
Summary 

This thesis studies contemporary family behavior. Part A comprises an introduction and 

discussion of the overall contribution of the thesis, whereas Part B comprises five independent 

papers: one based on a systematic international literature review and four based on empirical 

analyses of data from Norwegian administrative registers. Together with coauthors, I analyze 

how fertility, couple specialization and union stability are interrelated and linked to wider social 

contexts using a combination of descriptive and quasi-experimental techniques. The papers 

concern three main areas. First, Norwegian family policies are placed in an international context 

by means of a systematic literature review on the effects of policies on fertility (Paper 1). Next, 

couple specialization and family dynamics in Norway are empirically examined, recognizing 

the historically unique shifts towards increasing gender equality and cohabitation (Papers 2 and 

3). Finally, an empirical assessment of how Norwegian couples’ embeddedness at the very local 

level is interrelated with their childbearing behavior is provided (Papers 4 and 5).  

 There exists a large body of work examining the potential that family policies may have 

in boosting fertility. The first paper of the thesis is a systematic review of this literature, wherein 

our focus is on evaluating the evidence of the effectiveness of policies on fertility in major 

Western countries since the 1970s. Our bird’s eye view of quasi-experimental results 

corroborates observations long made by demographers: Family-friendly policies do contribute 

to higher fertility. Comparing fertility effects across types of policies such as parental leave, 

public childcare, health services, universal child transfers and welfare measures, we find the 

strongest evidence for an effect for public childcare and cash transfers. Countries with limited 

support for families should reflect on this solid base of evidence if their aim is to boost fertility. 

 With the advance of the gender revolution in many Western societies, income dynamics 

in couples are changing. Nonetheless, parenthood still promotes specialized gender roles. The 

second paper of this thesis investigates possible changes in the associations between parenthood 

and within-couple inequality in earnings in Norway in recent years. Using interactions and fixed 

effects models, we compare the development of within-couple gender gaps in earnings over 

time between childless couples and couples with children of different ages, as well as changes 

within couples before and after childbirth. Despite Norway’s generous family policies and 

gender egalitarian ambitions, the results show that the gender gap in earnings in couples 

increases with the number of children and is most distinct among couples with children below 

school age. However, the association between parenthood and within-couple inequality in 



earnings is reduced across the study period, a development partly driven by a decreasing 

fatherhood premium evident from 2009 onwards. Our findings thus indicate marked changes in 

how men and women prioritize paid labor after childbirth. 

 Gender specialization and union dynamics are also in focus in the third paper. It is a 

widely found phenomenon that couples with female main earners have higher divorce risks. 

However, there is inconsistent statistical evidence on the underlying reasons, which are likely 

to be complex, while even less is known about cohabiting couples. Using regression 

discontinuity methods, this study explores whether union dynamics differ between couples 

when the woman contributes slightly more to the couples’ total earned income, as compared to 

couples where the woman’s income is below the man’s income. We find that union dissolutions 

are higher among couples where the woman earns more than the man, a result mainly driven 

by married couples, as no significant discontinuity is found in the union dynamics of cohabiting 

couples. As such, gendered expectations on income seem important for union dynamics even 

in Norway, a supposedly gender egalitarian society.  

 Lastly, the focus shifts to explore how couples’ embeddedness at the very local level is 

interrelated with their childbearing behavior. Geographical variations in fertility and the 

diffusion of fertility across space and social networks are central topics in demographic 

research. Less is known, however, about the role of neighborhoods and neighbors for 

geographical variations in fertility. The fourth paper of this thesis investigates spatial variations 

in family size by analyzing third births in a neighborhood context. Using unique longitudinal 

geo-data to construct ego-centered neighborhoods, this paper introduces a new geographical 

dimension of fertility variation. Data on housing and fixed effects for statistical tracts are used 

to account for sorting into housing and urban versus rural districts. The analysis shows that the 

likelihood of two-child couples having another child increases with the share of families in the 

neighborhood that have three or more children. Consequently, this study indicates that 

transitions to third births may be linked to social interaction effects among neighbors, in 

addition to well-known processes of selective residential sorting. 

 The fifth paper seeks to unpick the contribution of these two causal mechanisms using 

the sex composition of the two firstborn children and twin births as instrumental variables (IVs) 

for having a third child. We measure effects of the third child on three separate outcomes: 

parents’ propensity to move, characteristics of their final neighborhood, and the fertility of their 

neighbors. We identify selective moves as one plausible causal driver of the spatial correlation 

in fertility. The effects are relatively small, though statistically significant. This suggests that 



the spatial correlation in fertility is also driven by factors that we effectively control for in our 

design – most importantly self-selection based on preferences for family size and a family-

oriented environment and life style. The second mechanism examined relates to social 

interaction effects among neighbors. Because of the difficulty of measuring social interaction 

effects among neighbors we are reluctant to say that they do not exist, even though we do not 

identify them. Nevertheless, we contribute to the understanding of fertility and relocation, but 

also to the literature on social interaction effects in fertility by testing the relevance of yet 

another network, i.e. that of neighbors. 

 Following the downward trend in fertility rates since 2009, fertility has received political 

attention in Norway. Our systematic review of policy effects on fertility showed that the 

generous Norwegian family policies might have contributed in raising fertility levels. At the 

same time, however, findings from this thesis reveal that children still come with labor market 

costs for women, and increasingly also for young men. Gender roles persist in Norway and 

continue to influence family behavior. If one is looking to increase fertility, housing policies 

and/or policies relating to family-friendly infrastructures might be a new direction to explore, 

especially given the evidence for self-selection into certain areas and neighborhoods. Such 

topics have received little attention in family policies so far but have been shown to be important 

in the empirical research presented in this thesis. 

 


