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Background and general purpose 

Ever since large numbers of women have started to enter the labor market in the second half 

of the 1900s, much research has been devoted to the relationship between work and family 

life. The research has focused on reconciliation of family and work, and how having children 

is related to labor-market activity, especially from women’s point of view. There are, 

however, still some dimensions of labor market activity and work conditions that have not 

been fully studied in relation to family dynamics. The aim of this study is to add to the 

theoretical understanding of the relationship between work and family life, and more 

specifically between type of occupation and the transition to parenthood. This paper proposes 

that men and women in the labor market might face quite different possibilities to reconcile 

family and work depending on the characteristics of their occupation and might therefore 

have differential transitions to parenthood.  

This paper builds to a large extent on Swedish studies that show that educational field is more 

important for determining childbearing differentials than is educational level, which is 

commonly used in studies of family formation (Hoem et.al. 2006a; 2006b; see also 

Lappegård & Rønsen, 2005 for a Norwegian study). These studies have found large 

differentials in completed fertility and ultimate childlessness, among women across different 

educational fields. A central part of the authors’ interpretations of the results are the diverse 

work conditions and experiences of women of different occupations. They mean that there 

might be differential possibilities to combine work and family life related to the security of 

the employments, the flexibility in work conditions and sex distribution in different sectors of 

the labor-market. They also address issues such as possible self-selection into labor-market 

sectors and family forms, as well as possible cultures of reproduction in different social 

groups. However, these studies use information on educational field and not occupational 

characteristics. There is hardly any research on the relationship between type of occupation 

and family dynamics (see e.g. Stanfors, 2009 for an example of a Swedish study on three 

specific “fast-track professions”). Therefore this study addresses this topic, with access to 

actual employment data. 

Sweden as a point of reference 

It is particularly interesting to study the interplay between work conditions and family 

dynamics in a country like Sweden. This country, as well as its Nordic neighbors, often 

serves as a point of reference in studies on family dynamics and the relationship between 

family and work. There are several reasons for this. First, there is very rich and reliable 

register data, containing life histories on for example demographic events as well as socio-

economic characteristics. Another reason is that a high level of female labor-force 



participation is combined with relatively high levels of childbearing (see e.g. Billari & 

Kohler, 2004). Furthermore, labor-market attachment and childbearing are positively related 

at the individual level for both men and women (see e.g. Andersson, 2000; Hoem, 2000). 

This has generally been ascribed to policies promoting reconciliation of family and work, 

encouraging parent’s labor-market attachment and promoting gender equality (for a general 

discussion see e.g. Neyer & Andersson, 2007; for discussion on Sweden, see e.g. Bernhardt 

1993; Hoem, B. 1993). The Nordic countries are furthermore often seen as forerunners in the 

development of new family-demographic behavior (see e.g. van de Kaa 2002). 

Central concepts and theoretical considerations 

The theoretical focus in this paper is mainly on possibilities to reconcile work and family life 

as well as gendered patterns in the relationship between occupational characteristics and 

childbearing. As in the studies on educational field and childbearing by Hoem et.al. (2006a; 

2006b), some attention is paid to possible differential norms on work and family life, 

different cultures of reproduction, that are maintained or reinforced through interaction 

between people within a social group (Elster, 1991), in this case within an occupational 

group. Also addressed are issues related to the selection of individuals into labor-market 

sectors and family forms and the adaptation of behaviors related to family life and activity in 

the labor market. 

When studying the transition into parenthood the question of postponement and timing of 

childbearing becomes central. Therefore a life course perspective is appropriate and issues 

related to the process of getting established on the labor market and perhaps also in a certain 

occupation. In Sweden it is common to re-enter education after having been active on the 

labor market for some time and also to combine part-time study and part-time work (Breen 

and Jonsson 2000). Partly as a result of that, occupations may vary greatly across different 

stages of life. Therefore not only the timing of childbearing but also the timing of labor-

market activity and occupations is of relevance. Norms regarding the appropriate timing of 

childbearing is a related matter. 

Gender is another central concept in this study. By including both men and women in the 

analysis, which has not been done in the studies on educational field and childbearing, more 

knowledge about the relationship between employment, family behavior and gender can 

emerge. By studying similarities or differences in patterns between the two sexes there can be 

a more valid theoretical discussion and evaluation of the validity of theoretical arguments in 

previous research on family and work.  

Data and methods 

For the analysis I use Swedish population register data derived from the STAR (Sweden in 

Time – Activities and Relations) Database
1
 that gathers data from various administrative 

registers. The data is longitudinal and at the individual level, containing relevant occupational 

                                                           
1
 The database is maintained at the Stockholm University Demography Unit (SUDA) and the Swedish Institute 

for Social Research (SOFI) at Stockholm University and is administered by Statistics Sweden.  



and family demographic histories as well as a large amount of socio-economic and 

background data for the entire Swedish population in the years 1996-2007. Information on 

occupation is recorded yearly, while childbearing is covered with the accuracy of a month. 

There is information on occupation on different levels of detail and for this study around 40 

different categories are created. This precise specification of occupational type is only 

possible when having as large data sets as in this register data. The occupational data 

combines information on type of work performed and level of qualification. 

In the articles by Hoem et.al. (2006a; 2006b), childbearing is studied through completed 

fertility and ultimate childlessness. By using more refined measurements of childbearing, this 

study enables a closer understanding of the interrelation between the transition to parenthood 

and occupation. To maximally utilize the longitudinal character of available demographic and 

socio-economic data, the method of analysis used here is event-history analysis, which is a 

standard method for this kind of data (see Hoem, 1993 for an introduction). First birth risks 

among men and women in different occupational groups are studied. The propensity of 

becoming a parent is modeled as affected by the type of occupation and other characteristics 

of the occupation and workplace, as well as by a set of relevant control variables.  

Expected results and implications of the study 

As in the studies on educational field and childbearing (ibid.), many of the interpretations are 

related to characteristics of the occupations. Here some of them, in addition to the actual 

occupation, can be measured such as sex distribution and private or public sector. For 

women, Hoem et.al. (2006a; 2006b) discuss that a combination of factors; security of the 

employments, flexibility in work conditions and sex distribution in different sectors of the 

labor-market seem to impact childbearing patterns. For example they found lower levels of 

ultimate childlessness and higher completed fertility among women with educations oriented 

towards the caring and teaching professions, while women with artistic educations had much 

higher childlessness and lower completed fertility than others. I expect quite similar results to 

be found for women when using data on actual occupation instead of education and transition 

to parenthood instead of completed fertility and childlessness. However, many men and 

women do not actually work in occupations related to the educational fields within which 

they have studied and this mismatch is more common for certain educational fields than 

others (e.g. Wolbers, 2003). 

Regarding possible sex differences in the relationship between occupational characteristics 

and the propensity of entering parenthood, I expect the flexibility of work conditions to be of 

less importance for childbearing differentials among men than among women, as women in 

Sweden still do most of the caring for children and work part time to a much larger extent 

than do men (Sundström, 1997). On the other hand, I expect employment security to be of 

importance for both men and women, as usually both sexes provide for the family in Sweden 

(ibid.).  Regarding sex distribution, I expect both men and women to have higher propensities 

of becoming a parent in female dominated occupations as in Hoem et.al. (2006a; 2006b) 

because these may be environments in which pregnancy and parenthood are relatively 

common and employers are accustomed to the needs of childrearing parents. However, it 



seems likely that there might be significant gender differences in cultures of reproduction 

within occupational groups, as well as in self-selection processes into family forms and work 

life.  

The main contributions of this study are that it further explores the relationship between work 

and family dynamics in a manner that fully takes advantage of the available data from 

Swedish population registers. By studying different occupational types, the heterogeneity of 

labor-market experiences and their associations to childbearing are taken into proper account.  
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