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Abstract: Differences in how people form families and the timing of family 

formation can provide insights into social distance between groups. We 

situate our study in Norway and Sweden, countries on the leading edge of 
family changes associated with the so-called Second Demographic 

Transition and with increasingly diverse populations. Within these 
contexts, beginning a family via marriage or via a non-marital first birth 

and the timing of this transition may provide evidence of differences (or 
similarities) in the meaning attached to family formation across majority 

and immigrant-background women. Immigrant-generational shifts in the 
timing and pathway into family life may indicate boundary blurring 

between majority and immigrant background groups. Using comparable 
register data and applying demographic modeling techniques, we 

compare the likelihood, timing, and mode of entry into family life by 

majority status, immigrant generation and region of (parental) origin.  We 
find that the progressive adoption of the Nordic late marriage pattern 

across immigrant generations is contingent on global region of (parental) 
origin. However, regardless of immigrant background status, those who 

form families via a non-marital first birth, the modal pathway into family 
life in Norway and Sweden, also follow the timing pattern observed 

among majority populations. Results highlight the value of considering a 
broader range of family behaviors and the timing of family life course 

events to gain a better understanding of the gradations of social change 
in diverse societies. 
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Introduction 

Complex societies are characterized by countless number of social groups (Simmel 1908). 

Individuals experience multiple group affiliations, across families, kin groups, 

neighborhoods, occupation, educational and class status, and ethnic group and immigrant 

generation, for example. Boundaries between groups are dynamic: they may be bright or 

blurry; they may be redefined, shifting with changes in self-presentation or social 

representation; some may cease to be salient, while other new boundaries may emerge (Alba 

2005).  The intersections between groups and group similarities can promote intergroup 

relations (Blau, Beeker, and Fitzpatrick 1984), reducing the social distance between groups 

and may ultimately contribute to the blurring or dissipating of symbolic or social boundaries 

(Alba 2005).  

Family life behaviors have long been taken as key indicators of symbolic and social 

boundaries and social distance (Bean and Stevens 2003; Glick 2010; Kalmijn 1998; Lamont 

and Molnár 2002; Rosenfeld 2002; Szalay and Maday 1983). Chief among these is 

intermarriage (Gordon 1964), often considered the strongest indicator of boundary crossing, 

initially, and boundary weakening and diminishing social distance when it becomes more 

widespread (see, for instance: Bean and Stevens 2003; Kalmijn 1998; Kalmijn and Van 

Tubergen 2010; Pagnini and Morgan 1990; Qian and Lichter 2007; Rosenfeld 2002).  

However, due to a well-documented tendency toward homogamy across a variety of 

characteristics (race, ethnicity, education, as well as nativity), partner choice may not be an 

ideal measure of subtler “boundary blurring” between social groups (Alba 2005; Sassler and 

Qian 2003; Wiik and Holland 2017). To identify blurring and shifting boundaries, it is useful 

to consider a wider range of family behaviors. As family life courses become increasingly 

destandardized, the adoption of new family behaviors, such as non-marital cohabitation and 

non-marital childbearing, and the timing of these behaviors may provide insight into the 

distinction and distance between social groups.  

 We situate our study in Norway and Sweden. Like other European contexts, the 

Nordic countries are increasingly diverse, with growing shares of immigrants and their 

descendants. In 2016 16.8% of Norwegian and 22.8% of Swedish residents were born abroad 

or were born in their countries of residence to at least one foreign born parent (Statistics 

Norway, 2017a; Statistics Sweden 2017).  At the same time, these countries are on the 

leading edge of many aspects of family change associated with the Second Demographic 

Transition (Lesthaeghe 2010; Neyer and Andersson 2008). Majority populations in these 
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countries form their families later and the order of life course events is changing: a majority 

of first births occur to cohabiting couples, prior to (or in the absence of) marriage (Eurostat 

2017; Statistics Norway 2017b), and for those who do marry, union formalization 

increasingly follows rather than precedes a first birth (Holland 2013, 2017).  These trends 

have emerged in other European and Anglo-Saxon countries, but from a global perspective 

the early onset and the magnitude of these family life course changes is distinct in the Nordic 

countries (Adams and Trost 2005; Sobotka and Toulemon 2008; Andersson et al. 2017b).  

The adoption of these new family behaviors and the later timing of family formation 

may occur across generations, shaped by social influence and learning through family, peer 

or media channels or if new behaviors and their timing are simply more efficient with respect 

to other aspects of Nordic society, such as educational systems, labor markets or social 

policies. To investigate boundary blurring across generations, we compare family formation 

behaviors of the second generation, distinguishing those with one or two foreign born 

parents, with those behaviors of immigrants arriving in their countries of residence in school 

ages (after age 7 and prior to age 18, the so-called “1.5 generation”) and majority populations 

(i.e. those born in their country of residence to parent also born in their country of residence). 

As the family formation behaviors of the children of immigrants are likely shaped by both the 

influence of their family of origin and the dominant timing and pathway preferences in their 

country of birth and residence (Foner 1997; Holland and De Valk 2013), we expect that the 

propensity to have a non-marital first birth will increase with successive immigrant 

generations, while the propensity to marry should decrease.  So too, regardless of the 

pathway into family life (marriage or a first birth), we expect that family formation should 

occur later among the children of immigrants, as compared to the 1.5-generation, but 

(perhaps) earlier as compared to majority populations.  

Using population register data, we explore these family dynamics for women born 

between 1972 and 1989, living in Norway or Sweden at age 18, and further distinguishing the 

diverse regions of (parents’) origin of those with an immigrant background. Beginning a 

family via marriage or a nonmarital birth, and the timing of these transitions will provide 

further evidence of differences (or similarities) in the meaning attached to family formation 

across majority and migrant-background subpopulations. 
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Background and Theory 

Family Dynamics as Measures of Social Distance 

Family behaviors have long been taken as a metric for measuring social distance between 

groups and how group distinctions decline over time and across generations. Given the 

intimate nature of family bonds and the role of families in the maintenance of group identity 

and cultural practices, through the socialization of children, family and family practices play 

a central role in the maintenance or the breaking down of social group boundaries (Kalmijn 

1998). The greatest attention has been given to intermarriage or mixed unions, whereby 

individuals cross group boundaries (e.g. ethnic, religious, class) in selecting a partner. As a 

marginal behavior, mixed partnering can be taken as an example of boundary crossing. 

However, once intermarriage is widespread, what once might have been a marked distinction 

between social groups, or a ‘bright boundary,’ is no longer salient (Alba, 2005). As such, 

mixed unions can be taken as the final step in the assimilation process (Qian and Lichter, 

2001). 

There is considerable variation in the degree to which intermarriage and mixed 

partnerships occur. With respect to immigrants and their descendants, intermarriage may 

become more common across generations, with the second and third generations more likely 

to form a mixed union than their first-generation counterparts, who may also be partnered at 

the time of their arrival in their countries of residence (Kulu and González-Ferrer, 2014; 

Muttarak and Heath, 2010). In Norway, and particularly in Sweden, this generational gradient 

is evident: among first generation immigrants arriving as children, one fifth and one third of 

married men and women partnered with a majority spouse in Norway and Sweden, 

respectively; among the second generation with two foreign born parents, these shares 

constituted 17.6% in Norway and 45% in Sweden; and among the second generation with one 

majority parent, about three-quarters married a majority spouse (Wiik and Holland, 2017). 

Even so, some second-generation groups may be less likely to intermarry. Alba and Foner 

(2015) found considerable variation in rates of mixed unions among second generation men 

and women in France, Germany, Great Britain and the Netherlands; in particular, they 

highlight the importance of the “bright boundaries,” such as the religious divide between 

Muslim groups and secular or Christian majority populations, as a determinant of rates of 

mixed partnership formation (Alba and Foner 2015, 44).  

If intermarriage is rare, varies considerably for certain groups, and indicates only the 

most advanced degree of assimilation, it may not be an ideal measure of subtler processes of 
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adaptation that erode social distance between groups. Indeed, ‘structural assimilation’ 

between groups, such as intermarriage, is typically preceded by cultural adaptation, including 

the adoption of common language, practices and mores (Blau, Beeker, and Fitzpatrick 1984; 

Gordon 1964).  Even where norms or preferences for in-group partnering remain, changes in 

the pathway into family life and the timing of family formation may reveal these cultural 

shifts and the blurring of group boundaries.  

 

Pathways into Family Life 

The ordering of life course events is becoming ever more diverse in Western societies 

(Sobotka and Toulemon 2008; Andersson et al. 2017b). Increasingly, a first birth is likely to 

occur prior or in the complete absence of marriage, typically within a cohabiting union, but in 

some contexts, such as the United Kingdom and the United States, also to lone mothers 

(Perelli-Harris et al. 2012). Norway and Sweden have often been identified as being 

forerunners of trends toward increasing non-marital childbearing in Europe, with more than 

half of all firsts birth first births occurring to unmarried cohabiting parents (Eurostat 2017; 

Statistics Norway 2017b) and more than 40% of first marriages occurring after a first 

conception or birth (Holland 2013, 2017). Globally, the proportion of births occurring outside 

of marriage vary considerably. Where data are available, there is some evidence that these 

births constitute a (near) majority in some Latin American and African contexts, but are less 

common in Asia, Eastern and Southern Europe, and the Middle East (United Nations 1999).  

This variation may in part be due to normative differences, socio-historical variation in 

family life (Adams and Trost 2005) or social policies which favor particular family forms 

(Neyer and Andersson 2008). Among groups with origins in countries where there are strong 

norms against childbearing outside of marriages or where it infrequently occurs, the 

propensity to form families via a first birth, rather than marriage, may indicate processes of 

adaptation to the Nordic family formation model. 

 

Timing of Family Formation 

The timing of family formation plays a pivotal role in the unfolding of life courses (Billari 

2005; Elder Jr. 1985). Differential timing preferences between majority and immigrant-

background populations can influence the degree to which intermarriage and mixed union 

formation is even possible (Kalmijn and van Tubergen 2006, 2010; Sassler and Qian 2003; 

Soehl and Yahirun 2011). More generally, the extent to which preferences for the timing of 
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family formation are distinct from those of the majority can pose a barrier for other aspects of 

social stratification, since early family formation may limit the pursuit of higher education 

and labor market activities, particularly for women (e.g. Brewster and Rindfuss 2000; Ní 

Bhrolcháin and Beaujouan 2012). 

Individual preferences and agency, as well as the influences of family and close social 

relations, play a central role in determining the timing of family formation events (Barber 

2000; Billari 2005). However, individuals’ location in time and place are also key 

determinants, with the normative or ideal ages for family formation reflecting prevailing 

cultural norms regarding family formation and gender roles (Elder Jr. 1985; Holland and De 

Valk 2013). Indeed, there is substantial global variation in the average age of first marriage 

and first birth (Adams and Trost 2005; Hajnal 1982) and the influences of both countries of 

(familial) origin and residence may shape individuals’ understandings of how family 

formation fits into the life course (Holland and De Valk 2013).  

 

How Do Patterns of Family Formation Change? 

The diffusion and adoption of new family behaviors, such as childbearing within 

cohabitation, occurs through social influence and learning (Vitali, Aassve, and Lappegård 

2015). New behaviors are communicated through social channels, such as family, friend or 

education and work networks, through the mass media, or in structural ways, such as through 

the influence of social policies (Nazio and Blossfeld 2003; Neyer and Andersson 2008; 

Rogers 2003). New practices might also be adopted if they are considered more efficient or 

effective (Nazio and Blossfeld 2003; Rogers 2003); for example, later union formation may 

be more consistent with extended periods of schooling and establishing oneself on the labor 

market (Cherlin 2000; Holland and Vitali 2017; Oppenheimer 2003). Cultural portrayals of 

non-marital childbearing, or policies designed to accommodate childbearing within non-

marital unions, such as the transfer of filial rights and responsibilities regardless of marital 

status, might act to lessen stigma toward and diminish social sanctions toward childbearing 

outside of marriage (Neyer and Andersson 2008; Perelli-Harris and Sánchez Gassen 2012).  

Social influences, such as an emphasis on gender egalitarianism, may indirectly 

influence family life preferences and behaviors (Lesthaeghe 2010; Trost 1978). For example, 

both women and men consider both their own and their partner’s economic success to be 

essential prior to forming a family, they may postpone marriage and childbearing to older 

ages. So too, if marriage is perceived as a patriarchal institution, individuals may forego 
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marriage, choosing instead to cohabit and go on to have a non-marital birth.  Indeed, 

women’s socioeconomic position was identified as a main predictor of the diffusion of non-

marital childbearing in Norway (Vitali, Aassve, and Lappegård 2015).  

Processes of diffusion will also shape the adoption of later marriage and childbearing 

within cohabitation among immigrants and their descendants as well, alongside the influences 

of their countries of (parents’) origin (Holland and De Valk 2013; Sassler and Qian 2003; 

Wiik and Holland 2017). Change will occur across individual life courses, by duration of 

residence, but also across generations. Generational replacement is one of the main drivers of 

acculturation (Sassler and Qian 2003). Among the descendants of immigrants, the influence 

of co-ethnic third parties, including parents and peers, might become more diffuse, as they 

are joined by the influences of majority-background peers, through work and education 

networks, and the (local) mass media (Nazio and Blossfeld 2003).  

For the children of immigrants with one majority-background parent, the so-called 2.5 

generation, the transmission of majority family formation timing and behaviors will also 

occur through parental socialization within the household.  The 2.5 generation may also 

identify less strongly with the minority group than those with two immigrant parents. 

Correspondingly, recent research using data on 14-year-old Swedes confirm that these 

“mixed children” have more contact with natives and hold more liberal family values than 

their counterparts with two immigrant parents (Kalmijn 2015). 

This leads us to propose two generational hypotheses: 

 

First generation immigrants, arriving in their countries of residence in childhood, 

will have the most distinct patterns of family formation relative to their second 

generation and majority peers (H1). 

 

The second generation can be distinguished by the number of majority parents: the 

family formation timing and behaviors of children of one immigrant and one majority 

parent will be more like those of their majority peers, as compared to the children of 

two immigrants (H2). 

 

Variation in the adoption of the Nordic model of the timing and pathway into family 

life may also be associated with the degree of social distance between countries of (parental) 

origin and residence (Holland and de Valk 2013). The immigrant populations in Norway and 
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Sweden are diverse and there is substantial variation in the family formation patterns in 

countries of origin (Andersson et al. 2015; Andersson et al. 2017a). As such, it is essential to 

differentiate immigrants and their descendants by their regions of (parental) origin. While it 

would be preferable to explore variation in family formation by country- or even lower-level 

subgroupings, due to small numbers of individuals across generational groups from 

individual countries and in order to ensure sufficient variation between family formation 

patterns in countries of origin and residence, we chose to focus on those with origins in three 

global regions: Eastern Europe; Middle East and North Africa; and Asia and Oceania 

(excluding Australia and New Zealand).  Although these regional groupings are broad, these 

regions represent contexts with considerable differentiation in family formation regimes 

relative to the Nordic model. In these contexts, family formation occurs earlier (on average) 

and the vast majority of children are born to married parents (United Nations 1999; United 

Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division 2015). As such we 

will better be able to identify persistence and change in family formation behaviors and 

timing across generations (Kalmijn and Van Tubergen 2010). However, as we do not account 

for individual and country of (parental) origin differences that might facilitate or slow the 

adaption of the Nordic family formation model, we do not generate hypotheses regarding 

regional differences in change in the pathway and timing of family formation. Still, 

consistency in our generational findings (H1 and H2) for individuals with origins in these 

diverse regions would be consistent with a more general theory of “boundary blurring,” as 

measured by our pathway and timing framework. 

 

Data and Methods 

Data for these analyses come from administrative register data, covering the entire 

populations of Norway and Sweden.  These high-quality data are globally unique. They allow 

for the exploration of family formation dynamics across migrant subpopulations, groups often 

too small to be captured in nationally representative survey data and often hard-to-reach due 

to social exclusion, a lack of trust, language difficulties, or residential mobility (Barnes 2008; 

Stoop, Billiet, and Koch 2010).  Data for Norway were obtained directly from the population 

registers covering births, deaths, im-/emigration, civil-status changes, and foreign-born status 

through 2012, housed at Statistics Norway. Data for Sweden were obtained from the Sweden 

in Time: Activities and Relations (STAR) collections of data, which includes information on 
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births, deaths, im-/emigration, civil status changes (from 1968), and foreign-born status for 

all persons residing in Sweden through 2007.
1
   

We limit our analysis to women born between 1972 and 1989, who were born in 

Norway or Sweden or who arrived as school-aged children or adolescents (after age 7 and 

prior to age 18).  We focus on these birth cohorts because the second generation living in 

Norway and Sweden is relatively young and we wanted to compare the family formation of 

these young adults with similar cohorts of first generation migrants and Swedish and 

Norwegian majority populations.  We distinguish immigrant-background subpopulations 

based on country of birth and number of foreign born parents: the 1.5 generation, those born 

abroad who migrated to Sweden or Norway between the ages of 7 and 18 (school-age); the 

second generation, those born in their country of residence, with two foreign-born parents; 

and those born in their country of residence, with one foreign-born and one native-born 

parent, hereafter referred to as the 2.5 generation. We contrast these groups with majority-

background individuals, i.e. those individuals born in their countries of residence with two 

native-born parents.  We exclude the first-generation immigrants arriving in Norway or 

Sweden after age 18 because migration and family formation is often endogenous, resulting 

in the distortion of the timing of family events (Andersson 2004; Toulemon 2004). We 

exclude the first generation arriving prior to age 7 because first generation immigrants 

arriving prior to school age may be more similar to the second generation.   

In order to account for differences in the composition of each of the generational 

groups, we further disaggregate immigrant-background populations by region of (parents’) 

origin, selecting those with origins in Eastern Europe (11% and 17% of our immigrant 

background samples in Norway and Sweden, respectively), the Middle East and North Africa 

(10% and 15% of the Norwegian and Swedish samples, respectively), and Asia and Oceania 

(excluding Australia and New Zealand) (20% and 5% in Norway and Sweden, respectively).  

For the 1.5 generation, region of origin is assigned based on country of birth.  For the 2.5 

generation (the second generation with one foreign-born parent), region of origin is assigned 

based on country of birth of the foreign-born parent.  For the second generation (with two 

foreign-born parents), we follow the standard rules employed by statistical organizations: 

region of origin is assigned based on mother’s birth country; if mother’s country of birth is 

missing, region of origin is assigned based on father’s birth country.  We could identify all 

                                                
1 STAR was created by Statistics Sweden for a consortium of research projects at the Swedish Institute for Social Research (SOFI) 

and the Stockholm University Demography Unit (SUDA). The collections of data are maintained at Statistics Sweden and are 

available only by remote online access. 
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individuals comprising these groups who are legally registered in Norway or Sweden.  We 

contrast these groups with a five-percent random sample of the majority population in each 

country.  In total, our analysis samples comprise 210,587 women in Sweden and 73,320 

women in Norway.  

We identify all first marriages and first births occurring after age 18 and prior to age 

36, between 1990 and 2007 in Sweden and between 1990 and 2012 in Norway.
2
  Our central 

interest is understanding: 1) how common is it for individuals to form their families via 

marriage, which can be considered the standard global family formation pathway, or via a 

first birth, an increasingly common family formation pathway in Northern and Western 

Europe and the modal pathway in both Norway and Sweden and 2) the relative timing of 

family formation via these two pathways. In considering both the pathway into and timing of 

family formation, our central comparison will be how these demographic events vary by 

immigrant generation and region of origin, relative to the experiences of the majority 

populations in Norway and Sweden.   

The life table is the standard demographic methodological device for investigating 

time-to-event patterns within populations (Preston, Heuveline, and Guillot 2001).  While its 

original use was to investigate patterns of mortality, the life table can be applied to any 

decrement process (Andersson and Philipov 2002).  Because we consider entry into marriage 

or the experience of a first birth as competing events, in our analysis we use the multiple 

decrement life table, an extension of the basic life table.  Unlike the standard life table, where 

individuals have only one mode of exit from the ‘population at risk,’ in a multiple decrement 

framework the intensity of exit is modeled for multiple modes of exit.  In our case, exit from 

the population of unmarried, childless individuals living in Sweden or Norway can occur via 

marriage, via a first birth, or via death or out-migration (modeled jointly as a “residual” 

process). 

The life table is a non-parametric analytical tool; however, we can investigate 

differences in the frequency and timing of different pathways into family life across 

immigrant generation and region of origin by constructing separate life tables for each 

immigrant generation and region of origin category for Norway and Sweden.  Preliminary 

analyses suggest similar patterns of the pathway and timing of entry into families across 

                                                
2 Data for Sweden were available through December 2007, when the oldest birth cohort (born in 1972) were 35 years old.  Because 

we have an additional five years of data for Norway, we are able to follow individuals born between 1972 and 1977 until age 35. 

However, in order to investigate family transitions across a comparable age range in both the Swedish and Norwegian analysis, we 

right censor individuals born in 1972-77 living in Norway in December of the year they turn 35. 
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generation and region of (parental) origin in Norway and Sweden, likely a result of similar 

institutional, economic and cultural characteristics. As such, and for ease of interpretation, we 

construct our life tables with pooled data for Norway and Sweden. In total, we calculate 10 

multiple decrement cohort life tables (3 generations * 3 regions of origin + the majority 

population).  

From these life tables, we derive the age-specific probability of marrying and the age-

specific probability of a first birth (net of competing probabilities) and present these results in 

graphical form. Where few events are recorded, there is considerable variability in the age-

specific probabilities. To improve the clarity of the figures, we present three-year moving 

averages of each age-specific probability. Full life tables by generation and region of origin 

for Norway and Sweden are presented in the Appendix.  

 

Results 

Descriptive statistics regarding shares of immigrant-background populations by generation 

and region of origin and the majority sample are included in Table 1 (Norway) and 2 

(Sweden).  From these tables, we first note that a slightly smaller share of the Norwegian 

sample immigrated or has an immigrant background (48% in Norway versus 65% in 

Sweden), reflecting the shorter history of migration in Norway. Next, Asia and Oceania 

(excluding Australia and New Zealand) is the largest immigrant background region in 

Norway, with nearly a quarter of the analysis sample. In Sweden, on the other hand, the 

largest share of immigrant-background women have their origins in Eastern Europe, followed 

closely by the Middle East and North Africa.  

 

[Table 1 about here] 

[Table 2 about here] 

 

Figure 1 presents the age-specific probabilities of marriage and parenthood for the 

combined 5% random samples of majority women in Norway and Sweden.  The probability 

of forming a family via a first birth rather than marriage is higher at each age, although 

marriage risks peak earlier (just before age 30) than first birth risks (peaking just after age 

30).  These two risk profiles constitute the baseline for comparisons of the propensity and 

relative timing of marriage and first birth for the immigrant subpopulations in Norway and 

Sweden. 



13 

 
 

 

[Figure 1 about here] 

 

 Figures 2 and 3 present the age-specific risk profiles for marriage and parenthood 

(respectively) for Eastern European-origin women and their majority counterparts in Norway 

and Sweden. As shown in Figure 2 there is evidence of distinct generational change in the 

propensity and timing of marriage among Eastern European immigrants and their 

descendants.  Among the 1.5 generation, marriage risks are considerably higher at earlier 

ages. There is an earlier marriage pattern among the second generation as well, although the 

risk of marriage at younger ages is lower than that of the 1.5 generation.  Among those of the 

second generation with one immigrant parent (the 2.5 generation), the risk profile for 

marriage is similar to that of majority women, although the peak in marriage risks occurs 

somewhat later (around age 32).   

Turning to the risk of parenthood, there is an increase in the likelihood of forming a 

family via first birth relative to marriage across immigrant generations, particularly after age 

27 (Figure 3). We find only limited evidence of a generational gradient for the timing of a 

first birth, however; among those Eastern-European-origin women who pursue the dominant 

Nordic family formation pathway via a nonmarital birth, the timing of family formation is 

quite like that of the majority population.   

 

 [Figure 2 about here] 

 [Figure 3 about here] 

 

 Among immigrants and their descendants from the Middle East and North Africa 

(Figures 4 and 5) and from Asia (Figures 6 and 7), we see patterns of family formation that 

are substantially more distinct from majority populations.  With respect to the risk profiles for 

marriage, there is an early marriage pattern for women of the 1.5 and second generation with 

origins in the Middle East and North Africa and in Asia.  However, unlike among those of 

Eastern European origin, the generational gradient is not evident for the timing of marriage; 

both the 1.5 and second generation are more likely to marry at earlier ages and the differences 

between these two generational groups is marginal. The propensity to form a family via a first 

birth is lower among women of immigrant-background as compared to majority women.  

There is evidence of a U-shaped association between generation and the propensity to form 
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families via parenthood at early ages, inconsistent with our generational gradient hypotheses 

(H1 and H2): the lowest risk of a first nonmarital birth is evident among the second 

generation, while the risk among the 1.5 and 2.5 generations is more similar to the majority 

population.  At older ages, the 2.5-generation, with one parent born in the Middle East and 

North Africa or in Asia, stands out as having the highest age-specific risks of first birth of all 

the immigrant-origin generations, though still lower than the majority populations. Given that 

union formation patterns are more dissimilar in the Middle East and North Africa and in Asia, 

processes of generational replacement may be slower to occur; a key determinant of 

following the Nordic family formation pattern may be exposure to a majority-background 

parent.   

 

 [Figure 4 about here] 

 [Figure 5 about here] 

 [Figure 6 about here] 

 [Figure 7 about here] 

 

 

 

Discussion 

Using high-quality administrative register data, this paper investigated boundary blurring 

between immigrants, their descendants and majority women born between 1972 and 1989, 

living in Norway and Sweden at age 18. Family practices play a central role in defining social 

group boundaries (Kalmijn 1998), but intermarriage may be a limited measure of the subtle 

blurring of boundary since it is often rare and indicates the most advanced degree of 

assimilation (Alba 2005; Gordon 1964; Sassler and Qian 2003).  To better capture subtler 

processes of cultural adaptation and the erosion social distance between groups, we focused 

on the timing of family formation and the pathway into family life: do couples form families 

via marriage or a first birth?  We hypothesized that we would find a negative generational 

gradient on the propensity to marry and form families at early ages, and a positive gradient on 

the propensity to form families via first non-marital birth and at older ages.  Our results 

provided mixed evidence for such a gradient, and depended upon the outcome of interest 

(marriage or first birth).  
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 Results for marriage among immigrants and their descendants of Eastern European 

origin most closely followed our generational hypotheses of “boundary blurring.” There was 

a clear generational gradient in the propensity and timing of marriage, with the 1.5 generation 

most likely to marry and to experience that marriage at early ages, the 2.5 generation was 

most similar to the majority populations, and the second generation fell somewhere in 

between.  With respect to first births, we found some support for our generational gradient 

hypothesis.  However, across all generations, the majority timing pattern of entry into 

parenthood dominated. The majority timing pattern was also evident with respect to first 

births for immigrant-background women from the Middle East and North Africa, and Asia.  It 

is interesting that, while the uptake of this pathway to family life is lower among immigrants 

and their descendants, among those who do pursue this modal Nordic family formation 

pathway, the Nordic timing pattern seems to dominate. This might suggest that the marital 

context of childbearing is a bright boundary between social groups (Alba 2005). Pursuing this 

pathway into family life may be a boundary crossing act, more akin to intermarriage, rather 

than boundary blurring, through the postponement of family formation. 

With respect to the propensity to enter parenthood, as well as for the propensity and 

timing of marriage, among immigrant-background women from the Middle East and North 

Africa and from Asia, the 1.5 and second generation followed a pattern distinct from the 2.5 

and majority populations. While it is not possible to conclude from these macro-level data 

what is driving the distinction between these two groups of women, we speculate that the role 

of socialization through a majority parent might be essential for determining whether a 

woman pursues this pathway into family life. Alternatively, this finding could be driven by 

the propensity to partner exogamously. The parents of the 2.5 generation partnered 

exogamously, and it may be that the intergenerational transmission of exogamy indirectly 

influences both the timing of family formation and the decision to have a child prior to or in 

the absence of marriage (Sassler and Qian 2003; Wiik and Holland 2017).  

These results highlight the unique position of the second generation within societies.  

Distinguishing this heterogeneous group both by number of immigrant-background parents as 

well as by region of origin is essential for understanding the family lives of the descendants 

of migrants and their position within Nordic society, with respect to the family life course.  

Additional investigations into how the timing of and pathway into family life varies by 

partner choice may provide a further nuanced picture of group dynamics and social and 

symbolic boundaries between the second generation and their immigrant and majority-
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background peers.  Moreover, micro-level approaches using quantitative data, to 

understanding how family formation patterns are related to additional individual and 

background characteristics, or qualitative data, to better understand the meaning attached to 

the timing and pathway into family life, may help us to further understand the relative 

position of these groups within increasingly diverse societies. 

A strength of the administrative register data used for these analyses is their coverage 

of population sub-groups, often missed in surveys, due to their small group sizes or because 

they may be ‘hard to reach.’ So too do these data provide a long view of the unfolding of the 

family life course across nearly two decades. At the same time, these data cannot provide us 

with insights into the motivations and meanings of individuals’ family life courses choices. 

Additionally, further insight into the diffusion of Nordic family patterns could be gained by 

investigating the role of cohabitation in the family life course. In recent years, both Norway 

and Sweden have developed dwelling registers, but these covered only a handful of years at 

the end of our study period for Norway and did not exist by 2007 for Sweden. The 

availability of these non-marital cohabitation data will offer researchers the opportunity to 

explore the adoption of an additional dimension of the Nordic family system among 

immigrants and their descendants.  

To produce stable age-specific estimates of the transition to marriage or a first birth 

using multiple decrement life tables, it was necessary to have sufficient numbers of 

observations at each age. As such, we chose to focus on three distinct global regions: Eastern 

Europe, the Middle East and North Africa and Asia. These regions represent three of the most 

common immigrant origin regions in Norway and Sweden, and have distinct patterns of 

family formation, as compared to the Nordic model (Andersson et.al. 2015; Andersson et al. 

2017a). It was notable that we found differential support for our generational hypotheses in 

each of these global regions: there was a clear generational shift for those with origins in 

Eastern Europe, but this shift was less evident among those with origins in the Middle East 

and North Africa and in Asia. Although we cannot identify the causal mechanism driving this 

distinct pattern across generations, it may be that larger differences in the family formation 

patterns in countries of (parental) origin and residence might reduce the likelihood of 

generational change. Indeed, a higher prevalence of non-marital childbearing and a greater 

diffusion of non-marital cohabitation within Eastern Europe (Perelli-Harris et al. 2012), as 

well as closer socio-cultural, -political and -historical links, particularly between Scandinavia 

and the Baltic countries, may imply a reduced social distance between immigrants and their 



17 

 
 

descendants of Eastern Europe and majority Norwegians and Swedes. Extending this study to 

explore differences by countries of origin, or still better, among particular sub-national 

populations, since national-origin groups may be ethnically diverse (Kalmijn and van 

Tubergen 2010), using survey or qualitative data may allow us to fine tune our understanding 

of the adaption and boundary processes observed with these large scale, macro-level data. 

Central to our thesis is the interpretation of non-marital childbearing as a part of the 

dominant pattern of family formation in Norway and Sweden. Indeed, the majority of all first 

births occur to unmarried, cohabiting couples, which many scholars have highlighted as part 

of a broader socio-cultural shift toward new meanings of marriage, where it is no longer a 

pre-requisite for childbearing (Cherlin 2000, 2009; Heuveline and Timberlake 2004; Holland 

2013, 2017).  We argue that the incorporation of cohabitation into the family life courses of 

immigrants and their descendants may represent a narrowing of the social distinctions 

between groups. However, it could also be that social groups have different motivations for 

non-marital childbearing. For examples, in some contexts, non-marital childbearing is 

strongly associated with socioeconomic status and may reflect a pattern of disadvantage, 

particularly if marriage is perceived to requiring high (socio-)economic underpinnings 

(Perelli-Harris et al. 2010). Given that immigrants and their descendants tend to experience 

greater economic hardship than their majority counterparts, we cannot dismiss the possibility 

that non-marital childbearing may operate as a function of disadvantage rather than 

adaptation or boundary blurring between groups. While the parallel negative generation 

gradients in the timing and propensity to marry do support our hypothesis, incorporating 

information on socioeconomic and economic status within a multivariate framework would 

allow for a deeper exploration of the pattern of disadvantage hypothesis with respect to 

immigrants and their descendants.  

In this paper, we approached the question of family formation from an individual 

perspective. However, the characteristics and preferences of (potential) partners, as well as 

marriage market characteristics, place constraints on family formation. Adaptation and 

boundary blurring between groups is a “two-way” process, requiring the participation of both 

groups. Moreover, certain individuals (or groups of individuals) may be more likely to 

partner exogamously or with a someone within one’s group but who favors Nordic patterns of 

family formation. It is difficult to ascertain whether the patterns identified here reflect the 

shifting individual preferences, which best characterizes an (individual-level) adaptation 

framework, the influence of a partner’s preferences, or the dominant preferences within 
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marriage markets, which might speak to group and boundary dynamics. Differentiating these 

influences is essential for understanding the degree to which an individual has agency with 

respect to family formation or whether the timing and pathway into family life reflects group 

dynamics or external constraints. 

Taken together the results presented here provide an important starting point for deepening 

our understanding of shifting social boundaries and group dynamics. The family is a core 

social institution, providing support for individuals across the life course, making it an 

important metric for exploring social distance. Going beyond intermarriage to incorporate 

family behaviors and the timing of family life course events allow us to gain a better 

understanding of the gradations of social change in diverse societies. 
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Tables and Figures 

Table 1. Region of (parental) origin by immigrant status and generation, women in Norway 

    1.5 Generation 2nd Generation 2.5 Generation Majority Total 

    n % n % n % n % n % 

Norway 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 21,887 100.0 21,887 51.5 

Eastern Europe 3,609 35.1 544 10.0 1,251 25.8 0 0.0 5,404 12.7 

Middle East, North Africa 2,856 27.8 1,025 18.8 1,185 24.4 0 0.0 5,066 11.9 

Asia, Oceania 3,806 37.1 3,889 71.3 2,420 49.8 0 0.0 10,115 23.8 

Total 10,271 100.0 5,458 100.0 4,856 100.0 21,887 100.0 42,472 100.0 

Note: Norwegian administrative registers. Statistics Norway. 

Table 2. Region of (parental) origin by immigrant status and generation, women in Sweden 

    1.5 Generation 2nd Generation 2.5 Generation Majority Total 

    n % n % n % n % n % 

Sweden 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 35,677 100.0 35,677 35.3 

Eastern Europe 13,098 43.1 7,642 39.1 8,323 54.2 0 0.0 29,063 28.8 

Middle East, North Africa 13,103 43.1 9,834 50.3 3,925 25.6 0 0.0 26,862 26.6 

Asia, Oceania 4,193 13.8 2,081 10.6 3,102 20.2 0 0.0 9,376 9.3 

Total 30,394 100.0 19,557 100.0 15,350 100.0 35,677 100.0 100,978 100.0 

Note: Sweden in Time: Activities and Relations (STAR). Statistics Sweden. 
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Note: Norwegian administrative registers. Statistics Norway; Sweden in Time: Activities and Relations (STAR). Statistics Sweden. 
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Note: Norwegian administrative registers. Statistics Norway; Sweden in Time: Activities and Relations (STAR). Statistics Sweden. 
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31 

 
 

   
Note: Norwegian administrative registers. Statistics Norway; Sweden in Time: Activities and Relations (STAR). Statistics Sweden. 
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Appendix Table 1. Probability of first marriage (nqx
m

), multiple-decrement life table method with censoring at death and emigration, Norway 

    Region of origin 

Age Majority 

Eastern Europe Middle East and North Africa Asia and Oceania 

1.5 

generation 

2nd 

generation 

2.5 

generation 

1.5 

generation 

2nd 

generation 

2.5 

generation 

1.5 

generation 

2nd 

generation 

2.5 

generation 

18 0.002 0.030 0.022 0.007 0.067 0.070 0.008 0.038 0.035 0.005 

19 0.004 0.028 0.017 0.005 0.071 0.062 0.006 0.053 0.043 0.010 

20 0.008 0.040 0.033 0.005 0.065 0.073 0.010 0.048 0.043 0.006 

21 0.011 0.041 0.039 0.003 0.053 0.057 0.012 0.048 0.041 0.010 

22 0.014 0.047 0.033 0.015 0.052 0.069 0.018 0.066 0.045 0.013 

23 0.018 0.042 0.037 0.014 0.050 0.053 0.013 0.052 0.054 0.015 

24 0.023 0.045 0.031 0.012 0.047 0.055 0.015 0.069 0.065 0.021 

25 0.029 0.054 0.057 0.020 0.056 0.085 0.013 0.067 0.069 0.019 

26 0.032 0.039 0.018 0.024 0.034 0.047 0.021 0.078 0.060 0.016 

27 0.037 0.050 0.032 0.031 0.064 0.086 0.017 0.077 0.056 0.030 

28 0.036 0.045 0.056 0.041 0.033 0.054 0.020 0.051 0.044 0.052 

29 0.040 0.046 0.045 0.021 0.036 0.071 0.026 0.059 0.041 0.057 

30 0.037 0.044 0.038 0.031 0.025 0.073 0.022 0.066 0.038 0.022 

31 0.031 0.041 0.047 0.038 0.028 0.037 0.022 0.028 0.037 0.029 

32 0.023 0.008 0.031 0.020 0.011 0.000 0.018 0.035 0.008 0.011 

33 0.018 0.019 0.019 0.019 0.036 0.083 0.012 0.033 0.000 0.023 

34 0.020 0.020 0.048 0.027 0.023 0.000 0.016 0.021 0.000 0.010 

35 0.013 0.016 0.033 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

Note: Norwegian administrative registers. Statistics Norway. 
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Appendix Table 2. Probability of first birth (nqx
b
), multiple-decrement life table method with censoring at death and emigration, Norway 

    Region of origin 

Age Majority 

Eastern Europe Middle East and North Africa Asia and Oceania 

1.5 

generation 

2nd 

generation 

2.5 

generation 

1.5 

generation 

2nd 

generation 

2.5 

generation 

1.5 

generation 

2nd 

generation 

2.5 

generation 

18 0.015 0.019 0.009 0.016 0.023 0.006 0.019 0.021 0.007 0.020 

19 0.027 0.021 0.015 0.012 0.033 0.018 0.021 0.028 0.007 0.031 

20 0.034 0.027 0.008 0.022 0.030 0.010 0.026 0.031 0.010 0.032 

21 0.039 0.027 0.014 0.025 0.029 0.024 0.027 0.029 0.013 0.032 

22 0.043 0.029 0.020 0.033 0.040 0.020 0.026 0.040 0.013 0.031 

23 0.047 0.032 0.019 0.034 0.026 0.023 0.034 0.040 0.019 0.030 

24 0.053 0.027 0.031 0.040 0.025 0.018 0.036 0.042 0.017 0.047 

25 0.061 0.036 0.043 0.033 0.038 0.016 0.050 0.042 0.025 0.037 

26 0.073 0.038 0.031 0.055 0.027 0.012 0.028 0.047 0.039 0.048 

27 0.072 0.042 0.043 0.046 0.037 0.039 0.048 0.056 0.031 0.064 

28 0.085 0.037 0.049 0.041 0.036 0.043 0.075 0.050 0.040 0.068 

29 0.092 0.053 0.068 0.047 0.043 0.029 0.060 0.076 0.054 0.064 

30 0.096 0.047 0.038 0.062 0.025 0.024 0.076 0.044 0.034 0.085 

31 0.092 0.035 0.070 0.084 0.055 0.074 0.051 0.038 0.053 0.075 

32 0.097 0.059 0.062 0.061 0.066 0.000 0.046 0.039 0.059 0.083 

33 0.084 0.051 0.019 0.069 0.036 0.000 0.036 0.027 0.000 0.045 

34 0.071 0.020 0.071 0.090 0.000 0.000 0.032 0.021 0.045 0.020 

35 0.071 0.063 0.100 0.090 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

Note: Norwegian administrative registers. Statistics Norway. 
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Appendix Table 3. Probability of first marriage (nqx
m

), multiple-decrement life table method with censoring at death and emigration, Sweden 

    Region of origin 

Age Majority 

Eastern Europe Middle East and North Africa Asia and Oceania 

1.5 

generation 

2nd 

generation 

2.5 

generation 

1.5 

generation 

2nd 

generation 

2.5 

generation 

1.5 

generation 

2nd 

generation 

2.5 

generation 

18 0.001 0.044 0.013 0.003 0.057 0.039 0.006 0.025 0.011 0.002 

19 0.003 0.047 0.017 0.004 0.061 0.050 0.008 0.037 0.011 0.007 

20 0.005 0.053 0.026 0.005 0.060 0.050 0.010 0.035 0.016 0.009 

21 0.007 0.057 0.023 0.010 0.053 0.057 0.013 0.032 0.013 0.012 

22 0.009 0.057 0.029 0.008 0.055 0.062 0.017 0.037 0.021 0.012 

23 0.012 0.055 0.031 0.014 0.056 0.060 0.017 0.041 0.024 0.016 

24 0.015 0.063 0.043 0.014 0.064 0.057 0.015 0.036 0.052 0.019 

25 0.021 0.060 0.044 0.020 0.059 0.074 0.033 0.044 0.064 0.026 

26 0.031 0.055 0.044 0.019 0.053 0.065 0.037 0.053 0.045 0.037 

27 0.038 0.063 0.048 0.029 0.059 0.059 0.028 0.053 0.069 0.040 

28 0.044 0.053 0.048 0.036 0.057 0.058 0.037 0.051 0.019 0.040 

29 0.049 0.052 0.051 0.048 0.051 0.024 0.038 0.053 0.052 0.062 

30 0.047 0.044 0.057 0.047 0.055 0.061 0.050 0.069 0.056 0.031 

31 0.045 0.054 0.043 0.056 0.047 0.055 0.040 0.016 0.061 0.087 

32 0.037 0.043 0.036 0.041 0.040 0.031 0.016 0.047 0.000 0.028 

33 0.034 0.019 0.033 0.031 0.034 0.031 0.000 0.038 0.000 0.050 

34 0.026 0.038 0.026 0.025 0.043 0.000 0.000 0.083 0.000 0.000 

35 0.020 0.000 0.017 0.045 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

Note: Sweden in Time: Activities and Relations (STAR). Statistics Sweden.
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Appendix Table 4. Probability of first birth (nqx
b
), multiple-decrement life table method with censoring at death and emigration, Sweden 

    Region of origin 

Age Majority 

Eastern Europe Middle East and North Africa Asia and Oceania 

1.5 

generation 

2nd 

generation 

2.5 

generation 

1.5 

generation 

2nd 

generation 

2.5 

generation 

1.5 

generation 

2nd 

generation 

2.5 

generation 

18 0.007 0.011 0.006 0.007 0.016 0.007 0.013 0.013 0.004 0.012 

19 0.012 0.014 0.008 0.012 0.020 0.013 0.015 0.024 0.005 0.013 

20 0.018 0.019 0.011 0.017 0.024 0.013 0.015 0.029 0.010 0.017 

21 0.025 0.020 0.016 0.019 0.026 0.012 0.025 0.039 0.002 0.016 

22 0.030 0.023 0.017 0.023 0.027 0.016 0.024 0.043 0.009 0.015 

23 0.034 0.023 0.018 0.023 0.025 0.018 0.017 0.050 0.009 0.017 

24 0.041 0.024 0.023 0.027 0.022 0.023 0.032 0.039 0.010 0.027 

25 0.045 0.032 0.028 0.033 0.025 0.028 0.028 0.043 0.008 0.033 

26 0.058 0.028 0.034 0.040 0.023 0.030 0.036 0.040 0.012 0.026 

27 0.066 0.036 0.036 0.047 0.026 0.023 0.051 0.053 0.011 0.035 

28 0.072 0.027 0.044 0.057 0.025 0.028 0.045 0.054 0.037 0.045 

29 0.080 0.034 0.050 0.054 0.023 0.037 0.060 0.050 0.039 0.048 

30 0.091 0.048 0.062 0.057 0.032 0.015 0.040 0.035 0.037 0.072 

31 0.095 0.038 0.062 0.069 0.040 0.028 0.050 0.023 0.030 0.110 

32 0.092 0.060 0.050 0.071 0.016 0.015 0.055 0.047 0.000 0.069 

33 0.089 0.039 0.064 0.083 0.000 0.000 0.082 0.038 0.000 0.075 

34 0.065 0.000 0.073 0.053 0.029 0.000 0.059 0.042 0.000 0.000 

35 0.049 0.038 0.025 0.051 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

 Note: Sweden in Time: Activities and Relations (STAR). Statistics Sweden. 
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