to vary across societal contexts. For instance, the “contexts of 
opportunity hypothesis” suggests that contexts that offer young adults opportunities 
to improve their availability of economic, social, and personal resources weaken the 
links between parental socioeconomic status and life course decisions (Liefbroer & 
Zoutewelle-Terovan, 2021a).

We draw on several theoretical frameworks to identify macro-level factors that 
buffer or moderate the link between parental socioeconomic status and their chil-
dren’s fertility decisions. Ideational factors are emphasized in the SDT (Lesthae-
ghe, 2010, 2020), economic factors are emphasized in the globalization frame-
work (Blossfeld et  al. 2006; Mills & Blossfeld, 2013), and institutional factors 

1  In the fertility preferences literature, ideals, especially family size ideals, have been seen as reflecting 
societal norms as well (see Sobotka and Beaujouan 2014). To avoid confusion among our measures, we 
use the term age norms when referring to the perceived lower age limit at first birth and the more specific 
term ideals when referring to the ideal age at first birth. In our sample, as operationalized below, the cor-
relation between respondents’ age norms and ideals is 0.35.
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are emphasized in welfare regimes and gender revolution frameworks (Esping-
Andersen, 1990; Esping-Andersen & Billari, 2015; Goldscheider et  al., 2015). 
Although different frameworks prioritize different factors, ideational, economic, 
and institutional factors are expected to be correlated at the country level. For 
instance, high-opportunity contexts could be defined as contexts that provide an 
ideational environment open to many types of transitions to parenthood, sup-
portive family policies and institutions, stable economic opportunities for young 
individuals entering the labor market, and higher gender equality. Thus, as an 
overarching hypothesis, we expect that cross-national differences in ideational, 
economic, and institutional contexts of childbearing moderate the link between 
parental socioeconomic background and fertility norms, ideals, and behaviors 
(H2). However, although ideational, economic, and institutional factors are often 
correlated, it is important to examine why each of them could be important in 
moderating the association between parental socioeconomic background and fer-
tility outcomes. Therefore, we discuss each of them in turn.

2.5 � Ideational Factors and the Transition to Parenthood

Ideational explanations of fertility attitudes and behaviors are mostly connected 
to the SDT (Lesthaeghe, 2010, 2020). Countries vary in the extent to which 
SDT-like values have spread within the population, and these values are posi-
tively related to the onset of fertility postponement and mean age at first birth 
and negatively related to fertility rates below age 25 (Sobotka, 2008b). Ideational 
values associated with the SDT are expected to moderate the association between 
parental socioeconomic status and fertility through several mechanisms. In a 
more individualistic environment, adult children may be less inclined to adhere 
to parental norms and preferences, but parents themselves may also more strongly 
feel that children have to decide by themselves whether and when to take major 
life course decisions, thus leading to a lower level of stratified socialization. This 
suggests that countries with strong approval of ideational values associated with 
the SDT show a weaker link between parental socioeconomic status and fertility 
age norms, ideals, and behaviors than countries with weak approval of ideational 
values associated with the SDT (H2a). For instance, Brons, Liefbroer, and Gan-
zeboom (2017) found that the link between parental socioeconomic status and 
union formation timing—another aspect of the timing of family formation—was 
weaker in European countries that were far advanced in the SDT.

2.6 � Economic Factors and the Transition to Parenthood

The globalization framework emphasizes the role of macroeconomic conditions 
(Blossfeld et al. 2006; Mills & Blossfeld, 2013). Labor market instability and high 
and persistent unemployment rates increase uncertainty and affect fertility goals 
(Vignoli et  al., 2020). In contexts of economic uncertainty, parents with higher 
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socioeconomic status provide a stronger safety net to their children. In addition, 
parents with higher socioeconomic status also benefit from a longer and health-
ier lifespan, influencing their ability to support their adult children (Billari et al., 
2019). We hypothesize that countries characterized by economic stability show a 
weaker link between parental socioeconomic status and fertility age norms, ideals, 
and behaviors than countries characterized by economic instability (H2b).

2.7 � Institutional Factors and the Transition to Parenthood

Institutional factors could also moderate the relationship between parental socioeco-
nomic status and the transition to parenthood. Institutions that foster economic and 
emotional independence and remove barriers allow young people to make independ-
ent decisions on family formation. Often, a typological approach is used to examine 
the role of institutions (Esping-Andersen’s, 1990), and such typologies view wel-
fare regimes as packages of specific combinations of policies (Matysiak & Vignoli, 
2008), which could lead to complex typologies and make it hard to distinguish the 
importance of specific policy areas. Therefore, we decided to focus on two institu-
tional factors that we feel are particularly important in influencing the link between 
parental socioeconomic background and fertility: family policies and gender policies.

Family policies aim to compensate the direct costs of childrearing, support early 
childhood development, reduce child poverty, foster employment, and improve gen-
der equity (Gauthier, 2007; Thévenon, 2011). In response to low-fertility levels, most 
European countries have implemented family policies (Harknett et  al., 2014), but 
there is substantial heterogeneity in the spending amount and target (Billingsley & 
Ferrarini, 2014; Thévenon, 2011). Nordic countries are characterized by allocating 
substantial resources to combine work and family for parents with young children. 
Anglo-Saxon countries mainly target low-income families, single parents, and house-
holds with preschool children. Southern European countries are characterized by 
limited assistance. Central and Eastern European countries occupy an intermediate 
position and are relatively heterogeneous in the type of implemented policies. Family 
policies that reduce the costs of childbearing and enhance the compatibility of parent-
hood and paid employment are thought to increase young adults’ agency and increase 
their opportunities. We expect that if such policies are in place, it becomes easier for 
all young adults—irrespective of social background—to realize their positive fertility 
intentions. Therefore, we hypothesize that countries with favorable family policies 
show a weaker link between parental socioeconomic status and fertility age norms, 
ideals, and behaviors than countries with less favorable family policies (H2c).

Gender systems and gender equality have also been associated with fertility goals 
and behaviors (McDonald, 2013; Neyer et  al., 2013). The unfolding gender revo-
lution has been proposed to explain changes in the family domain in low-fertility 
countries (Esping-Andersen & Billari, 2015; Goldscheider et  al., 2015). A fertil-
ity turnaround and a reversal toward a “more family” scenario are found among 
countries advanced in the gender revolution, where female labor force participation 
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is higher and men are more involved in the private domains of home and family. 
We argue that in countries where gender equality is a priority, women from low 
socioeconomic strata have more possibilities to achieve higher education, enter the 
labor market, and rely less on parental resources. In such societies, young adults are 
less likely to adhere to strict gender-based role expectations. As a result, the link 
between parental socioeconomic status and the transition to parenthood is expected 
to be weaker in more gender-equal societies. Thus, we hypothesize that countries 
characterized by more gender equality show a weaker link between parental socio-
economic status and fertility age norms, ideals, and behaviors than countries charac-
terized by less gender equality (H2d).

2.8 � Further Extensions

The intergenerational transmission of educational attainment from parents to children 
has been proposed as one of the key mechanisms linking parental socioeconomic 
background and the transition to parenthood. For example, Berrington and Pattaro 
(2014) show that parental socioeconomic status and parental expectations for their 
children’s education influence young adults’ educational attainment, which mediates 
the relationship between socioeconomic background and fertility behaviors. The lit-
erature on social origin and destination, originated by the status attainment approach 
of Blau and Duncan (1967), distinguishes the total effect of the socioeconomic back-
ground of an individual through an effect which is mediated through the individual’s 
education (dependent on social origin) and a direct effect of social origin. The total 
effect is both meaningful and easier to measure than, e.g., the direct effect of indi-
viduals’ education which is endogenously determined (Bernardi & Ballarino, 2016).

Although our focus is on the total association between parental socioeconomic 
background and fertility outcomes, one could wonder to what extent this total asso-
ciation is mediated by young adults’ own educational attainment. To shed light 
on this issue, we examine models in which young adults’ socioeconomic status is 
included in exploratory analyses (cf. Brons et al., 2017).

Additionally, one could wonder to what extent these processes are gendered. Is 
the association between parental background and fertility outcomes the same for men 
and women? And are national contexts moderating this association for both men and 
women? Again, we will perform exploratory analyses to shed light on this issue.

3 � Data and Methods

3.1 � Individual‑Level Data

Individual-level data are taken from the European Social Survey (ESS) Round 3 
(2006) and Round 9 (2018). The ESS is a repeated cross-sectional survey conducted 
across Europe since 2002 to measure attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors across a range 
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of socioeconomic domains. Two rotating modules on specific topics are included 
in each round. Round 3 (2006) and Round 9 (2018) include the “Timing of Life” 
module, which collects data about values and beliefs on the timing of life course 
transitions (Billari et al., 2021). We restrict our analyses to the 21 European coun-
tries that participated in both rounds: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Germany, 
Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Hungary, Ireland, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, 
Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the UK.

We analyze the link between parental socioeconomic status and age norms, ideals, 
and behaviors in the transition to parenthood by applying a pseudo-panel approach. 
Harknett and Hartnett (2014) and Harknett et  al. (2014) used the ESS Round 2 and 
Round 4 data to create a pseudo-panel of men and women to examine the correspond-
ence between fertility preferences and realization across European countries. Harknett 
and Hartnett (2014) show that the ESS data are suitable for analyzing a synthetic cohort 
of individuals from a life course perspective. This approach allows us to examine how 
the relationship between parental education and fertility ideals, norms, and behaviors 
varies across countries for a cohort of respondents. Our pseudo-cohort consists of ESS 
respondents born between 1976 and 1988. We study the link between parental edu-
cation and fertility age norms and ideals using Round 3 data when individuals are 
between 18 and 30. Then, we study the link between parental education and actual fer-
tility behaviors using Round 9 data when individuals are between 30 and 42.

We measure parental socioeconomic background as the highest educational level 
attained by either the respondent’s mother or father. ESS data on parental educa-
tion are coded using the ISCED discrete scale. We recoded parental education using 
the International Standard Level of Education (ISLED) coding system, a continuous 
comparative education measure proposed by Schröder and Ganzeboom (2014). Sim-
ilarly, respondents’ education is recoded using the ISLED scale as well. The ISLED 
scale ranges from 0 to 100 and was developed to quantify the relative value of indi-
vidual country-specific education categories in the ESS and provide a comparative 
measurement for cross-national designs using ESS data (Schröder, 2014). For exam-
ple, tertiary education scores 76.03 in the UK and 86.89 in Spain, where tertiary 
education provides relatively higher returns.

Age norms and ideals are measured using a split ballot design: Respondents are 
randomly asked about men or women. Age norms are measured as subjective lower 
age limits for first birth. Specifically, ESS respondents are asked: “Before what age 
would you say a woman/man is generally too young to become a mother/father?” 
We exclude from the analyses of norms individuals who provided a numerical 
answer higher than 50 (0.1%) or lower than 16 (4.9%) years, those who reported 
no lower age limits (0.8%), and missing values (5.1%). Ideals are measured as the 
ideal age to become parents. ESS respondents are asked: “In your opinion, what is 
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the ideal age for a woman/man to become a mother/father?” We exclude from the 
analyses of ideals individuals who reported no ideal age (9.4%) and missing values 
(4.2%).2 Finally, to measure fertility behaviors, we dichotomized the age at parent-
hood according to whether respondents had a child by age 30 for women and 32 for 
men. We used different cutoff ages for women and men given gender differences in 
the timing of first birth. Since we restrict our sample to analyze fertility behaviors to 
individuals aged 30 to 42, dichotomizing the dependent variable avoids right censor-
ing and makes the estimates easily interpretable. In Appendix, we report the results 
using an alternative cutoff age, 27 for women and 29 for men, as a robustness check.

In all the following analyses, we control for the split ballot assignment, which 
indicates whether individuals responded about men or women. We also control for 
the gender of the respondents and their age, which allow us to control for the differ-
ent fertility age norms, ideals, and behaviors levels of men and women.

3.2 � Macro‑Level Data

Macro-level data about ideational, economic, and institutional national contexts are 
taken from different sources. We include four contextual variables: the Second Demo-
graphic Transition Index, the youth NEET rate, the public expenditure on families and 
children as a percentage of GDP, and the Gender Inequality Index (GII). As reported 
in Table 2, these indicators were measured both in 2006 (2005 for the GII) and 2018.

Following a similar approach proposed by Sobotka (2008a), we use data from the 
ESS Round 3 (2006) and Round 9 (2018) to construct a Second Demographic Tran-
sition index based on four measures: approval of voluntary childlessness, approval 
of unmarried cohabitation, approval of children in cohabitation, and approval of 
divorce with young children.3 We average these four measures at the country level 
(post-stratification weights have been applied for country-level comparison) to 
obtain an overall Second Demographic Transition indicator that ranges from 1 to 
5. The higher the indicator, the higher the acceptance of the demographic behaviors 
associated with the SDT.

The NEET rate measures the percentage of young adults aged 15–29 who are not 
employed and not involved in further education or training. Compared to other indi-
cators such as the unemployment rate, the NEET rate is more broad and relatively 

2  The variation across countries in the share of respondents who report no lower age limits is low (stand-
ard deviation 0.6), while the variation in the share of respondents who report no ideal age is higher 
(standard deviation 6.9) and ranges from less than 1% in France to 27.4% in Austria. We examined 
whether the country-level variation among respondents reporting no ideal age moderates the association 
between parental education and ideal age at parenthood by including the proportion of “no ideal age” 
responses as a predictor in the second-step regressions (see Methods and Results sections); we conclude 
that it does not moderate the association (coefficient 0.000, p value 0.95).
3  In particular, ESS respondents are asked the following questions: “How much do you approve or dis-
approve if a woman/man…” (i) “Chooses never to have children?”, (ii) “Lives with a partner without 
being married?”, (iii) “Has a child with a partner she/he lives with but is not married to?”, and (iv) “Gets 
divorced while she/he has children aged under 12?”, with answers ranging from 1 (strongly disapprove) 
to 5 (strongly approve).
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more stable across years. It captures periods of social isolation that have long-lasting 
negative effects on future employment and, more generally, on several indicators 
such as poverty and health-related problems (OECD, 2007). The NEET rates are 
taken from Eurostat.4

Our proxy for family policies is the public expenditure on families and children 
as a percentage of GDP taken from Eurostat.5 It is a broad indicator that includes 
cash benefits such as birth grants, parental leave benefits, family or child allow-
ances, material benefits such as shelter and board provided to preschool children, 
and goods and services provided to children at home. Although it is a rather crude 
measure, it has the advantage that it is available for all countries in our sample.

The Gender Inequality Index (GII) is taken from the United Nations Development 
Programme6 and reflects gender-based disadvantage in three dimensions: health, 
empowerment (measured through educational attainment and female representation 
in the political setting), and labor market. The GII ranges from 0 to 1, with higher 
values associated with greater inequality.

4 � Methods

Given the goals of our research—(i) estimating the association between parental 
socioeconomic status on fertility norms, ideals, and behaviors and (ii) analyzing 
whether contextual ideational, economic, and institutional factors moderate social 
stratification—we adopt a 2-step meta-analytic approach (Liefbroer & Zoutewelle-
Terovan, 2021b).

A 2-step meta-analytical approach is a stepwise method that includes meta-anal-
ysis and meta-regression tools. In the first step, we fit separate regression models 
for each country and save the estimated coefficients of parental education and their 
standard errors. In particular, we estimate a linear regression model for fertility age 
norms and ideals and a logistic regression for the dichotomized fertility behavior 
variable, which takes value 1 if the respondent experienced parenthood by 30 (as 
an alternative, not reported here, linear probability models yield equivalent conclu-
sions). We include ESS survey weights in all regressions. In the second step, we 
compute a random-effect meta-analysis, which provides an overall estimate of the 
link between parental socioeconomic status and fertility norms, ideals, and behav-
iors for the pooled sample of countries, and a formal test of whether the estimated 
relation varies across countries. In particular, we compute the overall DL (DerSimo-
nian–Laird) estimate, which assumes a random-effect model, and the I2 value, and 
its associated significance test. As a rule of thumb, heterogeneity can be considered 
“low” if I2 is between 0.25 and 0.50, “moderate” if it is between 0.50 and 0.75 and 

4  Eurostat: NEET rate. https://​ec.​europa.​eu/​euros​tat/​datab​rowser/​view/​edat_​lfse_​28/​defau​lt/​table?​lang=​
en
5  Eurostat: Public expenditure on families and children. https://​ec.​europa.​eu/​euros​tat/​datab​rowser/​view/​
GOV_​10A_​EXP__​custom_​11981​60/​defau​lt/​table?​lang=​en%​20%​202006
6  United Nations Development Programme: Gender Inequality Index. https://​hdr.​undp.​org/​data-​center/​
thema​tic-​compo​site-​indic​es/​gender-​inequ​ality-​index#/​indic​ies/​GII

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/edat_lfse_28/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/edat_lfse_28/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/GOV_10A_EXP__custom_1198160/default/table?lang=en%20%202006
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/GOV_10A_EXP__custom_1198160/default/table?lang=en%20%202006
https://hdr.undp.org/data-center/thematic-composite-indices/gender-inequality-index#/indicies/GII
https://hdr.undp.org/data-center/thematic-composite-indices/gender-inequality-index#/indicies/GII
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“high” if it is above 0.75 (Higgins et al., 2003). Finally, meta-regressions are esti-
mated by regressing the country-level effects (regression coefficients estimated in 
the first step) on the country-level predictors. In this final step, meta-regression esti-
mates are weighted by the first-step standard errors (for further details on the 2-step 
meta-analytical approach, see Liefbroer & Zoutewelle-Terovan, 2021b.)

We estimate separate meta-regressions for each macro-level indicator to analyze 
whether ideational, economic, and institutional factors moderate the association 
between parental education and our three fertility measures. The country-level idea-
tional, economic, and institutional indicators are highly correlated, as reported in 
Table S1. For example, the correlation between the SDT index and the youth NEET 
rate, the GII, and the public expenditure on families and children in 2006 is − 0.73, 
− 0.75, and 0.63, respectively. Therefore, given the limited sample size, including 
multiple indicators in the meta-regressions is unsuitable. The discussion section 
elaborates on the interrelation between ideational values, economy, and institutions 
to represent national contexts.

An alternative approach would be to estimate a multilevel regression with cross-
level interactions and random intercept and slope. However, given the limited num-
ber of level-2 units (21 countries), results from multilevel models are expected to 
lead to biased estimates and inaccurate standard errors (Mood, 2010). Furthermore, 
a meta-analytic approach allows for a precise and easily interpretable estimation of 
the variation across countries—graphically represented by a forest plot—and the 
moderation effects of macro-level variables.

Two additional sets of analyses were performed to examine (a) whether the asso-
ciation between parental education and fertility behavior depends on the cutoff age 
of the behavioral variable (Figures S1 and S2) and (b) whether results differ between 
men and women (Figure S3 and Tables S4 and S5). Full results of these additional 
analyses are presented in Online Supplementary Material.

5 � Results

5.1 � Micro‑ and Macro‑Level Descriptive Statistics

In Table 1, we report the sample size for each country and survey year, summary 
statistics for the three fertility dimensions, and the share of childless individuals in 
the 2006 sample.

Across the 21 European countries, the mean perceived lower age limit at first 
birth ranges from 19.3 in Norway to 21.1 in Hungary, while the mean ideal age at 
first birth ranges from 25.0 in Bulgaria to 28.2 in Spain. The difference in ideal age 
between Bulgaria and Spain is also reflected in the share of individuals having a 
child by age 30: In Bulgaria, 56.4% of respondents born between 1976 and 1988 
have become a parent by 30 (women) or 32 (men), in sharp contrast with the 34.3% 
in Spain. Importantly, although the average mean ideal age at first birth across Euro-
pean countries is 26.6, only 48.3% experienced parenthood by 30 (women) or 32 
(men).
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In Table 2, we report the country-level summary statistics of ideational, eco-
nomic, and institutional indicators. The SDT index shows substantial cross-
national variation: Northern European countries report higher values than South-
ern and Eastern European countries. The SDT index ranges from 2.56 (Estonia) 
to 4.26 (Denmark) in 2006 and from 3.00 (Hungary) to 4.63 (Denmark) in 2018. 
In all 21 European countries included in the analysis, the SDT index increased 
between 2006 and 2018, suggesting that voluntary childlessness, cohabitation, 
and divorce are becoming more accepted. The youth NEET rate also varies 
strongly across countries from 4.7% in Denmark to 23.9% in Bulgaria in 2006 
and from 5.7% in the Netherlands to 22.1% in Bulgaria in 2018. While the over-
all European average slightly decreased between 2006 and 2018 (from 11.7% to 
10.9%), the impact of the economic crises on the youth NEET rates has been 

Table 2   Country-level summary statistics: Second Demographic Transition Index, Youth NEET rate, 
Public expenditure on families and children, and Gender Inequality Index

Second Demographic Transition Index (European Social Survey Round 3 (2006) and Round 9 (2018) 
data); Youth NEET rate (Eurostat); Gender Inequality Index (United Nations Development Programme); 
and Public expenditure on families and children (Eurostat)

Country Second Demo-
graphic Transi-
tion Index

Youth NEET rate Public expendi-
ture on families 
and children

Gender Inequal-
ity Index

2006 2018 2006 2018 2005 2018 2006 2018

Austria 3.08 3.59 9.60 8.40 2.60 2.10 0.12 0.07
Belgium 3.53 4.03 12.90 12.00 2.00 2.20 0.10 0.05
Bulgaria 2.50 3.03 23.90 18.10 1.00 1.90 0.25 0.27
Cyprus 2.77 3.48 11.90 14.90 2.10 2.80 0.14 0.09
Denmark 4.26 4.63 4.70 9.60 5.00 4.30 0.06 0.04
Estonia 2.56 3.06 10.80 11.70 1.60 2.70 0.21 0.12
Finland 3.63 4.23 9.40 10.10 2.90 3.00 0.09 0.06
France 3.18 3.76 13.20 13.60 2.40 2.30 0.16 0.08
Germany 2.94 3.18 12.70 7.90 1.40 1.70 0.12 0.07
Hungary 2.93 3.00 16.50 12.90 2.20 2.10 0.26 0.26
Ireland 2.95 3.60 11.10 11.60 1.50 1.40 0.19 0.11
Netherlands 3.69 4.26 6.20 5.70 1.10 1.40 0.08 0.04
Norway 3.92 4.37 6.00 6.50 3.00 3.30 0.09 0.05
Poland 2.85 3.59 16.60 12.10 1.30 2.60 0.16 0.13
Portugal 3.22 3.77 12.00 9.60 1.20 1.10 0.18 0.09
Slovakia 2.62 3.27 18.10 14.60 1.10 1.00 0.19 0.18
Slovenia 3.18 3.79 9.70 8.80 1.90 1.80 0.14 0.05
Spain 3.26 3.85 12.90 15.30 0.60 0.80 0.12 0.08
Sweden 3.56 4.13 9.60 6.90 2.50 2.50 0.05 0.04
Switzerland 3.09 3.56 8.00 6.60 0.40 0.60 0.07 0.04
UK 3.04 3.59 8.90 11.70 2.60 1.30 0.21 0.12
Average (not weighted) 3.18 3.70 11.70 10.89 0.14 0.10 1.90 2.00
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heterogeneous. Indeed, the indicator remained stable (e.g., Belgium and France) 
or even decreased (e.g., Germany and Sweden) in some countries and increased 
(e.g., Denmark and Spain) in others. The public expenditure on families and chil-
dren as a percentage of GDP ranged from 5.0% to 0.4% in 2006 (in Denmark and 
Switzerland, respectively) and from 4.3% to 0.6% in 2018 (again, in Denmark and 
Switzerland). With few exceptions, such as Poland and the UK, this indicator is 
relatively stable between 2006 and 2018. Finally, the highest gender equality is 
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(a) Norms (Perceived lower age limit at first birth) (b) Ideals (Ideal age at first birth)

(c) Behaviors (First birth by 30 for women and 32 for men)

Fig. 1   Random-effect meta-analysis estimates with 95% confidence intervals of the total association 
between parental socioeconomic status and fertility norms (perceived lower age limit at first birth) (Panel 
a), ideals (ideal age at first birth) (Panel b), and behaviors (first birth by 30 for women and 32 for men) 
(Panel c). Note Random-effect meta-analysis estimates with 95% confidence intervals. Norms: overall, 
DL, 0.17 (I2 = 34.6%, p = 0.061). Ideals: overall, DL, 0.29 (I2 = 58.9%, p = 0.000). Behaviors: overall, DL, 
-0.17 (I.2 = 51.5%, p = 0.004)
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found among Northern European countries and the lowest among Eastern Euro-
pean countries. Gender inequality has decreased in all countries from 2005 to 
2018. Table S1 in Online Supplementary Material shows the correlation between 
the four macro-level indicators in 2006 and 2018, confirming that the correlation 
between these four factors is generally quite high. We will return to the implica-
tions of this in the discussion section.

5.2 � Two‑Step Meta‑Analytic Regressions

The random-effect meta-analysis estimates of the “total” association between paren-
tal socioeconomic status and fertility are reported in Fig. 1. For interpretability pur-
poses, parental education—coded using the ISLED system, is divided by 10. The 
estimates, therefore, have to be interpreted as the variation in the dependent vari-
able as the parental socioeconomic status increases by 10 ISLED points (on a 0–100 
scale). An increase of 40 ISLED points, for instance, corresponds on average across 
European countries to the difference between parents with lower secondary educa-
tion and a Bachelor’s degree (Schröder, 2014).

Parental socioeconomic status is associated with perceived age norms (Fig.  1, 
panel a). Individuals from advantaged socioeconomic backgrounds perceived 
stricter lower age limits at first birth than those from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
The overall effect is 0.17, indicating that a difference of 10 ISLED points in parental 
education is associated with about a two-month difference in the perceived lower 
age limits. The I2, which measures the level of heterogeneity between countries, is 
34.6% (p value 0.06), suggesting that the link between parental education and fertil-
ity norms marginally varies across European countries.

Parental socioeconomic status is also associated with the ideal age at first birth 
(Fig.  1, panel b). Young adults from advantaged backgrounds report higher ideal 
ages for parenthood. The estimates are statistically significant in most European 
countries, and the overall effect is 0.29. An increase in parental education of 10 
ISLED points is associated with an increase in a bit more than three months in the 
ideal age at parenthood. The random-effect meta-analysis estimates report substan-
tial heterogeneity across European countries in the link between parental socioeco-
nomic status and fertility ideal ages; the I2 is 58.9% and statistically significant.

In Table 2, we report the share of childless individuals in the analytical sample 
used for analyzing age norms and ideals. A high proportion of parents could poten-
tially bias our estimates since individuals could revise social norms and ideals after 
their childbearing experiences (post-rationalization). The majority of respondents, 
around 80%, are childless. As a robustness check, we computed the same analyses 
by restricting the sample to respondents aged 27 or less, reducing our sample by 
1654 respondents (26.5%). Among the restricted sample, 87.8% are childless, and 
the results are robust to this alternative specification, as reported in Appendix, Fig. 
S1.

Finally, the probability of experiencing parenthood by 30 for women and 32 for 
men is related to parental socioeconomic status (Fig. 1, panel c). Young adults with 
higher educated parents are less likely to experience parenthood by 30; the overall 
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effect is − 0.17. Thus, a 10-point increase in parental ISLED-score is related to a 
16% (= 1-exp(− 0.17)) decrease in the odds ratio of having a child at age 30 for 
women and 32 for men. The link between parental socioeconomic status and fertility 
behaviors varies across European countries. The I2 is 51.5% and statistically signifi-
cant. These results are robust to using the alternative cutoff age of 27 for women and 
29 for men, as reported in Appendix, Fig. S2.

Parental socioeconomic status is associated with all three fertility dimensions, 
and individuals with more educated parents perceive stricter age limits for first birth, 
higher ideal ages, and are less likely to experience parenthood by 30 for women and 
32 for men. Furthermore, the relevance of socioeconomic background varies sig-
nificantly across European countries. Two countries, The Netherlands and Estonia, 
report no significant association between socioeconomic background and fertility 
age norms, ideals, and behaviors. A few countries, including Norway, France, Bel-
gium, and Austria, report a significant association for behaviors but not for norms 
and ideals. Some countries deviate significantly from the overall association: Bul-
garia for age norms, Bulgaria and Sweden for ideals, and Hungary and Germany for 
behaviors. (Results are robust when removing these countries from the analyses.)

In Table 3, we report the meta-regression estimates of the association between 
national contexts and the relevance of parental socioeconomic background. For each 
model, the intercept of the association and its slope is provided. For instance, for the 
moderating effect of the SDT index on the association between parental education 
and age norms, the intercept is 0.61 and the slope is − 0.14. The empirical varia-
tion in the SDT index is somewhere between 2.5 and 4.0. Thus, in countries with a 
low value of 2.5 on the SDT index, the strength of the association between paren-
tal ISLED and age norms is 0.61 + (2.5 * − 0.14) = 0.27, whereas it is 0.61 + (4.0 
* − 0.14) = 0.07 in countries with a high value of 4.0 on that same index. Thus, 

Table 3   Meta-regressions estimates of the association between ideational, economic, and institutional 
factors and the relevance of parental socioeconomic background (total association) (N = 21)

Separate regressions are estimated. Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. Data are from authors’ 
calculations using the European Social Survey 2006 and 2018 data, Eurostat (Youth NEET rate and pub-
lic expenditure on families and children), and United Nations Development Programme (Gender Inequal-
ity Index)
†  p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Country-level indicator Norms (Perceived 
lower age limit at first 
birth)

Ideals (Ideal age at first 
birth)

Behaviors (First birth 
by 30)

Slope Int Slope Int Slope Int

Second Demographic 
Transition Index

− 0.14*
(0.05)

0.61**
(0.18)

− 0.16*
(0.07)

0.81**
(0.24)

0.12*
(0.05)

− 0.61**
(0.18)

Youth NEET rate 0.01*
(0.01)

− 0.02
(0.07)

0.02*
(0.01)

0.08
(0.11)

− 0.01
(0.01)

− 0.11
(0.08)

Public expenditure − 0.03
(0.03)

0.22**
(0.06)

− 0.04
(0.04)

0.37***
(0.08)

0.03
(0.03)

− 0.22***
(0.06)

Gender Inequality Index 0.97†
(0.47)

0.03
(0.07)

0.82
(0.63)

0.18
(0.09)

− 0.47
(0.39)

− 0.13**
(0.04)
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fertility age norms are much less stratified by social background in countries that are 
further advanced in the SDT.

The slope effects of the SDT index presented in Table 3 are statistically signifi-
cant for all three age fertility dimensions. Thus, ideational contexts, measured using 
the Second Demographic Transition index, are associated with the relevance of the 
link between socioeconomic status and fertility age norms, ideals, and behaviors. 
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(c) Behaviors (First birth by 30)

Fig. 2   Random-effect meta-analysis estimates with 95% confidence intervals of the direct associa-
tion between parental socioeconomic status and fertility norms (perceived lower age limit at first birth) 
(Panel a), ideals (ideal age at first birth) (Panel b), and behaviors (first birth by 30) (Panel c) mediated 
by respondents’ education. Note Random-effect meta-analysis estimates with 95% CI. Norms: overall, 
DL, 0.15 (I2 = 23.1%, p = 0.166). Ideals: overall, DL, 0.23 (I2 = 53.5%, p = 0.002). Behaviors: overall, DL, 
-0.07 (I.2 = 35.4%, p = 0.056)
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Across European countries, a higher Second Demographic Transition index is asso-
ciated with a weaker relevance of parental socioeconomic status.

The link between parental socioeconomic status and fertility age norms and age 
ideals also varies by the youth NEET rate. Thus, the link between parental socioeco-
nomic status and fertility age norms and ideals is stronger in countries with higher 
NEET rates. Although the slope effect of the NEET rate on the association between 
parental socioeconomic status and having a child at age 30 is in the expected direc-
tion, the estimate is not statistically significant.

The moderation by country-level public expenditures for families and children, 
although in the expected direction, fails to reach statistical significance.

Finally, the level of gender inequality moderates the association between parental 
education and fertility age norms and (at the p < 0.10 level) behaviors when consid-
ering a cutoff age of 27 for women and 29 for men. The association between paren-
tal education and fertility ideals is not moderated by the Gender Inequality Index.

“Direct” rather than “total” associations between parental education and fertility 
outcomes are examined by “controlling” for the pathway via respondents’ own edu-
cation (see Fig. 2 and Table 4). Tables S2 and S3 in Online Supplementary Appen-
dix provide information about the mean and correlation of respondents’ education 
and parental education across countries.

Effect sizes attenuate for all three outcome variables, but remain statistically sig-
nificant for fertility ideals and age at parenthood. The same is observed for the mod-
erating role of the national context. It remains statistically significant for SDT values 
(for age norms and age at parenthood) and for Youth NEET (for age ideals).

Finally, separate analyses for men and women were performed (see Figure S3 
and Tables S4 and S5). The link between parental education and behavior is statisti-
cally significant for women, but not for men, whereas the opposite is true for the 

Table 4   Meta-regressions estimates of the association between ideational, economic, and institutional 
factors and the relevance of parental socioeconomic background (N = 21) (direct association controlling 
for respondents’ education in first-stage regressions)

Separate regressions are estimated. Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. Data are from authors’ 
calculations using the European Social Survey 2006 and 2018 data, Eurostat (Youth NEET rate and pub-
lic expenditure on families and children), and United Nations Development Programme (Gender Inequal-
ity Index)
†  p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Country-level indicator Norms (Perceived lower 
age limit at first birth)

Ideals (Ideal age at first 
birth)

Behaviors (First birth 
by 30)

Slope Int Slope Int Slope Int

Second Demographic 
Transition Index

− 0.11†
(0.05)

0.50*
(0.18)

− 0.13
(0.08)

0.64*
(0.25)

0.13**
(0.04)

− 0.54**
(0.16)

Youth NEET rate 0.01
(0.01)

0.02
(0.07)

0.02†
(0.01)

0.05
(0.10)

− 0.01
(0.01)

0.01
(0.08)

Public expenditure − 0.02
(0.03)

0.18**
(0.06)

− 0.02
(0.04)

0.27**
(0.08)

0.02
(0.03)

− 0.11†
(0.06)

Gender Inequality Index 0.58
(0.49)

0.07
(0.07)

0.49
(0.66)

0.16
(0.10)

− 0.79*
(0.35)

− 0.001
(0.04)
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link between parental education and age norms. Furthermore, aspects of the national 
context (and in particular SDT values) seem to moderate the links between parental 
education and fertility outcomes more strongly for women than for men.

6 � Discussion

In this paper, we analyzed the link between parental socioeconomic status and the 
transition to parenthood in a cross-national perspective. In our theoretical frame-
work, stratified socialization, stratified agency, and stratified opportunity affect three 
dimensions of the transition to parenthood, fertility norms (perceived lower age lim-
its at first birth), ideals (ideal age at first birth), and behaviors (first birth by 30 for 
women and 32 for men). We argued that the link between parental socioeconomic 
background and fertility varies across national contexts, as national contexts shape 
the opportunities and constraints that influence young adults’ life course preferences 
and choices, including those related to fertility (Liefbroer & Zoutewelle-Terovan, 
2021a).

In line with H1, we observe a clear association between parental socioeconomic 
status and fertility norms, ideals, and behavior. Parental socioeconomic status is pos-
itively associated with later fertility norms, later fertility ideals, and later childbear-
ing. Although we cannot test the pathways involved, it suggests that stratification 
operates both via socialization—in influencing the link between parental socioeco-
nomic status and norms and ideals—and via agency and opportunity—in influenc-
ing the link between parental socioeconomic status and fertility behavior.

In line with H2, we find that national differences in ideational, economic, and 
institutional factors partially moderate the strength of the link between parental 
socioeconomic background and fertility outcomes. In particular, the strength of 
this link is weaker in countries that are further advanced in the SDT, support-
ing H2a. This is true for norms, ideals, and behavior. In line with H2b, the link 
between parental socioeconomic background and fertility norms and ideals is 
weaker in countries with lower youth NEET rates. Contrary to expectation, we 
did not observe a moderating effect of youth NEET rates on the link between 
parental socioeconomic background and first birth by age 30 for women and 32 
for men. No support was obtained for H2c. Although norms, ideals, and behavior 
regarding the timing of parenthood are earlier in countries with generous expendi-
tures on family policies, these expenditures do not seem to influence the strength 
of the link between parental socioeconomic background and fertility outcomes. 
This is in line with studies showing that family policies have a relatively weak 
effect on fertility outcomes (Gauthier, 2007; Harknett et al., 2014). At the same 
time, our measure of family policies is very general, which might make it harder 
to observe meaningful effects. Finally, only marginal support for H2d, on the role 
played by gender inequality, is observed. In countries where gender equality has 
progressed, the link between parental socioeconomic background and fertility age 
norms is weaker. The same is true for first birth by 27 for women and 29 for men 
(see Figure S2).
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We also examined to what extent the association between parental background 
and fertility outcomes could be explained by the intergenerational transmission of 
educational attainment. This turned out to be an important pathway, as the associa-
tion was weaker, albeit often still statistically significant after controlling for own 
educational attainment. This suggests that the role of parental socioeconomic back-
ground is not limited to processes of intergenerational transmission, but that other 
pathways are important as well. Future research could focus on the specific path-
ways involved.

In additional analyses, we examined the processes separately for men and 
women. Although sample sizes were small, parental background seemed to 
matter for both men and women, but the national context moderated the link 
between parental background and fertility outcomes more strongly for women 
than men. This might suggest that women profit from the heightened opportuni-
ties to craft their own family-life decisions in more gender-equal and individu-
alistic societies. However, given the small sample sizes involved, this issue war-
rants further research.

6.1 � Limitations and Directions for Future Research

While this study provides key insights into the association between parental 
socioeconomic background and the transition to parenthood across contexts, it 
has limitations that future research should address. First, it is important to note 
that ideational values, macroeconomic conditions, and institutions are highly 
interrelated (as is true in this study—see Table  S1), and it is not straightfor-
ward to distinguish them in empirical analyses. Economic conditions correlate 
with societal values and welfare state provisions have an ideational basis (Guiso 
et  al., 2006; Tabellini, 2010). Countries with generous family-friendly policies 
also tend to have a supportive labor market and promote greater gender equality 
(Harknett et al., 2014). Future research could analyze their interdependency.

Second, we used a synthetic cohort approach to examine the link between 
parental socioeconomic background and fertility outcomes, examining this link 
at an early age for age norms and age ideals and at a late age for actual fertil-
ity. This is in line with the idea that norms and ideals are formed earlier during 
the life course than the actual behavior. A drawback of this approach is that the 
two time points used (2006 and 2018) are far apart in time and that Europe was 
hit by the Great Recession in between. The economic crisis could, for instance, 
have strengthened the link between parental socioeconomic background and 
fertility behavior compared to what young people expected at an early age. To 
examine this in more detail, a longitudinal analysis comparing actual cohorts 
would be useful.

Third, our analyses focus on country-level indicators. However, examining the 
role of regional, municipal, or even neighborhood-level opportunities and constraints 
might be relevant. Indeed, although institutional indicators such as family policies 
and labor market structures are regulated at national levels, there exists economic 
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and ideational within-country variation as well. For example, intergenerational 
income mobility varies at the neighborhood level: Neighborhoods with less residen-
tial segregation, less income inequality, better primary schools, greater social capi-
tal, and greater family stability report higher social mobility (Chetty et al., 2014). 
Thus, the relationship between parental background and life course norms, attitudes, 
and behaviors could be weaker in areas characterized by high social mobility.

Fourth, we mainly focused on the role of socialization processes, but as 
underlined in the theoretical background, there is a growing body of research 
on biodemography showing that age at first birth and fertility motivations have 
a biological and genetic basis. In particular, as reviewed by Mills and Tropf 
(2015), in contexts of higher opportunities and less normative constraints, such 
as countries where values associated with the SDT are more approved, genetic 
influences on age at first birth may be more relevant.

7 � Conclusion

By analyzing the association between parental socioeconomic status and the tran-
sition to parenthood across national contexts, this study offers valuable insights 
into the theoretical frameworks discussed. First, these findings show that fertility is 
clearly stratified along the lines suggested by the “diverging destinies” perspective 
(McLanahan and Jacobson 2015). In line with the “context of opportunities” hypoth-
esis (Liefbroer and Zoutewelle-Terovan 2021a), the extent of stratification is found 
to vary, though, across contexts. The stratification of fertility is lower in ideational, 
economic, and institutional contexts that offer better opportunities for young people 
to relax their reliance on their family of origin. In line with the SDT thesis (Lesthae-
ghe, 2010, 2020), the ideational country context matters considerably. Fertility is 
less stratified in countries that are further advanced in the SDT. Thus, although the 
SDT is relatively silent on stratification, its implication that stratification of fertility 
will be important in high SDT settings is clearly borne out by the data. Economic 
factors that are central in globalization theory and related approaches (Blossfeld 
et al. 2006) also moderate the link between parental socioeconomic background and 
fertility outcomes. However, it was surprising that moderation was found for age 
norms and age ideals rather than for actual fertility, suggesting that country-level 
economic prospects may operate particularly via the norms and ideals that young 
people have about fertility (Vignoli et  al., 2020) rather than directly on behavior. 
However, an alternative explanation could be that other aspects of economic uncer-
tainty, like the proportion of young people on temporary contracts, or the proportion 
of young people not able to have affordable housing would be a better indicator (Van 
Wijk, 2024). Unfortunately, these were not available for this study. We also found 
marginal indications for the role of family and gender policies, albeit relatively weak 
and mainly on behavior, suggesting that these policies could have some influence 
on young people’s ability to exert agency and thus translate their preferences into 
behavior. In summary, our results point to the complementarity of different theoreti-
cal perspectives rather than suggesting that they are mutually exclusive.
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