
Social inequality is one of sociology’s core research areas. Much sociological research 

implicitly assumes that the causes of variation between individuals in socioeconomic 

outcomes are environmental in origin, often emphasizing the individual’s family environment 

as a main source of differences. This thesis explores this tacit assumption by answering two 

overarching research questions: The first question asks what can we learn from including 

genetics in studies on social inequality. Genetics is often put forward as a potential 

confounder for sociological explanations emphasizing social background effects as being 

environmental in origin. From another vantage point, the second research question asks what 

can we learn from including nonshared environmental influences, like birth order, in studies 

of social inequality. Should we expect siblings to have similar socioeconomic outcomes or are 

sibling dissimilarities overlooked in social inequality research.  

 The thesis consists of five papers and one overarching introduction. The first two 

papers use genetically sensitive designs and considers whether the relationships between 

social background and socio-economic outcomes are confounded by genetics, using education 

and income as case studies. In paper 1, we use administrative register data and look at lifetime 

income over birth cohorts 1915-1991 in Norway using twin methods. We find that, looking 

past differences due to gender, shared environmental influences which encompass social 

background variables such as parental educational attainment and - income, do not influence 

lifetime income to a large degree. Instead, genetic and nonshared environmental influences 

are high. Which influences that are the most influential have changed over birth cohorts. In 

particular, they have changed in relation to gender equalization, where women faced 

considerable structural constraints to earn income earlier in the 20th century. For income, we 

learn that shared environmental aspects of social background that are not related to gender 

have less of an influence, and that genetic- and environmental influences twins do not share 

are more important.  

 In paper two, we use administrative data in combination with molecular genetic data 

from a large sample of genotyped trios of mothers, fathers, and offspring. We investigate the 

intergenerational transmission of education through environmental and genetic pathways. 

Using polygenic scores (PGSs) for both parents and offspring, and parental educational 

attainment, we consider whether the social background effect of parental educational 

attainment is confounded by genetics. Our outcome is educational achievement in 5th, 8th, and 

9th grade. Parental educational attainment and own polygenic score both influence educational 

achievement, and are similar in magnitude. They are largely independent of each other, and 



social background effects are confounded only to a small degree. However, we also 

investigated whether parental genetics influence offsprings’ educational outcomes above and 

beyond offsprings’ own PGS. There are effects of untransmitted parental genotypes, a 

phenomenon known as “genetic nurture”. This shows that genetics are involved in social 

background effects as parents’ genetics influence parents to provide advantageous 

environments for educational achievement for their offspring 

 In papers 3-5, and indirectly in paper 1, we consider sibling differences. Papers 3 to 5 

are on birth order differences. In paper 3 we investigate birth order differences for educational 

achievement in adolescence and whether these differ across immigrant- and native families. 

We use comprehensive administrative register data, allowing us to break the sample into sub-

groups according to parental country of origin. Similar to what other research finds, we find 

that earlier-born have higher educational achievement than later-born in native families. By 

and large, we find the same for immigrant families with various parental countries of origin, 

but for some origins, there are no birth order differences. This is surprising in light of the 

main theories on birth order differences which typically are universal, and we theorize that it 

may due to differences in parenting strategies, child care attendance, and peer influence. 

Notwithstanding, from this paper, we learn that sibling differences in education due to birth 

order are pervasive, and exist in families with different cultural backgrounds from native 

populations.  

 In paper 4, the outcome is also educational achievement in adolescence, and we again 

make use of administrative register data. We analyze birth order differences in families where 

the parents have offspring with several partners. We label two different birth orders; full 

biological birth order which is your birth order considering full siblings only, and overall birth 

order which includes all full- and half-siblings. Birth order differences exist in these cases too, 

which is not obvious as separation and divorce typically have a negative effect on offsprings’ 

educational achievement. We find that the influence of the two different birth orders is 

connected to the sex of the multipartnered parent. In the mother-based sample, there are 

overall birth order differences. In the father-based sample, only full biological birth order 

differences are found. We believe this to be a result of the residential arrangments following 

separation, or mothers being more involved in childrearing in general across sibships. From 

this paper, we once more show the pervasiveness birth order differences, demonstrating the 

importance of this within-family inequality-generating mechanism. 



 In paper 5, we consider the potential genetic confounding of birth order differences. 

We use administrative data, survey data, and molecular genetic data from trios of parents and 

offspring. First, we look at PGSs and whether they vary with birth order, which they do not. 

Second, we consider in utero environments, proxied by birth weight and birth length. Later-

born are heavier than earlier-born, and birth weight is often found to be positively associated 

with socioeconomic attainments later in life, meaning that later-born siblings are born with 

what is statistically an advantage. Third, we consider educational outcomes. For educational 

achievement in adolescence, earlier-born children perform better than later-born children, 

taking their genetics and in utero-variables into account. Looking also at educational 

attainment and birth order in the parental generation, we find that PGSs does not influence 

educational attainment. From this paper, we once more learn about the pervasiveness of 

nonshared environments such as birth order, and the key takeaway is that birth order 

differences arise early in childhood due to environmental influences. 

 To sum up, this dissertation shows that including genetics and nonshared 

environments like birth order offer a broader perspective to what causes social inequalities. 

Sociology has by and large ignored genetics and within-family differences, both of which can 

be larger than between-family environmental influences on outcomes of interest to social 

inequality scholars. Going beyond the tacit assumption of homogenous family environments 

as the main mechanism behind social inequalities, sociology may find that many socio-

economic outcomes are more structured than currently acknowledged. The first two papers 

show that genetics confound social background perspective to a substantial degree for income, 

but to a lesser degree for education. This fits well with findings from earlier genetically 

sensitive research. The three last papers show that we should not expect siblings to be similar 

in educational outcomes, they are dissimilar according to their birth order. 

 


