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Abstract
This thesis serves to bring Iceland into the realm of Nordic family-demographic and fertility research. Based on event-
history techniques applied to Iceland longitudinal register data, I provide an overview of contemporary family-demographic
trends during the last few decades. The thesis consists of four empirical studies. In Study I, I examine the childbearing trends
in Iceland during 1982–2013. I find evidence of postponed motherhood during this period, with increases in fertility rates
for women in their 30s and 40s. The propensity to have a second and third child did not decline during the study period; on
the contrary, these birth intensities have increased since the mid-1980s. During a period of increased educational attainment
and postponed family formation, the resilience of Icelandic fertility is intriguing. Study II provides further insight into
recent childbearing dynamics in Iceland and how they may be linked to social-policy reforms and the intervention of the
economic crisis in 2008. The findings indicate that changes in standardized birth rates coincided with a reformed family-
policy package: A declining trend in standardized first-birth rates came to a halt, and the propensity to have a second
and a third child increased. After the onset of the economic crisis, a trend of decreasing first-birth intensities reemerged,
which was followed by declining second- and third-birth rates as well. The development in the post-2008 period indicates
that even in the most gender-equal settings, the gender balance in family care is still fragile. Study III addresses the high
nonmarital birth rate in Iceland. Nowhere in Europe is premarital childbearing as pervasive. Roughly 70% of children were
born to unwed mothers in 2018, which, on the surface, puts Iceland at the vanguard of a development often associated with
a Second Demographic Transition. In this study I investigate the union-formation behavior during a period of 20 years with
the objective to gain insight into the interplay of childbearing, cohabitation, and marriage. I find a forceful postponement
of registered cohabitation over time, but a stable portion of around 80% of women registering cohabitation. Around 70%
of women have married by age 45, and the standardized marriage rates remained relatively stable during the study period.
The findings suggest that within a context such as the Icelandic one most people eventually tend to marry, regardless of
the prevalence of cohabitation. I suggest that registered cohabitation should be seen as providing a semi-regulated union
status for prospective parents in relation to their childbearing. Marriage, on the other hand, could be seen as providing an
elevated union status to couples. In Study IV the focus is on marital dissolution. Research findings usually suggest that
premarital cohabitation is associated with increased risk of marital break-up. Data on registered cohabitation enable us
to investigate the proposed association from a new perspective. The data allow us to focus on couples that intend to live
together while weeding out couples that merely “drift” into coresidential unions. The estimates indicate that premarital
registered cohabitation in Iceland is associated with lower risk of marital break-up, and that this finding is very robust. I
interpret the Icelandic-specific findings in support of a trial marriage hypothesis, suggesting that premarital cohabitation
produces lower risks of divorce.
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SAMMANFATTNING 
 
 
Med den här avhandlingen länkas Island som ny medlem till en grupp av numera fem länder 
med registerbaserad nordisk familjedemografisk forskning. Med hjälp av isländska 
registerdata och livsförloppsanalys presenterar jag en översikt av fruktsamhets- och 
familjebildningstrender under de senaste årtiondena. Avhandlingen består av fyra empiriska 
studier. I den första studien analyserar jag trender i barnafödandet i Island under perioden 
1982-2013. Jag finner ett mönster av senarelagt barnafödande, med ökande fruktsamhetstal 
för kvinnor i åldrarna över 30. Benägenheten att skaffa ett andra och tredje barn ökade från 
mitten av 1980-talet och framåt. Det kan ses som anmärkningsvärt att fruktsamhetstalen var 
så stabila samtidigt som familjebildningen senarelades och utbildningsnivåerna ökade starkt. 
I den andra studien ges fördjupade insikter om fruktsamhetstrenderna och hur de eventuellt 
kan länkas samman med familjepolitiska reformer och den djupgående ekonomiska kris som 
drabbade Island under 2008. Studien visar att förändrade trender i olika typer av 
fruktsamhetstal sammanföll med ett familjepolitiskt reformpaket: en nedåtgående trend i 
förstabarnsfruktsamhet avbröts och benägenheten att skaffa ett andra och tredje barn började 
då öka. I samband med den ekonomiska krisen under 2008 bröts dessa trender. Utvecklingen 
under de därpå följande åren ger en antydan om att genuskontraktet i isländska familjer 
fortfarande kan ses som någorlunda instabilt. I den tredje studien analyseras 
utomäktenskapligt barnafödande i Island. I inget annat land i Europa är de utomäktenskapliga 
fruktsamhetstalen så höga, ungefär 70% av alla isländska barn föds numera utanför 
äktenskapet. Med ett sådant mönster kan Island ses som ett avancerat exempel av ett land 
som kommit väldigt långt i en utveckling som brukar betecknas som en ”andra demografisk 
transition”. I studien analyserar jag familjebildningsmönster under en period av 20 år med 
syftet att studera sambanden mellan barnafödande, samboende och äktenskap. Jag visar att 
registrerat samboende tenderat att förskjutas mot högre åldrar men att en stabil andel av cirka 
80% av isländska kvinnor registrerar ett samboende innan de eventuellt gifter sig eller skaffar 
barn. Vid 45 års ålder har cirka 70% av de isländska kvinnorna även gift sig och 
äktenskapstalen har varit väldigt stabila under studieperioden. Av mönstren framgår att i en 
kontext som den isländska tenderar majoriteten att till slut gifta sig, oavsett omfattningen av 
samboskap i samhället. Registrerat samboende bör i det isländska exemplet ses som en 
familjeform som erbjuder en mer reglerad status för de par som står i färd med att skaffa sitt 
första barn. Giftermål, å andra sidan, bör ses som ett civilstånd som erbjuder en något högre 
familjestatus åt paren. I den fjärde studien ligger fokus i stället på upplösning av äktenskap. 
Tidigare forskning från andra länder brukar finna att par som sambor innan ett eventuellt 
äktenskap ofta har högre skilsmässorisker än andra. Data på registrerade samboförhållanden, 
som är en familjeform som skiljer sig från den för par som bara är folkbokförda tillsammans 
på en viss adress, kan ge nya insikter om sådana samband. Sådana data gör att vi kan studera 
par som verkligen har för avsikt att leva tillsammans och inte bara ”råkat” hamna i ett 
gemensamt hushåll. Studien visar att föräktenskapligt samboende i Island är förknippat med 
lägre risk för att äktenskapet skall upplösas. Jag tolkar mönstren som stöd för en hypotes om 
att samboende kan ses som ett proväktenskap, där de par som inte riktigt passar ihop rensas 
bort och att föräktenskapligt samboende faktiskt leder till lägre skilsmässorisk. 
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Introduction  
 

Iceland is among the countries that have progressed furthest toward a potentially new family-

demographic regime: Nowhere in Europe are premarital births more common than in Iceland 

(Eurostat 2020), premarital cohabitation has been semi-formalized for decades (Study III), 

and in a European context, fertility has remained relatively high and stable (Figure 1a). At the 

same time, even though roughly four in five firstborns are to unwed mothers, marriage does 

not appear to be an outdated social institution (Study III). Considering that Iceland is also – at 

least in relative terms – a highly gender egalitarian society with some of the highest female 

labour-force participation rates in the world (OECD 2020), which are supported by family-

friendly policies (Study II), the Icelandic saga is an important addition to the family-

demographic literature.  

 
Figure 1a: Total Fertility Rate:              Figure 1b: Crude Marriage Rate:         Figure 1c: Crude Divorce Rate: 
 Iceland and EU28, 1980–2011                 Iceland and EU28, 1980–2011                Iceland and EU28, 1980–2011  

   
Source: OECD 2020     Source: Eurostat 2020a        Source: Eurostat 2020b 

 

  

In terms of population size, Iceland is among the smallest countries in Europe: in 

1980 the total population was around 230,000, in 2019 it was 360,000 (Statistics Iceland 

2020). Until the late 1990s and early 2000s, the society was also relatively homogeneous, in 

1996 the share of immigrants of the total population was as low as 2%; in 2019 it was 14% 

(Statistics Iceland 2020). The small and relatively homogeneous population should not be 

considered a drawback in sociological demographic research. Iceland is a fully sovereign 

welfare state and has similar institutional functions as much larger countries. To some extent, 
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the Icelandic society may rather be considered a quasi-laboratory in terms of observations of 

societal changes – especially considering the high-quality administrative register data that are 

collected by Icelandic authorities, and which cover the total population of the country (see 

section on data and methods in Study I in particular). Perhaps partly as a consequence of the 

small and homogeneous population, Iceland has been among the frontrunners in family-

demographic change. Presumably, new ideas, behaviour and values may unfold at a faster 

rate in a smaller and more homogeneous population than what they can do in more 

heterogenous and larger populations – which also make such changes easier to observe. 

Nonetheless, the trends and patterns of this country in terms of family-demographic change 

have not been studied systematically before.   

A somewhat non-sophisticated comparison of the crude rates of marriage, divorce and 

fertility in Iceland and that of the European Union’s averages (Figure 1) suggests that recent 

developments in Iceland differ from the general trends of Europe. Not only is fertility 

substantially higher in Iceland, compared to the EU28 average, but there has been a cross-

over in crude marriage and crude divorce rates visavi the EU28 during 1980–2011: Iceland 

now depicts higher rates in terms of marriage, and lower rates of divorce than what holds for 

the EU28 averages. While two of the most influential theories in family demography, the 

Second Demographic Transition thesis (SDT) (Lesthaeghe 2010) and the gender relations 

framework (Goldscheider et al. 2015; McDonald 2000) – further discussed below – originate 

from two very different standpoints, both sets of theories expect societies, at least at some 

stages of development, to experience trends of declining fertility, fewer marriages, increases 

in extramarital childbearing, less stable unions, and more divorces1 - i.e., a period of ‘less-

family’. Albeit the latter of the two assumes that a trend towards ‘more family’ to emerge in 

parallel to increased gender equity within societies, the Second Demographic Transition 

narrative is not as optimistic. Hence, the trends depicted in figures 1a – 1c appear somewhat 

contradictive to the SDT expectations, while they appear to place Iceland within a second 

stage of a proposed ‘gender revolution’ (Goldscheider et al. 2015). Studying the Icelandic 

context in terms of fertility and family dynamics is thus not merely about adding another case 

into the country mix, but it possesses certain attributes that can add to our knowledge and 

offer new insights for theory development and theory building. 

                                                
1 The gender perspective regards this development as an interim part during a two-stage gender revolution. The 
Second Demographic Transition thesis approaches it as part of a transition with a somewhat ambiguous 
endpoint (Jónsson 2020). 
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 This thesis offers the first comprehensive overview of patterns and developments in 

family dynamics in Iceland: patterns and recent trends in childbearing, family formation, and 

union dissolution. The objectives of the thesis are inspired by the following words: “Any 

sound investigation of a demographic phenomena must originate from some knowledge about 

its very basic patterns: how common the demographic event of interest is, at what ages it 

typically occurs, and how such patterns in a country differ from those in other countries and 

periods” (Andersson and Philipov 2002, p. 68). The thesis consists of four empirical studies – 

each of which addresses one or more aspects of family demographics – in addition to this 

introductory chapter. The introduction complements the four studies with a short analytical 

section of its own – a visualization of the family dynamics of the 1970-1972 birth cohort of 

Iceland, who is followed across ages 15 to 40. The intention of this section is to broaden the 

horizon of the thesis, and to show how the family-demographic events that are studied unfold 

over the life courses of Icelandic-born women. In all the remaining chapters of the thesis a 

period rather than a cohort perspective is applied. The main emphasis is on developments 

over time – while considering potential period effects, stemming from, for example, policy 

reforms and the economic crisis that came ashore in 2008, which was described as being the 

“perfect storm” in terms of economic consequences (Einarsson et al. 2015).  

In the first study chapter, the focus is on the childbearing trends in Iceland during 

1982–2013. While the mean age at first birth increased by five years during these 32 years, in 

tandem with increased educational attainment of women and with female labour-force 

participation rates similar to those of men, the Total Fertility Rate remained much the same 

and fluctuated around a replacement level of 2.1. The chapter provides insights into changes 

in the force of fertility over time, changes in the timing of births and birth intervals, and an 

investigation into whether there are gender preferences for children among Icelandic parents. 

The second chapter includes analyses of the interplay of childbearing, family policies, and the 

economic crisis of 2008. In the early 2000s, Iceland reformed its family-policy package. 

Subsequently, fertility appeared to increase while fathers used around one-third of the 

parental-leave days, as compared to only 3% of days before the reform. In late 2008, the 

country was hit by the most severe economic recession in the country’s modern history. In 

the study, I reflect on the childbearing dynamics during 1998–2013, and how they appeared 

to respond to these two “critical junctures”. In the third chapter the focus is shifted from 

fertility to family formation – first childbearing, premarital cohabitation, and first-marriage 

formation – and how these three events relate to one another. Around 70% of children in 

Iceland are born outside of marriage – thereof 83% of firstborn (Statistics Iceland 2020). 
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While this might indicate that marriage is becoming outdated in Iceland, the Crude Marriage 

Rate does not seem to agree. In the study this apparent controversy is examined, and the 

recent trends in family formation are followed during 1994–2013. In the fourth and last 

chapter of the thesis, the focus is on marital dissolution in Iceland, in 1995–2013. Premarital 

cohabitation is an integrated part of family formation in Iceland, and has stronger grounds 

than in most other countries. The objectives of the study are to investigate whether, and how, 

premarital registered cohabitation is associated with marital dissolution. Research findings 

usually suggest that premarital cohabitation is associated with increased risk of marital 

dissolution. However, by using data on registered cohabitation we can investigate the 

proposed association from a somewhat different perspective. The data allow us to focus on 

couples that intend to live together while weeding out couples that merely “drift” into 

coresidential unions. Our estimates indicate that premarital registered cohabitation in Iceland 

is associated with lower risk of marital break-ups, and that this finding is very robust. We do 

not detect any changes in the relationship during the study period 1995–2013. We interpret 

the Icelandic-specific findings in support of a trial marriage hypothesis, suggesting that semi-

formalized cohabitation results in lower risks of divorce.  

The remaining of this introductory chapter is structured as follows: First, a discussion 

about the background and theoretical perspectives of the thesis is provided. Next, a cohort 

visualization of Icelandic family dynamics is presented by using sequence analysis and 

register data that cover the life trajectories of the 1970–1972 birth cohort of women. 

Subsequently, I’ll provide information about the data used in the four empirical studies, the 

data infrastructure in Iceland, and a general discussion about the methods used in all four 

empirical studies. Finally, summaries and discussions of the four studies are provided, before 

I deliberate on the thesis contributions, potential limitations and conclude with some 

suggestions for future research.  
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Theoretical background  
 
Billari and Liefbroer (2010) describe changes in the transition to adulthood in Europe during 

the past half-a-century as a shift away from a pattern that they define as early, contracted and 

simple, to a potentially new pattern that can be described as late, protracted, and complex. 

Albeit with some simplification, in the 1950s people usually left their parental home when 

they got married, and became parents shortly after. However, in more recent times a 

disconnection between marriage and childbearing has become evident. Other types of union 

dynamics, such as the establishment of nonmarital cohabitation, have become more 

widespread. Couples have postponed childbearing and family formation in general, and some 

events, such as marriage and union dissolution, occur at a more repetitive basis than before 

(Andersson and Philipov 2002; Billari and Liefbroer 2010; Sobotka and Toulemon 2008; 

Andersson et al. 2017). 

 

 
Figure 2: Number of marriages and number of divorces per 1,000 of population in Iceland 1951–2011, and Total 
Fertility Rate in Iceland 1919–2018 

 
Source: Statistics Iceland 2020 
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In Iceland, historical family life course trajectories actually have much in common 

with what is observed during the latter part of the twentieth century and in the studies of this 

thesis (see Study III in particular). These historical patterns could hardly have been described 

by labels such as “early, contracted and simple”. However, if the twentieth century in 

general, and the mid-1900s in particular is given more emphasis the picture is somewhat 

different. To some extent, Figure 2 seems to capture a general development from ‘more 

family’ to ‘less family’, to use the terminology of Esping-Andersen (2016). In the 1940s and 

1950s, and partially in the 1960s, during the golden age of marriage in Europe and America, 

we observe an increase in fertility (a baby boom), a stability in the (high) number of 

marriages, and relatively low and stable number of divorces2 in Iceland (Figure 2). Later, 

starting in 1960s, and continuing during the 1970s and early 1980s, fertility declines, the 

Crude Marriage Rates decrease, and divorces increase. Together, this development seems to 

capture the essence of a suggested Second Demographic Transition (discussed below and in 

more detail in Study III). The SDT framework offers explanations for these secular changes 

in family-demographic indicators. Above anything else, these explanations are based on 

logics of ideological and value change (van de Kaa 1996; Lesthaeghe 2010). The ideology of 

increased individualism and personal self-fulfillment (van de Kaa 1996), and its other 

associated value and demographic correlates, reportedly began in North Europe alongside the 

contraceptive revolution and diffusion of liberal ideas in general (Lesthaeghe 2010). It 

subsequently spread like a virus across the borders3, even to the former Communist regimes 

of Eastern Europe (Hoem et al. 2009; Lestheaghe 2010). The strength of different societies’ 

immune systems in relations to these symptoms have been explained by the impact of 

historical path dependency, culture, and religion, which are thought to explain the different 

speeds of the diffusion of, e.g., nonmarital cohabitation, premarital childbearing, and the 

liberalization of marriage and divorce (Heuvelline and Timberlake 2004; Lesthaeghe 2010; 

Billari and Liefbroer 2010). While the theory does not spell out very well how the transition 

will end, it is assumed to entail sustained sub-replacement fertility and a multitude of living 

arrangements, with marriage ceasing to be the standard family form, as well as high levels of 

extramarital childbearing (Lesthaeghe 2010).  

The current thesis telescope is focused on the trends from the early 1980s onward, as 

shown by the inserted box in Figure 2, i.e., the more recent developments and the potential 

                                                
2 Between 1951 and 1970 the number of marrages is based on five-year averages. 
3 This allegory is entirely inspired by the current virus situation at the time of completing the writing of this 
thesis, it involves no lack of appreciation of the actual spread of family-demographic trends. 
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driving forces behind them. Compared to the century-long period leading up to this study 

window, the crude marriage and divorce rates and the Total Fertility Rate in Figure 2 indicate 

a state of almost total stability during most of the study period. In part because the SDT 

narrative has such a prominent status in the demographic literature, but also because of its 

obscurity regarding how the proposed transition will eventually level out, this narrative has a 

prominent role in the subsequent thesis chapters. The stability in recent family-demographic 

trends in Iceland is indeed interesting, both considering that any family-demographic rates 

cannot decline indefinitely, but also because the current ‘plateau’ in Iceland appears to 

emerge at such a high level of progression rates in terms of childbearing and first-marriage 

formation, and with very stable levels of separation rates (see Studies I, II, III, and IV). Study 

III includes a more detailed discussion of the Second Demographic Transition framework, 

and how this theory relates to the Icelandic context.    

The other strain of family-demographic theory relevant for this thesis is that of the 

gender relations framework. While its theoretical engine is fueled with very much the same 

family-demographic developments as that of the SDT setup, the proposed logics behind these 

developments are articulated quite differently. Patterns of declining fertility, increased union 

dissolution, and the demise of marriage are more strongly connected to women’s 

participation in the labor market and their economic independence, alongside expansions in 

educational attainment which in many places put women ahead of men, including in Iceland 

(see Study I, and Jónsson 2017 for an overview of these development in Iceland). Proponents 

of the gender relations perspective argue that gender inequality was the main ingredient of 

the development towards ‘less family’ (Esping-Andersen 2016). Women’s double shift, i.e., 

that they are active in the labor market while still being the main caregivers and household 

managers, is expected to adversely affect union stability and childbearing (McDonald 2000; 

Goldscheider et al. 2015; Esping-Andersen and Billari 2015). During the 1950s, men were 

the providers and women took care of the home – an equilibrium of sort, associated with the 

golden age of marriage, as depicted in Figure 2 (Esping-Andersen and Billari 2015). This 

balance was upset when women became more economically independent and had more equal 

opportunities in terms of education and in the labor market (McDonald 2002), i.e., during the 

proposed first stage of a gender revolution (Goldscheider et al. 2015), and in parallel with the 

SDT-motivated developments.  

Increased gender equity, increased participation of men in the family sphere, and 

family policies that support not only mothers but also encourage gender equality in the family 

and society at large are among the conditions that have been suggested for increases in 
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fertility and renewed family stability to emerge (e.g. McDonald 2000; Esping-Andersen and 

Billari 2015; Goldscheider et al. 2015). For social policies to work, however, Neyer and 

Andersson (2008) argue that such policies need to conform to the behavior, norms and 

attitudes of people; that their efficiency may depend on how well they are constructed, and 

how one policy interacts with another within the wider battery of policies. In Study II, these 

considerations are discussed based on the Icelandic case and assessed on the basis of a gender 

egalitarian policy reform that was implemented in Iceland in the beginning of the 2000s. 

Albeit Iceland is not fully gender egalitarian – e.g., women in general still have more 

responsibility in terms of family care and household tasks (see Studies II and III) – the 

country is nevertheless among the most gender equal in the world (Hausmann et al. 2014). 

The recent stability in family-formation outcomes and increases in birth intensities in Iceland 

after the aforementioned reform (Study II), combined with relatively strong gender equity 

attitudes, surely places Iceland among the vanguards in a proposed gender revolution 

framework, and makes the country an interesting context to study.  
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A visualization of life course family dynamics in Iceland 
 

Figure 3 is basically a visual ‘screenshot’ of the family dynamics in Iceland, based on the life 

course trajectories of the 1970-1972 birth cohort of women born in Iceland. The calculations 

consist of the life course trajectories of 5,869 women, where the subject’s family status is 

recorded every month from age 15 to age 40 (and 11 months). In the analysis, Brzinsky-Fay 

and Kohler’s (2006) general strategy regarding how to analyze sequence data is relied upon, 

as well as regarding the description and visualization of these sequences.  

 
Figure 3: Family-state distributions by age, 15-40. Female birth cohorts born in Iceland 1970-1972 

 
 
Source: Register data, author’s calculations 
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During observation, the family status of each subject is prospectively assigned to one 

of the following nine predefined states: single and not parent; single mother but never in a 

registered union; childless in registered cohabitation; has a child in cohabitation; single and 

childless after a failed cohabitation spell; single with a child after a failed cohabitation spell; 

married and childless; married and parent; divorced. For simplicity’s sake, and which can 

partially be justified by a smallish portion of women who had moved on to form new families 

after having divorced, divorce is defined as an absorbing state (see Study IV for a discussion 

of marital dissolution in Iceland). Apart from being ‘single’ and ‘divorced’, the subjects can 

rotate between categories, i.e., as long as one category does not exclude another: a single 

mother cannot go back to being just single. Cohabitation refers to registered cohabitation, a 

semi-formalized union type in Iceland, discussed in detail in Study III, and again in Study IV. 

 According to Figure 3, and which is firmly established in Study I, childlessness does 

not appear to be a major end state in Iceland. At age 40, around 10% of women of the studied 

cohort were childless, while more than 50% of women were married and had children. 

Around one-in-ten had divorced by age 40, and approximately as many had dissolved a 

registered cohabitation spell and were currently either living alone with a child, or as 

childless. Almost one-in-five women were in registered cohabitation with a child, while 

single mothers counted less than 5% of the cohort. According to Figure 3, cohabitation 

appears to be a major adaptor between childbearing and marriage, as is established further in 

Study III; being in registered cohabitation is the most popular family form while women are 

in their mid to late twenties. It is also interesting to note that the proportion of single mothers 

remains much the same throughout the observation window. For women in their thirties, 

cohabitation succumbs to marriage as being the dominant family form of Icelandic women.  

 In order to get a more detailed picture of the exact sequences that produce the 

proportional chart in Figure 3, I also present a Figure 4 to showcase the most common 

trajectories that these birth cohorts of Icelandic-born women follow in terms of their family-

demographic events. According to Figure 4, one sequence of events is much more 

predominant than others, when it comes to steering family life in Iceland: Between 20-25% 

of women first cohabited, then gave birth to a child, and later married before age 41 without 

ever having separated. 
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Figure 4: The most common life course sequences of the 1970-1972 female birth cohorts in Iceland. Changes in family 

status during ages 15-40 

 
Source: Icelandic register data, author’s calculations 

 

The second most common cluster of women had exactly the same sequence of events, 

minus the event of first-marriage formation. Considering that we truncate the observations 

just before women turn 41, it is not inconceivable that at least a part of this seven percent of 

women might eventually end up in the same category as the first one. We also observe that an 

additional 15% of women registered cohabitation before or in the same month as the birth of 

a first child, but almost two-thirds of this group broke up the union before any first-marriage 

formation (Figure 4).  

In line with Billari and Liefbroer’s (2010) description of the new and trendy pattern of 

“late, protracted, and complex”, around half of the subjects depict different trajectories in 

terms of family formation than the ones described in the paragraph above. For instance, only 

around five percent of women married before becoming a mother and without registering 

cohabitation first – just a fraction more than those who had a child outside a union and stayed 

single until the observation stopped. An additional seven percent had cohabitated before first-

marriage formation and post-marriage childbearing. Based on these analyses, we can perhaps 

describe the family dynamics among Icelandic women as being both fairly conventional, as 

the largest portion of women follow a trajectory consisting of cohabitation prior to 

childbirth(s), followed by marriage after becoming a parent, which nowadays seems to be the 
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normative context of Icelandic family formation; but also, complex – considering that a much 

larger part of the population treads other paths than the dominating one.   

  



 21 

Data and Method  
 

Method 
“A key purpose is to describe change over time in fertility and to examine the causes of such 

change: that is, to define an indicator (or a set of indicators) of temporal change in fertility 

that would be suitable for use as a dependent variable(s) in analytical studies of change” 

(Bhrolcháin 1992, p. 609). This quote is taken from Bhrolcháin’s (1992) paper, Period 

Paramount, where she calls for better period measures of fertility than the TFR, and argues 

for the suitability of period perspectives over cohort approaches in demographic research. 

Long-run period trends in family-demographic indicators have the capacity to demonstrate 

the location of turning points, sometimes stemming from social-policy reforms or other 

macro-level determinants (see Study II on the interplay of family policies, childbearing and 

the economic crisis in Iceland). Within a period rather than a cohort framework, we are 

inclined to ask why birth rates are particularly high or low in a given calendar period, and 

consider changes in behavior as belonging to a specific period but not to a specific cohort of 

women or men. Bhrolcháin (1992) claims that it is in the period that greater variability is to 

be found, and where the causes of changing behavior should be sought (ibid). 

 Bhrolcháin’s (1992) main criticism relates to different measures of period fertility: 

that inadequately standardized indicators – such as the TFR – are subject to misinterpretation 

(see also Andersson 1999; Sobotka and Lutz 2010; and Studies I and II for further 

discussion). She argues that indicators of period fertility need to take the past childbearing 

history into account in order to provide meaningful comparison between periods, and that 

parity- and duration-specific birth probabilities cannot be disregarded. In other words, she 

proposes that period measures ought to be standardized for parity, duration of birth intervals, 

and age, and that we should account for these pace components and present parity-specific 

birth rates in period research (Bhrolcháin 1992).  

Event history analysis allows for such procedures. Its features, many of which are 

close relatives to demography’s best friend: the life table, make it possible to produce 

standardized rates – or annual indices of, for instance, parity specific fertility rates, marriage 

intensities, and the force of divorce (Hoem 1993; Andersson 1995, 1998, 1999). The method, 

first introduced by Hoem (1991, 1993), with its regression-type features, allows for the 

inclusion of both time constant and time varying covariates, making it possible to consider 

various elements of family-demographic behavior, as well as other variables of interest 

(Hoem 1993). Furthermore, the presentation of time series of relative risks is in essence a 
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modern version of indirect standardization. As is discussed in Study I, the age-schedule (or 

any other duration variable in the regression model), is defined internally by means of 

Maximum Likelihood estimation (Hoem 1993; Andersson 1997). For a fuller discussion of 

the methodological approach used in each study I refer to the relevant chapters. Each study 

has a detailed methods section, and Study I also includes a comparative discussion about 

event history techniques and different fertility measures.  

 

Data 
All four empirical studies included in this thesis are based on administrative population-based 

register data, obtained from Statistics Iceland. The main strengths of this data source relate to 

accuracy and coverage, and the longitudinal format it offers for high quality demographic 

research. The first population census in Iceland was conducted in 1703, and as far as I know 

it is the oldest preserved census that covers the total population of a country. Icelandic 

population data offer rarely-seen possibilities to conduct population-based demographic 

research, at the individual level, that can span up to two to three centuries of observation. The 

modern versions of these data also have the potential to link information from different 

administrative registers – such as data on income, education, parental leave, to name a few 

– in addition to the information that the empirical studies in this thesis are based upon: the 

birth year and month of study subjects, their childbearing and union histories, and any 

international migration or death. The data ensure that sampling errors is of no concern, that 

the validity in the data are of the highest standards, and, in combination with the method 

used, that they reduce the role of endogeneity in relations (cf. Blossfeld, Golsch and Rohwer 

2007).   

The datasets used for the analyses in this thesis are based on Icelandic-born women 

only. The reason for not including men is related to data constraints concerning their 

childbearing histories. At the individual level, fathers have not been linked to their children 

pari passu with women, making it difficult to create the life course histories needed to 

conduct the same analyses as for women. However, as the data infrastructure in Iceland 

continues to progress, these linkages will hopefully be made available also retrospectively.   

 While administrative register data are in general a powerful ingredient for 

demographic research they also have some limitations. The registers do not contain 

information that might otherwise have been considered. As the data are not collected for 

research purposes, the registers do not contain any information about, e.g., attitudes, values, 

or preferences. Nor do they provide any information about division of household chores or 
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family care between family members, or that of any unofficial family status such as informal 

cohabitation. Also, for the most parts, these registers only keep track of individuals that are 

registered to reside in Iceland. Hence, the life course of immigrants and Icelandic-born 

women with a temporary residency abroad may not be documented correctly by the registers. 

Previous history and / or migration spells that might include events of interest could be 

missing. To account for this, the dataset is restricted to women who were born in Iceland. 

During the analysis women are also censored at any first registered emigration (after the age 

of 15). The empirical results thus reflect the behavior of the lion share of Icelandic women, 

but nevertheless they omit certain groups of women and potential compositional effects that 

may stem from international migration; see the individual studies for detailed information 

about specific variables and the study period of interest. 

Many ethical issues are associated with the use of personal data for research purposes. 

This is especially relevant when the data source is population registers. The data that are used 

in the empirical studies were gathered for administrative but not for research purposes. As 

such they warrant special provisions for their use. Any access to the data is dependent on 

approval from Statistics Iceland ethical committee (Trúnaðargagnanefnd). Furthermore, the 

dataset is encrypted and any personal identificatory elements are removed by Statistics 

Iceland before access to the data is granted. Nevertheless, considering the small population of 

Iceland, some individuals could theoretically be identified. Hence, in all the empirical 

studies, findings are presented in the form of tabulated statistics and regression outputs, and 

no data are reported that allow for identification of individuals.  
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Summary of empirical studies 
 
 
The first study of this thesis starts with the observation that Iceland is one of the most gender-

equal countries in the world, yet one that does not seem to have experienced the same fertility 

fluctuations as most other countries in the wake of the enhanced role of women in society. In 

this study I examine the childbearing trends in Iceland during 1982–2013 by analyzing the 

progressions to parities one, two, and three. I also investigate whether there is evidence of 

gender preferences for children among Icelandic parents. Official individual longitudinal 

register data are used, covering the total female population born in Iceland between 1941 and 

1997. The data are analyzed by means of event-history analysis. I find evidence of tendencies 

to postpone motherhood during the period, with increases in fertility for women in their 30s 

and 40s. The propensity to have a second and a third child has not declined; on the contrary, 

these birth intensities have increased since the mid-1980s. Estimates suggest that Icelandic 

parents prefer to have daughters. During a period of increased educational attainment and 

postponed family formation, the resilience of Icelandic fertility is intriguing. The study 

provides the first comprehensive overview of fertility trends in Iceland. 

 

The second study proceeds from the empirical findings of the first one. It relates those 

findings to the fact that in the early 2000s, Iceland implemented one of the most gender-equal 

parental leave systems in the world, and at the same time increased the volume of public 

childcare. A few years later, in 2008, Iceland experienced a major economic crisis that, 

among other things, lead to cutbacks in governmental spending and decreased support to 

families with children. The objective of the study is to provide insight into recent 

childbearing dynamics in the wake of these social-policy reforms and the intervention of the 

economic crisis in 2008. With similar analytical techniques and data as those used in Study 1, 

I find that changes in standardized birth rates coincided with the emergence of the reformed 

family-policy package: A declining trend in the age-standardized first-birth rate came to a 

halt, and the propensity to have a second and a third child increased. After the onset of the 

crisis, a trend of decreasing first-birth intensities reemerged and, in 2011, a turnaround to 

declining second- and third-birth rates appeared. The development in the post-2008 period 

indicates that even in the most gender-equal settings, the gender balance in family care is still 

vulnerable, and that family policies cannot compensate in full for the impact of economic 
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crises on childbearing behavior. The study highlights the interdependency of factors related 

to both social policy and the business cycle in relation to childbearing developments. 

 

Study III is inspired by the observation that nowhere in Europe is extramarital childbearing 

more pervasive than in Iceland. Roughly 70% of children born in 2018 were conceived 

outside of marriage, thereof 83% of firstborn, which, on the surface, puts Iceland at the 

vanguard of developments associated with the so called Second Demographic Transition. In 

this study I investigate the union-formation behavior of Icelandic women during 1994-2013, 

with the objectives of gaining insight into the interplay of childbearing, registered 

cohabitation, and marriage; and to enhance our understanding of the function of registered 

cohabitation in the family-building process in Iceland. I use population register data, covering 

the childbearing, cohabitation, and marital history of the total female population born in 

1962-1997. Again, the data are analyzed by means of event history techniques and in this 

case presented as annual indices of first-registered cohabitation and first-marriage formation, 

respectively. I find indications of forceful postponement of registering cohabitation over 

time, but a stable portion of around 80% of women registered cohabitation before any first 

marriage or reaching age 46. Around 70% of women married before that age, and the 

standardized marriage rates remained relatively stable during most of my study period. My 

findings show that within a context such as the Icelandic, most people tend to marry, 

regardless of the prevalence of cohabitation, which suggests that social policies regulating 

nonmarital cohabitation may have limited impact on marriage intensities. I propose that 

registered cohabitation should be seen as providing a semi-regulated union status for 

prospective parents in relation to childbearing. Marriage on the other hand could be seen as 

providing an elevated union status to couples. 

 

In my last study (Study IV), I take us one step further in the process of forming and 

dissolving families in Iceland by focussing on union dissolution and the role of pre-marital 

cohabitation in divorce outcomes. Research findings from other countries usually suggest that 

premarital cohabitation is associated with increased risk of marital dissolution. In Iceland, 

cohabitation has been given a semi-formalized status and if people register cohabitation they 

acquire certain rights and undertake some obligations. As the majority of Icelandic-born 

women register cohabitation before first-marriage formation, data on registered cohabitation 

enable us to investigate the proposed association from a new perspective. The data allow us 

to focus on couples that intend to live together while weeding out couples that merely “drift” 
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into coresidential unions. I use population register data covering all women born in Iceland 

during 1962–2013 and their childbearing and union histories. Again, I analyse the data by 

means of event history techniques and present the results as relative risks of union 

dissolution. My study results indicate that premarital registered cohabitation is associated 

with lower risk of marital break-ups in Iceland, and that this finding is very robust. The 

patterns are stable and I find no evidence of any changes in the relationship during my study 

period. I interpret the Icelandic-specific findings in support of a trial marriage hypothesis, and 

that premarital cohabitation results in lower risks of divorce.  
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Concluding remarks and suggestions for future research 
 

In a nutshell, the findings from the four empirical studies demonstrate considerable stability 

in Iceland in terms of union formation, childbearing, and union dissolution during a period of 

approximately 20-30 years. This may be somewhat unexpected considering the expectations 

of the Second Demographic Transition thesis, which propose a transformation towards less 

family in tandem with increased individualism. In the third study I suggest that the reason for 

not observing any further increases over time in the prevalence of cohabitation may be due to 

the well-established popularity of cohabitation already at the beginning of the study period. 

The reason for not detecting any noticeable changes in progression rates with regard to 

childbearing to parities one, two, and three, and marriage, and the stability in the force of 

divorce during the study period, may be related to similar issues, i.e., that the family-

demographic trends in Iceland at the turn of the 21st century are simply beyond those of a 

Second Demographic Transition. It may be the case that some new equilibrium in terms of 

family building have been reached (cf. Esping-Andersen and Billari 2015).  

The methodological approach in the empirical studies allows for the possibility to 

standardize for age and other variables that might influence the patterns that are observed in 

the crude rates of marriage, divorce, and total fertility (see the discussion of different fertility 

measures in Study I). The family-demographic events and processes covered in this thesis – 

first-time childbearing, progressions to higher order births, registered cohabitation, marriage, 

and union dissolution – are all intertwined and sequenced to each other. It is hard to give 

birth to a second child if there is no firstborn, it is impossible to separate if there is no union 

to begin with, etc. Childbearing and cohabitation are closely connected in time; so is 

childbearing, cohabitation, and marriage. Without covering the appropriate group under 

exposure, and not being able to standardize for changes in, e.g., age schedules or other 

compositional components, one runs the risk of deriving biased estimates (e.g., Bhrolcháin 

1992). In the third chapter of this thesis, I demonstrate how what appears as a decreasing risk 

over time of registering cohabitation is not related to quantum changes in outcomes, but that 

this trend runs in tandem with decreased first-birth intensities that are driven by postponed 

rather than foregone entries into parenthood. Hence, postponement of family formation in 

general appears to be the driving force behind the observed developments, rather than much 

of true behavioral changes as produced by, for example, profound changes in family values 

(albeit postponement is of course a major feature of the SDT narrative, too). The 
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development appears to be empowered by other factors than merely ideological ones, such as 

increased educational attainment and career development among women (cf. Goldscheider et 

al. 2015). It remains for future research to establish the underlying factors that are at play.  

Ever since the aftermath of the economic crisis of 2008, Icelandic fertility has been in 

free fall. During the past decade the Total Fertility Rate has dropped by almost 25% – from 

2.22 in 2009 to 1.71 in 2018 (Statistics Iceland 2020). Iceland, once the primus inter pares 

among the Nordic countries in terms of fertility outcomes, appears no longer sustainable in 

terms of the reproduction of its own population. If the current trend continues, the below-

replacement fertility will help producing a more skewed population age structure than the one 

that awaits us as a consequence of increased life expectancy and low mortality, with likely 

strains on the welfare system in the decades to come (e.g. Lesthaeghe 2010).  

Currently, we do not know what factors may be driving this newish trend of recent 

fertility decline, whether it is largely due to the potentially passing effects of postponed first 

births, or if we will experience an increase in ultimate childlessness in the future. Current 

trends may also be related to developments in higher-order births, either in terms of quantum 

or tempo changes; or even a combination of all the above: a full-scale fertility decline, 

irrespective of birth order, as the early findings from Study II suggest. As a consequence of 

the uncertainty about the nature of this trend, the determinants behind current fertility 

declines have not been identified either. Hence, we are unable to make policy 

recommendations and suggest any potential interventions. It is clear that this unforeseen and, 

hitherto, unexplained new fertility trend cannot easily be explained by any suggestions from 

available demographic theory, as discussed above and in the relevant thesis chapters, or other 

common suspects, such as fluctuations in the business cycle (cf. Study II; Comolli et al. 

2018).  

Consequently, there already appears to be a need to update the annual indices of the 

recent parity-specific childbearing trends in Iceland, as presented in Study I. If we do not 

know where the current “problems” originate, we can also not adequately identify the causes 

that are at play. There is also a need to further analyze the interplay of social policy, 

socioeconomic resources, and childbearing behavior in Iceland. It may be that retrenchments 

in the Icelandic parental-leave system during the economic crisis have contributed to reduced 

fertility in subsequent years (Study II), but also that they may have produced increased social 

differentials in childbearing outcomes. Little is also known about the dynamics behind 

educational attainment, educational enrollment and childbearing in Iceland, and, considering 

the large increase in university education during the initial years of crisis (Statistics Iceland 



 29 

2020), it is important to investigate whether this expansion may have had an impact on 

fertility.  

Furthermore, it would be relevant to study the impact of different subjective 

dimensions in terms of attitudes, social trust, and perceived opportunities on the fertility 

decline in Iceland and the Nordic countries as a whole. Considering that the other Nordics are 

also experiencing fertility declines, unforeseen and unexplained as well, a focus on the 

Icelandic context needs to be anchored in a broader Nordic outlook. A potential cause of the 

ongoing trend of declining birth intensities may partly be related to some kind of perceived 

welfare uncertainty that is common to all the Nordic countries (Comolli et al. 2018).  

The Nordic countries are often perceived as model cases in two of the most prevalent 

theories in sociological demography, as discussed above and in the individual studies: The 

Second Demographic Transition thesis (Lesthaeghe 2010) and the gender relations 

framework (Goldscheider et al. 2015). The Nordic countries are among those that have 

progressed furthest along the paths as predicted by these two sets of theories, in terms of 

family change and fertility outcomes, including with high fertility in combination with high 

female labor-force participation (e.g. Esping-Andersen 2016). The empirical studies of this 

thesis suggest that Iceland may have reached the end of any second (family-)demographic 

transition, and that it is firmly established in a second and last phase of the proposed gender 

revolution, as described by the two theoretical frameworks in terms of societal and 

demographic outcomes (Studies II and III). A thorough investigation into why fertility is now 

falling in Iceland, as well as in the other Nordic countries, might thus not only address this 

country-specific mystery, but also add valuable knowledge to the demographic literature and 

international theory building.      

Finally, Iceland possesses huge possibilities to create a more extended, long-time, in-

depth overview of demographic developments as they have been spelled out over a period of 

several centuries – with focus on mortality, fertility, and to a certain degree, union dynamics 

– making it a realistic possibility to follow the total population on an individual-level basis 

from the 1700s onward. The necessary data already exist and as the data infrastructure 

continues to improve, these data will make it possible to cover time trends for a period that 

stretches across the initial demographic transition (Notestein 1945), the much later second 

“family-demographic transition”, and additionally, current developments. Going backwards 

is no less interesting than going forwards. The reason why Iceland had such high fertility 

simultaneously to the high female labor force participation during the 1960s and 1980s, when 

fertility elsewhere in Europe declined drastically, remains somewhat of a mystery. This 



 30 

period is mostly situated outside the scope of this thesis but is nevertheless intriguing. Iceland 

was the first country to democratically elect a female president – Vigdís Finnbogadóttir in 

1980 – and in the beginning of the 1970s and 1980s, women’s right movements were 

influential, resulting in the Women’s Party to get representatives elected to the City Council 

of Reykjavík and the National Parliament in 1982 and 1983 respectively. Nevertheless, 

Iceland offered less support to the family than the other Nordic countries (Studies I and II). 

Whether, and how, all these proceedings can be seen as manifestations of current attitudes at 

the time in interplay with cultural heritage, values, and social developments remains to be 

studied. In the light of Esping-Andersen’s and Billari’s (2015) Re-theorizing family 

demographics theory, and McDonald’s Equity Theory (2000), an exploration of this period 

may give additional information about the potential association between gender egalitarian 

norms, societal responses and family-demographic outcomes.  

All things considered, the field of Icelandic family demography possesses many 

important ingredients for future research, and if it receives the necessary nutriments it has the 

potential to thrive and prosper into the foreseeable future.  
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