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Paper title: “Fertility differentials in Sweden during the first half of the twentieth century -

the changing effect of female labor force participation and occupational field.” 

Introduction 
This paper addresses how female labor force participation and occupational field influenced family 
formation for Swedish women during the first half of the twentieth century. Increased educational 
attainment and female labor force participation have been pointed out as an important shift explaining 
decreasing fertility in Western countries since the nineteenth century. Female economic activity and 
rising education is thought to increase the price of time for women and result in incentives to invest 
more in market activities and reduce the share of non-market investments. This results in a higher cost 
of childbearing and rearing and consequently in lower nuptiality and fertility (Becker, 1991; Willis, 
1973). Incompatibility between the economic activity of women and family formation was indeed 
pointed out already by contemporary demographers in the 1930s and 1940s as a main cause for the 
“lowest-low” fertility levels experienced in Sweden in the 1930s (Van Bavel, 2010b).  

Today, rising female education and labor force participation combined with a lack of gender-
egalitarian norms and developed welfare state structures that reconcile work and family life is pointed 
out as a main structural determinant of the lowest-low fertility exhibited by many contemporary 
European countries (Anderson & Kohler, 2015; Esping-Andersen & Billari, 2015; Group, 2010; Billari 
& Kohler, 2004). However, contrary to this expected negative link between rising female education 
and fertility it has been shown that in Sweden (Sandström, 2014a) and many other Western countries 
(Van Bavel, 2014; Van Bavel m.fl., 2015) fertility differentials across educational strata decreased 
sharply as early as during the mid-twentieth century baby boom in the 1940s and 1950s. 

Although we have some findings regarding the effect of education less is known about the impact 
of labor force participation prior to the 1960s. Also the constraints to family formation for women in 
different types of occupations during this period are only known on the basis of qualitative accounts. 
The primary reason that this issue has not been investigated further is the lack of individual level data 
with socio-economic information for the period covering the late stages of the fertility transition and 
the subsequent baby boom (for most Western countries late 19th – 1960s).  

How fertility varied depending on the occupational field of the women is interesting as studies on 
contemporary data find that the field of education/occupation has a larger net effect than the level of 
education. Further, it has been shown that women in the so called ”caring professions” in health care 
and teaching have substantially higher fertility than women employed in other sectors of the economy 

mailto:glenn.sandstrom@umu.se
mailto:helena.haage@ddb.umu.se


 
 

2 

(J. M. Hoem, Neyer, & Andersson, 2006a, 2006b; Lappegåard, 2002; Lappegård & Rønsen, 2005; 
Martín-García & Baizán, 2006; Neyer & Hoem, 2009; Van Bavel, 2010a). Women within the health 
care and educational fields also start their family formation earlier and have a lower chance to remain 
childless than women in other sectors with the same educational level (Michelmore & Musick, 2014). 
However, we do not know if such differences across sectors of employment were present before the 
1960s and to what extent they changed during the baby boom. What we do know is that the right for 
married women to work was a frequently debated issue during the first decades of the 20th century 
among the largest female academic professions such as teachers and nurses (Å. Andersson, 2002; 
Florin, 1987; Frangeur, 1998). During the 1920s female labor force participation increased rapidly 
especially among young women in urban areas at the same time as fertility continued to fall rapidly 
(Stanfors, 2003, s. 81–84; Åmark, 2006). 

In 1934, Sweden reached the lowest period fertility recorded in the world up until that time, when 
the TFR dropped to 1.71 children per woman. In the same year the so called “crisis in the population 
question” was declared by the Social Democratic intellectuals Gunnar and Alva Myrdal in a highly 
influential book (Myrdal & Myrdal, 1934), made the population question the center of political debate 
in Sweden in the 1930s and 1940s (Hirdman, 1989, s. 117). A population commission was formed in 
1935 as well as a women labor commission in 1938, were the Myrdal’s and other members of the two 
commissions argued that the incompatibility between wage labor and family formation especially for 
women had resulted in unsustainably low fertility that would result in population decline. 
Consequently, they argued that a population policy’s that tried to limit the possibilities for female 
economic activity would be counterproductive and policy’s with any hope of success should rather 
attempt to make marriage and childbearing more compatible with female labor force participation. In 
1939 this debate resulted in a law that prohibited employers to dismiss women on the basis that they 
got married or had a child (Frangeur, 1998; Göransson, 2006; SFS 1939:171, 1939). Recent studies on 
the changes in the educational gradient of fertility during the baby boom in Sweden and other western 
countries indicate that women that achieved higher levels of education did not experience the same 
strong penalty on fertility during the baby boom as had been the case among highly educated women 
in pervious cohorts (Reher & Requena, 2014; Sandström, 2014b; Van Bavel, 2014). What we don´t 
know is if this increase in fertility among highly educated women was a general trend that affected all 
highly educated women equally or if some groups spearheaded the change. 
 
The paper addresses three central questions: 
 
1.  How did female labor force participation influence fertility during the first half of the twentieth 
century in Sweden and did the effects change over time? 

2. Was there substantial differentials in fertility among gainfully employed women depending on their 
social strata during the first half of the twentieth century in Sweden and did the effects change over 
time?  
3. How did fertility differ between women in different occupational groups belonging to the middle 
and upper social strata such as nurses and teachers that became more numerous after the 1930s when 
women entered higher education in greater numbers? 
 

Data and method  

This paper utilizes the recently developed POPLINK database housed at the Demographic Database, 
Umeå University, Sweden. The POPLINK database has primarily been developed for medical research 
to link the historical population registers to the modern registers at Statistics Sweden and The National 
Board of Health and Welfare. However, the source also gives unique opportunities for research on 
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long term demographic processes stretching from pre-transitional times up until the present. The 
database contains rich longitudinal information on all vital events including: marriages, childbirths, 
divorces, moves within the region as well as detailed information on the labor market experience for 
more than 100,000 men and women living in the county of Västerbotten in Northern Sweden during 
the period 1900-1960 (Westberg, Engberg, & Edvinsson, 2016). The dataset thus covers both the 
fertility bust of the 1930s as well as the following baby boom in Sweden during the 1940s and 1950s. 
The parishes included in the database are distributed throughout the coastal region of Västerbotten 
and include more than 2/3 of the population in the province during the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. The economic development presents the typical traits of most Swedish regions; being mainly 
rural up until the early 20th century and thereafter characterized by rapid industrialization and a 
growing public sector. Västerbotten conform closely to the national trends in fertility although with 
somewhat higher levels of completed fertility up until the early 1960s, after which both period and 
cohort fertility exhibits an almost perfect match with the national average (Hofsten & Lundström, 
1976, s. 101–106; Statistics Sweden, Population Register, 2015). 

To analyze the transition to first, second and third birth for women in different socio-economic 
and occupational groups we use event history analysis in terms of non-parametric Kaplan Meier 
estimates of the proportion having experienced the event in question at age t. For the analysis 54,870 
women born 1880-1939 are followed from the time they become at risk of experiencing a childbirth 
which we set to the year the woman turned 15 years of age. The simple reason for this choice is that 
we observe no childbirths of women younger than that in this dataset. Women moving in to the region 
with no accompanying children who has no records of prior childbirths in the church books are 
assumed to have not experienced first birth and enter the study at the age they come under observation. 
The women are followed from onset of risk until a birth is observed or the woman is censured due to 
either out-migration, death or reaching age 50. For women that were alive and present in the country 
in 1960 we can follow them also after outmigration from the POLINK area, as we have linked the 
data to the registers at Statistics Sweden (SCB). If the woman was not present in the registers at SCB 
and they out-migrated from the area covered by the POPLINK we set the censuring date to the time 
they out-migrated from the parishes under observation in Västerbotten.  

To analyze differences across birth cohorts the women are divided in to three different cohorts 
according to the year they reach age 20. For women born 1880-1939 this gives us three groups 1900-
1919, 1921-1939 and 1940-1959. These cohorts are used throughout the analysis to contrast women 
having most of their reproductive years prior to the baby boom (1900-1919) against woman that had 
their peak reproductive years around the shift from baby bust to baby boom in the 1930s (1920-1939) 
and additionally women that entered their reproductive years during the peak baby boom period in the 
1940s and 1950s (cohort 1940-1959). 

The main independent variable in the analysis is the socio-economic position of the woman prior 
the birth of the first child and how this predicts the incidence and timing of childbirths. This is 
determined by using the occupational information coded according to the HISCO-classification system 
for historical occupations. For the analysis of different social strata rather than specific occupational 
groups the HISCO-codes was coded into a social stratification indicator (SES) according to the Social 
Power coding scheme (SOCPO) developed by Van de Putte and Miles (2005). If more than one 
occupation was registered prior to the birth of the first child the variable was set to the highest achieved 
SES of the individual prior to experiencing first birth or being censured. When specific occupational 
groups are analyzed we have binned the occupations according to their HISCO minor group’s e.g.  
Teachers having all HISCOs in the group 13.XXX and Nurses having all HISCOs in the group 
07.XXX (Van Leeuwen, Maas, & Miles, 2004).  

The focus on specific occupational groups within the middle class and elite is motivated by two 
main arguments. Firstly, previous research has shown that the educational gradient was reduced for 
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women with secondary and post-secondary education in Sweden during the baby boom but little is 
known regarding if there were large variations between middle class women in different sectors. 
Research on women born from the 1950s show that individuals in the so called caring professions 
such as nurses and teachers have substantially higher fertility than other women with post-secondary 
education. However, we do not know when these patterns formed and to what extent they were 
present already during the first half of the twentieth century. 

Secondly, even if we know that the negative impact of female education on fertility decreased during 
the baby boom, we do not know how female economic activity prior to first childbirth impacted 
fertility. Also we do know to what extent this effect differed across social strata and in specific 
occupations that required higher education in comparison to non-qualified women and women that 
remained outside the labor market. 

The large sample size and quality of the occupational data in the POPLINK database makes it 
possible to do a detailed analysis of how female occupational status influenced fertility over a long 
period of time covering both the late stages of the fertility transition as well as the subsequent baby 
boom in Sweden. 

Results 
Figure 1 shows the total fertility rate (TFR) for the included parishes in Västerbotten (1900-1962) 
compared to the corresponding numbers on the national level (1900-1970). During the period leading 
up to the Second World War fertility in Västerbotten was substantially above the average levels of the 
country as a whole. These differences reflect the tendency for the fertility decline to be slightly delayed 
in the northern part of Sweden and that the decline started from higher pre-transitional fertility levels 
in the North as opposed to the South (Hofsten & Lundström, 1976, s. 96). The break in the trend and 
subsequent recovery of the total fertility rate for Västerbotten during the 1940s and 1950s is still 
substantial. From the low in 1940 the TFR increases from 2.2 children per woman to 2.9 in 1946 and 
the TFR continues to stay above the 1940 level in to the latter part of the 1950s when the TFR for 
Västerbotten converges with the average rate for the country as a whole (Hofsten & Lundström, 1976, 
s. 101–106; Statistics Sweden, Population Register, 2015). In sum the close match to the trend in the 
rest of the country and the marked increase in period fertility during the baby boom show that the data 
from Västerbotten can be used to analyze the fertility swings during this period. 
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Figure 1: Total fertility rate (TFR) 1900-1963 in the POPLINK-sample from Västerbotten and in 
Sweden 1900-1970 

 
Source: POPLINK-database, Demographic Database, Umeå University and Statistics Sweden (2002:95) 

 
To understand fertility changes during the period under study it is important to take nuptiality and 

timing of marriage in account. Previous research show that the proximate cause for increased fertility 
during the baby boom was earlier and more universal marriage in the cohorts born after 1910 (Glass, 
1968; Caldwell, Caldwell, Bracher, & Santow, 1988) and that this link was especially strong in Sweden 
(Van Bavel & Reher, 2013, s. 273). During the fertility boom in the 1940s the propensity to marry and 
to do this at a younger age increased sharply. Given the strong link between marriage and fertility at 
the time this meant that couples were exposed to the risk of childbearing for longer periods of time 
and during the most fertility period of their reproductive life. This meant that more couples ended up 
with more children than they would have if they had married later.  

Figure 2 shows Kaplan-Meier survival estimates of the proportion of never married men and 
women as a function of age for the three risk cohorts (year reaching age 20) in the POPLINK-sample. 
As seen in Figure 2 it is clear that the increase in period fertility during the baby boom in Västerbotten 
occurred in tandem with very strong increases in nuptiality typical of settings that experienced 
substantial recoveries of fertility during the mid-twentieth century. 

 Two major shifts can be seen in Figure 2, firstly substantial drops in the median age at marriage 
and secondly an increased proportion of ever married individuals at age 40. These changes are evident 
for both men and women, but the shift towards younger ages at marriage are more substantial for 
women. That women changed their behavior more than the men also explain why nuptiality had a 
strong impacted on fertility as the age-component of fecundity is more substantial for women than for 
men. A comparison between individuals in the first risk cohort, that turned 20 between 1900-1919 and 
had most if not all their reproductive years prior to the onset of the baby boom, and the last (1939-
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1959) that came of age during the peak baby boom years, show substantial differences both when it 
comes number of unmarried at age 40 but especially with regards to an earlier timing of marriage.  

For the first cohort nearly 25 % of both men and women remained unmarried at the time they 
turned 40, while this proportion drops to 20% for men and to only 10% for women in the 1940-59 
risk cohort. However, the big change is rather in the timing of marriage as the median age drops from 
27.7 to 23.8 years for women and from 30.0 to 26.5 years for men. The age when 75% of the cohort 
had married changed even more drastically, for women it decreases by approximately 10 years to just 
27.5 years. This illustrates the massive change in marriage behavior among women that contributed to 
the baby boom.  
 
Figure 2: Proportion of never married men and women as function of age for different at risk cohorts 
(year reaching age 20) 1900-1954 
 
 

Source: POPLINK-database, Demographic Database, Umeå University 
 
In Figure 3 the relative distribution of social strata (SOCPO-classification) is shown for the three 
cohorts under study based on the best occupation recorded prior to or at the time of the first birth. 
The highest SOCPO-category ‘elite’ mainly compromised of higher professionals with university 
degrees have been merged into the category ‘middle-class’ since less than 1% of all women belonged 
to this strata. This is because teachers and nurses that are all counted as lower professionals/middle-
class in the SOCPO-classification. To further reduce complexity the categories semi-skilled and skilled 
worker have been merged into one category as they were found to exhibit almost identical fertility 
patterns.  

Unfortunately there is little information about how the socio-economic composition of the female 
labor force developed during the first half of the century in the current literature and research has 
primarily focused on changes in the overall levels of participation (Silenstam, 1970; Stanfors, 2003; 
Åmark, 2006). For women the strong increase of female labor force participation seen between 1920-
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1939 cohort and those that came of age during the 1940s and 1950s is in line with previous research 
for the national level in Sweden. For unmarried women aged 20-39 the employment rate on the 
national level increased from approximately 55% in the 1920s to around 75% of the women in this 
age-group in 1950 (Silenstam, 1970, s. 105), which corresponds fairly closely to the figures found in 
Figure 3.  

Regarding changes in the socio-economic composition the increase of economically active women 
in the last risk cohort is primarily explained by an increase of women in middle-class having middle-
class occupations as well as more women working in unskilled occupations. Looking more closely on 
the changes in occupational titles across the cohorts it is clear that the growing middle-class is primarily 
explained by an increased number of clerical personnel working in offices and various administrative 
jobs especially in the last risk cohort. However, teaching and nursing is by far the most common 
occupations among women in the middle-class as more than 50% of the middle-class category consist 
of these type of occupations although their relative share decreases in the last risk cohort due to a 
growing number of women doing various white-collar clerical work. This illustrates that the labor 
market for qualified women started to get more diversified during the 1940s and 1950s in terms of 
expanding out of the typical female white collar occupations in education and healthcare. Across the 
cohort’s female farmers nearly vanishes, from a small group (7 %) to only 0.5 % amount women in 
the 1940-59 cohort.  

  
Figure 3: Relative distribution of socio-economic strata for at risk cohorts (year reaching age 20) 1900-
1959 for Swedish women in Västerbotten county. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: POPLINK-database, Demographic Database, Umeå University 
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After covering the general development in period fertility, nuptiality and changes in the socio-
economic composition of women we now turn to the main focus of the analysis in terms of fertility 
differentials according to socio-economic strata and occupational field. 

 
Figure 4: Kaplan-Meier estimates of the proportion not having experienced first, second and third 
birth as function of the woman’s age by socio-economic strata and at risk cohort (year reaching age 
20) 1900-1959. 

 
 
Source: POPLINK-database, Demographic Database, Umeå University 
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Transition rates to first, second and third child in different female socio-economic strata for 
women born 1880-1939 
Figure 4 gives the Kaplan-Meier estimates of the proportion not having experienced first, second and 
third birth as function of the woman’s age by socio-economic strata and risk cohort. Looking at the 
general changes over time what stands out is a strong convergence of fertility behavior among the 
women that entered their childbearing years during the baby boom. Over time there is a sharp 
reduction in the difference between economically active women and those outside the labor market in 
terms of female employment being less and less negative for fertility outcomes. There is a sharp 
reduction in the number of childless women as well as a strong tendency for more and more women 
to stop childbearing after having their second child. This is in line with previous research that have 
stressed the increased significance of a two-child norm in Sweden during the baby boom (Sandström, 
2014a; Statistics Sweden, 1992, s. 6–11).  

Regarding the socio-economic patterns, it is clear that the women exhibiting the by far the biggest 
changes in behavior are women in the middle-class/elite strata were employment in general required 
secondary or tertiary educational qualifications. Women in skilled worker positions that also required 
relatively high qualifications in terms of having secondary education exhibit similar substantial changes 
in behavior across the cohorts. Unskilled women and especially women registered as farmers on the 
other hand appear to have experienced less constraints and/or a stronger preference to form a family. 
Being economically active is clearly less negative for their fertility than what is the case for women in 
the skilled and middle-class strata’s. However, in the first two risk cohorts that have a substantial part 
of their reproductive history prior to the baby boom, also unskilled women exhibit higher proportions 
of childless at age 50. This highlights that female gainful employment regardless of the educational 
requirements clearly was at odds with family formation for women prior to the baby boom although 
the negative impact varied along a strong negative socio-economic gradient. 

 
In the first risk cohort made up of women that had their peak reproductive years during the rapid 

fertility decline in the first three decades of the century the differences between economically active 
women and those with no record of having an occupation were large. The general pattern found in 
Figure 4 is a strong negative SES-gradient for economically active women were the highest middle-
class/elite strata apparently experienced strong barriers to family formation. In the first risk cohort 
approximately 50% of the middle-class women never experienced a first birth. Comparing them to the 
groups that has no record of being employed prior to having a child or being censured only 15% of 
these women remained childless. 

For women in the first risk cohort (1900-1919) transition rates to second and higher parities after 
experiencing a first birth remained high during the late stage of the fertility decline reflecting the typical 
Norther European fertility regime described by John Hajnal (Hajnal, 1965, 1982). In Northern Europe 
marriage was on average much later than in southern Europe and a substantial proportion of women 
remained unmarried and ultimately childless. However, cohort fertility rates still reached levels 
substantially above replacement as married couples on average had large families. Still there is some 
SES-differences also in the transition to parities above 1 during among the women belonging to the 
first cohort (1900-1919). It is clear that stopping at only 1 or 2 children were much more common for 
women in middle-class and skilled worker occupations indicating both that even when they formed a 
family they tended to be much more prone to stop childbearing at low parities and in this sense acted 
as early adopters of the shift to the small family sizes of 1-2 children typical of most post-transitional 
societies in Europe. 

For women in the second risk cohort that entered their twenties during the late stage of the fertility 
decline and early baby boom years (1920-1939) socio-economic patterns had only changed marginally 
as opposed to the prior cohort and the general trend is one of continuity rather than a radical shift. 
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The negative SES-gradient had to some extent weakened especially for skilled women but it remained 
strong for the more qualified women in the middle-class. Looking at the transition rates to parity 2 and 
parity 3 it is clear that the most substantial change in this cohort of women is that the shift towards a 
two-child norm is well underway. This is reflected by a general drop across all strata’s in the transition 
rate to parity 3. 

Changing the focus to the last risk cohort (1940-1959) it is clear that these women experienced a 
major shift in the way that female economic activity impacted fertility. Socio-economic differences the 
transition into motherhood are almost eliminated apart from some postponement of first birth among 
women in the middle-class that on average had the longest education. Still, even though they had their 
first child later than women in the other SES-strata’s the proportion of childless at age 40 is almost as 
low as in the other social strata´s. Interestingly, even though all SES-groups increase their transition 
rates to the first child women having no record of economic active do not and even show a slight 
increase in the proportion of childless. 

Much of the same changes as for parity 1 is also visible in the transition to parity 2 where SES 
differentials almost disappear while the proportion progressing to the second child remains high 
indicating the growing significate of the two child norm in the peak baby boom cohort. This pattern 
of a growing proportion of couples having exactly 2 children is further illustrated by the rather 
substantial fall in the proportion progressing to parity 3 among women in the 1940-1959 cohort were 
only 35-60 %, depending on which group, continued with a third child compared to 70-90 % in the 
first risk cohort. Here we find an interesting difference between women in the middle-class and women 
in the other social strata’s in terms of middle-class women being by far the most prone to stop 
childbearing at exactly 2 children. We know that the difference in family sizes decreased across the 
baby boom cohorts and reached a minimum with women born in 1945 that reached their twenties in 
the mid-1960s when the baby boom shifted to the baby bust of the 1970s (Statistics Sweden, 1992, s. 
6–11). Here we only include women born up until 1939 but the results indicate that middle-class 
women acted as leaders in this development towards a convergence in family sizes and more and more 
families choosing to have exactly 2 children. 

 
Transition rates to first, second and third birth in different female middle-class occupations 
for women born 1880-1939 
Based on the results for the broader socio-economic groups, as operationalized with the SOCPO-
classification, it is evident that middle-class and elite women experienced the most substantial changes 
in fertility behavior during the shift from baby bust of the 1930s to the baby boom of the 1940s and 
1950s. However, it is unclear if these changes occurred evenly for all economically active white-collar 
women or if the so called ”caring professions” in health care and teaching spearheaded the change. 
We know that these groups had substantially higher fertility than other middle-class women in the 
cohorts born from the mid-1950s but fertility differentials according to occupational field  
for women that produced the baby boom is so far unknown. To investigate these issues we will look 
at the fertility pattern of women in different occupational fields in the middle-class and compare them 
to women that remained outside the labor market across the risk cohorts 1900-1959. In the analysis 
we choose to differentiate between 3 different HISCO-minor groups: (07) Nurses and Midwifes, (13) 
Teachers and (30) Office clerks and Secretaries that together make up approximately 85% of all women 
classified as middle-class/elite. The remaining 15 % is binned into a separate category labeled ‘other 
middle class’. Although this group is heterogeneous it contains a substantial number of higher 
professionals especially in the two later cohorts categorized as elite in the SOCPO classification. 
Further we use women having no record of being economically active prior to first birth or being 
censured as a comparison category that is contrasted against the fertility patterns found among middle-
class women. 
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In Figure 5 the Kaplan-Meier estimate for transition to parity 1 is shown for different middle-class 
occupations according to the minor group HISCO-classification of the occupation. In all occupational 
groups within the middle class the proportion of childless women decreases throughout the period 
although there are differences in the timing and to what extent levels of childlessness decrease across 
different occupations within the middle-class. Looking at the separate occupations, it is clear that the 
same type of convergence of childbearing behavior that is evident for different social groups is also 
occurring within the middle-class. Also in the case of the middle-class we start out with big differences 
between different occupations but end up with much more similar behavior in the last risk cohort that 
became at risk during the peak baby boom years. It is clear that postponement as well as ultimate 
childlessness was very high for women that where employed in middle-class occupations during the 
first decades of the twentieth century when fertility was declining rapidly on the aggregate level. As we 
saw in Figure 4 about 50 % of all middle class women in the earliest cohort remained childless. 
However, there are marked differences whit in the middle-class where two clusters are clearly 
distinguishable in the first and second risk cohort. 

 
Figure 5: Kaplan-Meier estimates of the proportion not having experienced first birth as function of 
the woman’s age in different female middle-class occupations compared to non-employed women by 
risk cohorts (year reaching age 20) 1900-1959. 

 
Source: POPLINK-database, Demographic Database, Umeå University 
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Firstly, nurses and women employed in clerical occupations stand out as the ones experiencing the 
greatest constraints to family formation during the first decades of the twentieth century where 
approximately 60 % of these women remained childless. 

Secondly, teachers and women in other middle class occupations, that exhibit substantially higher 
transition rates to first birth compared to nurses and clerical workers although their levels of 
childlessness were far higher than women outside the labor market.  

Across the risk cohorts there is a massive decrease in the levels of childlessness for all middle-class 
women but the most striking difference is how nurses and midwifes switch from having the highest 
levels of childlessness to clearly having the lowest. This shift must be viewed as extraordinary. During 
a period of twenty years between the second and third risk cohort shown in Figure 5 the nurses and 
midwifes moved from a situation where 47 % of them remained childless at age 50 to a situation where 
only 12 % never formed a family. This low proportion of childless women is not only low within the 
middle class; it is also lower than the corresponding number among non-employed women.  

A contributing factor to this massive change in behavior is likely the new law on female employment 
security from 1939 that improved employment security for women (Frangeur, 1998; SFS 1939:171, 
1939, s. 171). The law from 1939 made it illegal for employers to fire women because of marriage or 
childbearing which made the alterative cost of family formation decrease for women with relative large 
investments in labor market skills and educational capital. That attitudes regarding the combination of 
family and employment for women in healthcare where changing is also evident from discussions 
within the nurses’ union during the mid-1940’s were married nurses were discussed as something 
common which only 15 to 20 years prior would have been regarded as a fringe behavior (Andersson, 
2002:203-204). In the last risk cohort that turned 20 during the peak baby boom period in the 1940s 
and 1950s we can also see the formation of the high fertility pattern found among women in the caring 
professions as especially nurses but also teachers reach the lowest levels of childlessness and as we will 
find out below also the highest transition rates to parity 2. 

It is also worth mentioning that women in white-collar clerical work also exhibit large decreases in 
childlessness. Although they do not reach quite as low levels as the ones found among nurses and 
midwifes the decrease across the risk cohorts is larger than the one found among teachers. That the 
group defined as other middle-class change their behavior least of all the groups is in line with our 
expectation. This group contains a substantial proportion of higher professionals and that these 
women continue to have higher levels of childlessness is plausibly explained by their on average higher 
levels of investment in educational capital and higher alternative cost of childbearing in a setting were 
institutional support for working mothers was still very rudimentary.  
 
Figure 6 shows the proportion progressing to have a second child by risk cohort and age. The tendency 
for middle-class women employed in teaching and healthcare to stand out by exhibiting the highest 
transition rates in the baby boom cohorts (1940-1959) is further reinforced in the transition to parity 
2. In the two last risk cohorts, that both contributed to the baby boom, teachers and nurses have 
markedly higher transition rates than other middle-class women and reach the same levels as non-
employed women in the last risk cohort. 
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Figure 6:  Kaplan-Meier estimates of the proportion not having experienced second birth as function 
of the woman’s age in different female middle-class occupations compared to non-employed women 
by risk cohorts (year reaching age 20) 1900-1959. 

 
Source: POPLINK-database, Demographic Database, Umeå University 

One of the most notable results for parity 2 is the low transition rates of the office clerks and secretaries 
across the risk cohorts. Women in the clerical occupations where either constrained to, or choose to, 
have small families and they stopped childbearing already after the first child to a higher degree than 
all other middle-class women. The group ‘other middle-class’ show a similar pattern as women in 
clerical occupations in the last two cohorts, although they reach somewhat higher tradition rates to 
child two compared to office clerks and secretaries given that they had progressed to the first child. 

 
Lastly the transition to parity 3 for middle-class women is shown Figure 7. Here women in the 

group ‘other middle class’ had to small numbers to be meaningfully analyzed as they were fewer than 
50 women in each of the risk cohorts. Consequently we removed them from the analysis of parity 3.  

What stands out across the risk cohorts is the strong shift towards smaller family sizes as shown by 
the rapidly falling proportions progressing to a family size of 3 or more children. This is the case both 
within the middle class as well as among women outside the labor market (see also Figure 4). In the 
first two cohort’s teachers deviate from the other occupations in the middle class by having a higher 
probability to have a third child. This higher probability for teachers to have a third child is particularly 
strong for the second cohort that turned 20 years between 1920-1939, in this cohort the survival curve 
for teachers is closer to the one for unemployed women than it is to other groups within the middle 
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class.  This is not the case for the last cohort were all occupations within the middle class show a similar 
probability to have a third child, a probability between 12 % and 16 % lower than unemployed women.  
 
Figure 7:  Kaplan-Meier estimates of the proportion not having experienced third birth as function 
of the woman’s age in different female middle-class occupations compared to non-employed women 
by risk cohorts (year reaching age 20) 1900-1959. 
 

 
Source: POPLINK-database, Demographic Database, Umeå University 

Concluding discussion 

This paper set out to study how female labor force participation and socio-economic strata influenced 
fertility for women born between 1880 and 1839. Two apparent and general developments can be seen 
throughout the period of observation 1900-1959, more women got married and formed a family, 
however the size of these families’ shrinks and the proportion of families that have family sizes of 3 
or more children is reduced by more than 30 % indicating a strong shift towards a two child norm 
during the peak baby boom decades of the 1940s and 1950s. 

Regarding the changes in the impact of the woman’s socio-economic position, the main conclusion 
is that the negative impact of female economic activity, that was substantial during the fertility decline, 
essentially disappears among women that had their peak reproductive years during the baby boom. 
This results is in line with the finding that the educational gradient of fertility decreased strongly during 
the baby boom in both Sweden (Sandström, 2014a) and many other Western countries (Van Bavel 
m.fl., 2015) and that this was also reflected in the way actual labor market activity influenced fertility. 
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The main pattern found is a strong convergence of childbearing behavior across the different social-
economic strata were a two child norm was combined with very low levels of childlessness almost 
regardless of the woman’s socio-economic standing and labor market attachment. It should be noted 
that we do not consider if and to what extent women continued to be gainfully employed after having 
their first child. Institutional support for working mothers was still weak during the 1940s and 1950s 
and employment of mothers did not increase substantially until the late 1960s. Therefore, we can 
assume that most of the women in the cohorts under analysis here had at least some years out of the 
labor market when children were young. However, women with larger investments in labor market 
human capital such as those having longer educations can be assumed to have continued work after 
first birth to a higher degree than women with no record of being employed. Also it is likely that these 
women returned to the labor market earlier and to a higher degree than “never employed” women 
which in turn would raise their alternative cost of childbearing relative to women with a weaker labor 
market attachment. Therefore, it is intriguing that the results show that especially women employed in 
the higher social strata occupations changed their behavior by far the most in the baby boom cohorts. 
One explanation that highly educated women increased their fertility the most is surly the radically 
improved employment security for mothers that was introduced in 1939. This law prohibited 
employers to dismiss women when they got married or had a child. Consequently, women having 
secondary and tertiary education was not forced to choose between employment and family formation 
to the same extent as before and were able to leverage their investments in to labor market human 
capital to a larger extent even when they choose to have children. 

Lastly, we find that there were also differences within the middle-class. Women engaged in the so 
called ‘caring-professions’ in healthcare and education made up a large proportion of the growth of 
women with high education in the baby boom cohorts (primarily women born 1920-1939) and these 
women that had the largest increases in fertility when women whiting the middle-class is compared to 
one another. We know that women in these sectors of employment reach substantially higher fertility 
in contemporary populations and that his has been the case for women born since the 1950s in Sweden. 
What we can show here is that this pattern of high fertility among female nurses and teachers was 
established already during the 1940s and 1950s by women born during the 1920s and 1930s that had 
their peak reproductive years during the baby boom. Further, our results show that the women in 
caring professions in this cohort (born 1920-1939) were less likely to remain childless than other middle 
class women which was not the case for women born prior to 1920. This was especially the case for 
female nurses that reached substantially lower levels of childlessness than other middle class women 
during the baby boom.  

Summarizing, the results shows how the fertility patterns established during the baby boom is the 
bridge that links the fertility regime of the fertility decline that ended in the 1930s, with its strongly 
negative SES-gradient, to the patterns found in Sweden today, were not only employment have become 
a prerequisite for female family formation (B. Hoem, 2000; Ministry of Social Affairs, 2001, s. 269–
271; Statistics Sweden, 2002, s. 11), but also that recent cohorts of Swedish women with tertiary 
education have ended up having more children than those having only primary education (G. 
Andersson m.fl., 2009). Going forward we need to investigate further what kind of economic, 
normative and institutional changes during the baby boom that can explain why middle-class women 
and especially women in the ‘caring professions’ changed their fertility behavior to a much larger extent 
than other social strata. This will in turn likely give important insight into the dynamics of the baby 
boom itself. 
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