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Preface 

This volume emanates from the international and multidisciplinary research program 
‘GLOBALIFE’—Life Courses in the Globalization Process, funded by the Volkswagen 
Foundation (Hannover, Germany). GLOBALIFE studies the implications of the 
globalization process for the life courses of individuals in various OECD-type societies. 
The project examines how globalization impacts four aspects of the life course: 1) the 
transition to adulthood, 2) men’s mid-career mobility, 3) women’s mid-career mobility 
and the work/family link; and, 4) late careers and retirement. This volume represents the 
completion of the first phase of this project. 

This volume examines how youth in 14 different industrialized societies make the 
transition into adulthood in an era of globalization and rising uncertainty. Globalization is 
an inherently complex concept, yet in recent years has become a central point of 
reference for media, politicians, academics and policy-makers to understand change. 
Globalization entails a series of significant macro-processes that are common to all 
modern societies: 1) internationalization of markets and subsequent decline in national 
borders, 2) intensification of competition and growth in discourse on deregulation, 
liberalization and privatization, 3) spread of global networks of people and firms linked 
by new technologies, and, 4) a rise in the importance of markets. Together these 
developments create an atmosphere of increasing uncertainty that is ‘filtered’ through 
country-specific institutions and perceptions. The institutions of welfare regimes, 
employment, education and family systems that operate during the transition to adulthood 
channel uncertainty to specific social groups of youth which in turn impacts their 
opportunity or ability to make decisions during the transition to adulthood. Yet youth are 
in a life course phase where they need to make vital and long-term binding decisions 
about entering the labor market and forming a partnership or family. This volume takes 
an empirical approach to the topic, brings the individual and nation-specific institutions 
back into the globalization discussion and examines the impact of globalization on social 
and gender inequalities. 

The GLOBALIFE project, established and directed by Hans-Peter Blossfeld, began in 
September 1999 at the University of Bielefeld, Germany and will end in early 2005. 
Since September 2002, the project has been located at the Otto-Friedrich University in 
Bamberg, Germany. During the preparation of this volume, the project consisted of core 
project members located at the University of Bielefeld, including: Fabrizio Bernardi, 
Hans-Peter Blossfeld, Katrin Golsch, Erik Klijzing, Karin Kurz, Melinda Mills, Tiziana 
Nazio, Carles Simó, Thorsten Sommer, and Nikolei Steinhage. Many of these researchers 
have now moved to take academic positions in various countries, perhaps a reflection of 
the ‘globalized’ nature of the project itself and our occupations. We thank all project 
members for their energy, persistence and contribution to the many lively ‘globalization’ 
debates during this period. We also thank Ingeborg McIntyre for competent 
administrative support. In particular, in the stage of preparing the typescript we received 
invaluable help from our student assistants Monique Antler, Katrin Busch, Cathrin 



Conradi, Kathrin Kolb, Jens Kratzmann, Wolfgang Kraus, Kerstin Künsebeck, Corinna 
Mergner, Robert Stephan, and Susanne Stedtfeld. We like to thank all of them. 

Another important goal of the GLOBALIFE project was to create, expand, and utilize 
an international research network, in which specific substantive and methodological 
issues in the analysis of life courses in the globalization process could be developed and 
executed. The completion of this volume is therefore also attributed to the individual 
contributors to this volume who are experts in their respective countries who devoted 
time and energy into the project. We thank all of the contributors for their time and 
patience. Our condolences are extended to the family and friends of Mia Hultin, one of 
the contributors to this volume, who passed away in 2002. We would also like to thank 
the many individuals who responded to our work when it was presented at various 
conferences. Our appreciation goes to Terry Clague and Routledge in London for 
supporting the publication of the volume. Finally, we would like to thank the 
Volkswagen Foundation in Hannover for their continued financial support that made this 
ambitious project possible. 
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Foreword 

I have long been interested in the role of economic factors in influencing marriage 
behavior as economic change is a continuing feature of modern industrial, as well as 
industrializing, societies. As such it usually affects large numbers of people, although 
often differentially. Hence, economic factors could potentially be playing an important 
role in the substantial changes in marriage and fertility behavior that have characterized 
most industrial societies in recent years. To this end, I have been studying the impact of 
economic factors on American marriage and cohabitation behavior and am especially 
pleased to write a preface to this collection of studies because they partially build on and 
extend my own work to other societies. 

Beginning some time in the early 1970s, the American age at marriage started its long-
term rise. For many years, demographers thought this was due to women’s increasing 
economic independence resulting from the large post-war rise in married women’s 
employment. I did not think this was a particularly convincing explanation for a variety 
of theoretical and empirical reasons and recent research has borne out the weakness of 
this argument. More importantly, while demographers were so intent on the presumed 
consequences of women’s rising employment, not much attention was being directed to 
the changes in men’s economic status-and these were substantial. During the 1980s, labor 
economists started to document a sharp increase in economic inequality among American 
males. Most affected were less educated men, especially African Americans, but even 
within educational groups, there was a rise in inequality among those with less as 
compared to more labor market experience- i.e., the young. Labor economists were not 
particularly concerned with the likely impact of these changes on marriage and family 
behavior, and most social demographers did not seem to be noticing them, but warning 
bells definitely went off in my mind. 

The increasing economic difficulties were not just characteristic of the least educated 
socioeconomic groups (high school dropouts) but also of the far more numerous group of 
moderately educated men (high school graduates) and of the young in particular. The 
question was how to get a handle on investigating the impact of economic inequality on 
marriage behavior. I conceptualized the problem from a career-development perspective 
as young men tend to be particularly vulnerable to changes in the economy-they have less 
work experience and hence less on-the-job training and low tenure at any particular job 
they may currently have. One well-known result of these vulnerabilities is that during 
recessions, the unemployment rates of young men rise much more than those of older 
men. What the labor market analyses indicated, however, was that the inherent career-
entry problems of young American workers had increased over time. This, in turn, has 
accentuated a number of impediments to marriage formation. On the one hand, their 
earnings are low and often unstable, which makes it very difficult to set up an 
independent household. Their low income and job insecurity also raises considerable 
uncertainty about their current ability and willingness to make a stable commitment to 
adult family roles. Uncertainty about their long-term socioeconomic characteristics and 



life style also impedes assortative mating because marriages are supposed to last. Hence 
people not only sort on their current characteristics but also on their expected future 
characteristics as well and these can be heavily influenced by the ultimate nature of their 
occupational careers. In short, low earnings and high levels of career uncertainties should 
lead to marriage delays while such difficulties are being experienced. 

I was fortunate in investigating these issues to have available a large longitudinal data 
set, the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, first interviewed in 1979 when they were 
aged 14–22 and which I followed annually thereafter until 1990 for my analysis of 
marriage formation and 1993 for the cohabitation and marriage study (Oppenheimer et 
al., 1997; Oppenheimer, 2003). Very detailed data were collected each year on economic 
and marital behavior. Hence, it was possible to develop measures of career-entry status 
for males (earnings, time out of school, amount worked each year, school enrollment, job 
type) and likely long-term socioeconomic characteristics (educational attainment). 
Discrete time logit analysis was used to assess whether evidence of career “immaturity” 
discouraged marriage formation in any given year. And indeed I found that it did. 

Because of the longitudinal nature of the NLSY data, it was also possible to assess 
inequalities in the pace of these young men’s career-entry process. This showed the 
persistence, over several years after they left school, of poverty-level earnings for a 
sizable proportion of moderately to less educated men, especially blacks. Furthermore, 
compared to those with a college degree, it also took several years for a sizable 
proportion to have worked full-time full-year for even one year and much longer to have 
worked full-time for two consecutive years. In short, there were considerable race and 
educational differences in the length of time it took these young NLSY cohorts to achieve 
a stable work career paying an above-poverty wage. This implied that the lowered risk of 
marrying due to economic difficulties in any given year would persist over some time for 
many of them. Using these data on educational and race differences in the pace of career 
development plus the logit analysis of the effect of the economic variables on marriage 
formation in any given year, it was possible to construct simulations of the pace of 
marriage formation for people with difficult vs. easier career transitions by education and 
race. The differences in marriage formation between difficult and easier transitions within 
race-education groups as well as between groups were dramatic. Hence, although a crude 
approximation, I thought this was telling evidence of the role of men’s career-
development difficulties in marriage delays in the United States. 

Recently, I have extended the analysis of marriage formation among NLSY males to 
include cohabitation behavior. I used a multinomial logit analysis of, first, the effect of 
career-related factors on the entry into either a cohabiting or marital union and then, if a 
cohabitation has occurred, the effect of these same factors on whether the couple split up 
or married. In general, the analysis indicated that entering a marriage rather than a 
cohabitation is far more likely for those with the best long-term prospects (i.e., the more 
educated). However, if such men did enter a cohabitation, they were also more likely to 
marry out of it compared to the less educated, suggesting that their cohabitations might 
represent engagements. The evidence also suggests that those with a recent unstable 
employment record may have been using cohabitation as an adaptive strategy while their 
careers were still in flux. They were far more likely than the stably employed to enter a 
cohabitation and, once in a cohabitation, they were also far less likely to marry out of it. 



My studies of the role of career-entry difficulties and the likely uncertainties they 
create for young people, along with the ensuing effects on cohabitation and marriage, 
have been limited to American society. Nor have I attempted to investigate the role of 
these factors in delayed childbearing. Yet increases in both cohabitation and delayed 
marriage and childbearing have also been occurring among many other developed 
countries. Hence, this volume makes an important contribution to our understanding of 
these issues by investigating them for 14 diverse but mostly European, societies. 
Furthermore, it broadens the scope of the studies in two other important ways as well. 
First it places the difficulties young people are experiencing within the context of the 
globalization phenomenon, thereby providing a single hypothesized cause or cluster of 
causes for young people’s economic difficulties. Second, there is a clear recognition that 
the possibly negative effects of globalization will be mediated by specified differences in 
the institutional structure of the various societies. Hence, uniformity in the nature of the 
impact of globalization on young people’s economic position or in their response to 
economic difficulties is not preordained in societies impacted by globalization shifts. All 
in all, this collection of different country studies raises important questions in marriage 
and family behavior and sets the stage for even more work to come. 

Valerie Oppenheimer  
University of California at Los Angeles 
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     Globalization, uncertainty and the early life course  

A theoretical framework1 
Melinda Mills and Hans-Peter Blossfeld 

INTRODUCTION 

Young people in industrialized nations have experienced significant changes in the 
transition to adulthood in past decades. Globalization, via the internationalization and 
importance of markets, intensified competition, accelerated spread of networks and 
knowledge via new technologies and the dependence on random shocks, has transformed 
the transition to adulthood. The purpose of this study is to ask whether these changes 
have influenced young people’s ability to establish themselves as independent adults, to 
form partnerships, and to become parents. Has globalization produced a fundamental 
shift in youth behavior as they cope with increasing uncertainty about the future? How 
are these transformations filtered by different domestic institutions? 

To this point, there has been little empirical evidence regarding the consequences of 
such sweeping social change on the lives of youth. Our central aim is to study the 
consequences of globalization on the transition to adulthood in a cross-country 
perspective. We maintain that the impact of globalization will be experienced differently 
by youth in various countries due to nation-based institutional differences. Institutions 
such as the education system, employment relations, welfare regimes and family systems 
serve to buffer the forces of globalization. We examine how changes from national and 
global forces intersect, how these changes are defined and interpreted, and then how 
youth react when making pivotal life course decisions. A primary hypothesis is that the 
increased uncertainty in the early labor market experiences of youth seep into the 
partnership and parenthood domains of their lives. 

Our comparative analysis in this book includes 14 countries from five welfare 
regimes. Canada, the United States, and Great Britain represent the liberal regimes, with 
Germany, the Netherlands, and France exemplifying the conservative regimes. Norway 
and Sweden characterize the social-democratic and Italy, Spain, Mexico, and Ireland are 
examples of the family-oriented regimes. What we term ‘post-socialistic’ regimes refers 
to Estonia and Hungary. 

For our purposes, we have defined the transition to adulthood as a stepwise process in 
which young people adopt specific roles and participate in certain activities. We 
particularly focus on the age-graded character of labor market entry, the transition to first 
partnership (cohabitation or marriage), and entry into parenthood. The study of the 
impact of globalization on this critical and turbulent phase of the early life course is 
important for several reasons. First, outsiders of the labor market are expected to 
experience recent shifts towards globalization more directly. Youth entering the labor 
market, who are unprotected by seniority or experience, are such outsiders. This relates to 
the second reason: changes that might first appear in the youth labor market indicate 
tendencies that may soon work their way through the entire age structure (Myles et al., 



1993). The findings of this research are thus pertinent to other social groups beyond 
youth. Finally, repercussions of decisions made at this stage of the life course are likely 
to have long-term implications. A higher level of volatility during the period of young 
adulthood has the potential to generate insecurity and conflict at a time when individuals 
must make long-term binding decisions that shape the remainder of their life course. 

After an overview of the research topic, the section ‘Globalization and increasing 
uncertainty’ describes the causal mechanisms that relate globalization to the generation of 
uncertainty in the lives of youth. The section ‘Globalization and institutional filters’ 
chronicles the importance of national institutions such as educational systems, 
employment relations, welfare regimes and family systems in filtering the impact of 
globalization. A theory of how these processes are experienced at an individual level is 
introduced in the section ‘Micro-level response to increasing uncertainty’. The micro-
level response to globalization positions the actor as attempting to make rational 
decisions in a context of increasing economic, employment relation and temporal 
uncertainty. The data and methods used in the empirical analyses are then briefly 
discussed in the section ‘Data and methods’, followed by a summary of results and 
concluding remarks. 

GLOBALIZATION AND INCREASING UNCERTAINTY 

Globalization is an inherently complex concept (Guillén, 2001). Yet in recent years, it has 
become a central point of reference for media, politicians, academics, and policy-makers 
to understand social change. Our concept of globalization can be summarized under four 
interrelated structural shifts which are affecting the life courses in modern societies 
during the last two decades: (1) the swift internationalization of markets after the 
breakdown of the East-West-Divide; (2) the rapid intensification of competition based on 
deregulation, privatization, and liberalization within nation states; (3) the accelerated 
diffusion of knowledge and the spread of global networks that are connecting all kinds of 
markets on the globe via new information and communication technologies (ICTs); and, 
(4) the rising importance of markets and their dependence on random shocks occurring 
somewhere on the globe. We point to these global mechanisms because together they are 
generating an unprecedented level of structural uncertainty in modern societies as 
described below and also illustrated in Figure 1. We then propose a causal connection 
between these global forces and various kinds of increasing uncertainty that are filtered 
by domestic institutions and channeled to wards specific social groups. In particular, we 
create a bridge or middle-range  
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Figure 1 Globalization and increasing 
uncertainty in the transition to 
adulthood 

theoretical approach that allows testable hypotheses at the individual level of the impact 
of globalization. 
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First, globalization refers to the internationalization of markets and subsequent decline 
of national borders. It is connected with changes in laws, institutions, or practices which 
make various transactions (in terms of commodities, labor, services and capital) easier or 
less expensive across national boarders. The decline of national borders often relates to 
the modification of trade regulations and political discourse and treaties. We have 
witnessed global formal agreements such as the International Labor Organization, World 
Health Organization, World Trade Organization, International Monetary Fund, United 
Nations as well as various non-governmental organizations which intensify the 
interaction among nation states or link social groups from various countries (Verdier and 
Breen, 1999). As Montanari (2001:471) argues, many of these organizations: ‘operate as 
pressure groups on governments to enact policies which would enhance and improve the 
functioning of markets, through measures such as deregulation and privatization.’ Tariffs 
on trade, for instance, have been greatly reduced under the General Agreement on Tariffs 
and Trade (GATT), and between member states in the European Union (EU) and via the 
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). The consequence is that capital flows 
are facilitated by these types of political agreements, which have also generally 
liberalized financial markets (Fligstein, 1998). Some have argued that this decline of 
national borders undermines the authority or even heralds the fall of the nation state 
(Ohmae, 1990; Beck, 2000). Our position is that the nation state and in particular 
institutions that shape the lives of youth do not lose their significance, but generate 
country-specific problems that call for country-specific solutions and transformations 
(see also Sassen, 1996). 

In economic terms, the internationalization of markets is particularly reflected in the 
rising number of firms conducting business in more than one country, through the 
presence of multinational corporations (MNCs) and foreign direct investment (FDI). In 
fact, MNCs are a driving force of the globalization of production and markets since they 
account for around two-thirds of world trade, 20 percent of world output, and play a 
primary role in the diffusion of technology (UNCTAD, 1995:23; Reich, 1991). 
Internationalization of markets also means the integration of previously ‘isolated’ nations 
into the world economy. Several areas in our study experienced closure to outside global 
forces for varying reasons such as a dictatorship (Franco in Spain), communism (East 
Germany, Estonia, Hungary) or political conservatism tied to the Catholic church 
(Quebec in Canada). 

Second, globalization relates to the intensification of competition, i.e., the notion that 
capital and labor is increasingly mobile and forcing firms and national economies to 
continuously adjust. Within nation states, this is reflected in the increased importance of 
governments to make their national economies internationally competitive. These policy 
measures include the improvement of the functioning of markets through the removal or 
relaxation of government regulation of economic activities (deregulation). It also 
suggests a shift towards relying on the price mechanism to coordinate economic activities 
(liberalization), and a transfer to private ownership and control of assets or enterprises 
that were previously under public ownership (privatization). This neo-liberal shift 
demands efficiency, productivity and profitability, and often means a push to adjust 
prices, products, technologies and human resources more rapidly and extensively 
(Alderson, 1999; Regini, 2000a; Montanari, 2001). 
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A third feature of globalization is the spread of global networks of people and firms 
linked by ICTs such as microcomputers and the Internet. These ICTs together with 
modern mass media transmit messages and images instantaneously from the largest city 
to the smallest village on every continent and allow a faster diffusion of information and 
knowledge over long distances. They increasingly allow people to share information, to 
connect and to create an instant common worldwide standard of comparison. Modern 
ICTs influence communications between individuals, organizations and communities by 
effectively rendering physical space and distance irrelevant. Thus, although the 
introduction of technology is not unique in itself, recent ICTs have fundamentally altered 
the scope (widening reach of networks of social activity and power), intensity 
(regularized connections), velocity (speeding up of interactions and processes), and 
impact (local impacts global) of transformations (Held et al., 1999). 

Finally, globalization is inherently related to the rise in the importance of markets. 
Globalization not only speeds up the process of exchange and communication across 
national borders, but due to the intensification of global competition also increases the 
relevance of markets in the coordination of decisions in all modern societies. These 
developments inherently strengthen the worldwide interdependence of decision-making. 

As a consequence of these structural developments, market prices and their changes 
increasingly convey information about the global demand for various goods, services and 
assets, and the worldwide relative costs of producing and offering them. In a globalizing 
market, individual suppliers and consumers are increasingly exposed to a rising number 
of traders on each side of the market and become ‘price-takers’, able to buy and sell any 
quantity at a price which they generally cannot influence. Thus, prices produced by 
globalizing markets increasingly set the standards to which individuals, firms and nation 
states then try to comply. 

However, globalization does not only mean that actors are increasingly in the hands of 
anonymous global markets. What is equally important is that the changes on these 
markets are becoming more dynamic and less predictable. First, the globalization of 
markets endogenously intensifies competition between firms, forcing them to be 
innovative, to use new technological developments or to invent new products. This in 
turn increases the instability of markets (Streeck, 1987). Second, modern ICTs and 
deregulation and liberalization measures allow individuals, firms and governments to 
react faster to observed market changes and simultaneously accelerate market 
transactions (Castells, 1996). This in turn makes long-term developments of globalizing 
markets inherently harder to predict. Third, global prices tend to become exogenously 
more liable to fluctuations because worldwide supply, demand, or both are getting 
increasingly dependent on random shocks caused somewhere on the globe (e.g., major 
scientific discov-eries, technical inventions, new consumer fashions, major political 
upsets such as wars and revolutions, economic upsets, etc.). The accelerated market 
dynamics and the rising dependence of prices on random events happening somewhere 
on the globe produce a higher frequency of surprises and lead to market prices which are 
different to an important extent from what people reasonably could have expected given 
the restricted information available to them. In other words, the increasing dynamics and 
volatility of outcomes of globalizing markets makes it more difficult for individuals, 
firms and governments to predict the future of the market and to make choices between 
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different alternatives and strategies. Increasing uncertainty about economic and social 
developments is therefore a definitive feature of globalization in advanced economies. 

GLOBALIZATION AND INSTITUTIONAL FILTERS 

It is not essentially increasing uncertainty as such that is important if we analyze the 
consequences of globalization; rather, it is how rising uncertainty is ‘institutionally 
filtered’ and channeled towards specific social groups in various countries. Increasing 
uncertainty does not impact all regions, states, organizations or individuals in the same 
way. There are institutional settings and social structures, historically grown and country-
specific, that determine the degree to which people are affected by rising uncertainty 
(DiPrete et al., 1997). These institutions have a certain inertial tendency to persist 
(Nelson, 1995; Esping-Andersen, 1993) and act as a sort of intervening variable between 
global macro forces and the responses at the micro level (Hurrell and Woods, 1995; 
Regini, 2000a). Thus, we do not expect that increasing uncertainty leads to a rapid 
convergence of life courses in all modem societies, as claimed, for example, by neo-
institutionalists (see for e.g., Meyer et al., 1992) or the proponents of the modernization 
hypothesis (see for e.g., Treiman, 1970; Treiman and Yip, 1989). Rather we claim that 
there are path-dependent developments within countries (Nelson, 1995; Mayer, 2001). 
The institutions that most impact the life courses of youth are employment relations, 
educational systems, national welfare state regimes, and the family. 

Employment relations systems 

Given the specific phase of the life course, we expect that in all countries the global 
increase of uncertainty is experienced more directly by youth entering the labor market. 
They are unprotected by seniority and experience and they do not yet have strong ties to 
work organizations and work environments. Thus we propose a life course hypothesis 
that youth entering the labor market are more exposed to global uncertainty in all 
countries. In contrast, we assume that people who are already established in their job 
career or have already gained several years of labor force experience should be less 
influenced by global forces. 

However, countries also differ significantly with respect to the nature of their 
employment relations between employers and workers and make it therefore more or less 
easy for youth to establish themselves in the labor market. These country-specific 
differences surface in elements such as types of work councils, collective bargaining 
systems, strength of unions versus employer organizations, labor legislation or 
administrative regulations. They produce distinct national variations of occupational 
structures and industries, patterns of labor-capital negotiations, strike frequencies and 
collective agreements on wages, job security, labor conditions, and work hours (Soskice, 
1993; Streeck, 1992). How these systems diverge has been characterized as ‘coordinated’ 
and ‘uncoordinated’ market economies (Soskice, 1998), ‘individualist’ or ‘collective’ 
regimes (DiPrete et al., 1997), or ‘open’ and ‘closed’ employment relations (Sørensen, 
1983). We first define these systems and position the 14 countries on a continuum 
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according to the degree of open or closed employment relations, followed by a link to the 
type of labor market flexibility measures introduced within each nation. 

The open employment relationship reigns in the United States, Canada, Ireland, and 
Britain (after Margaret Thatcher) and has a severe manifestation in Mexico. It is 
characterized as decentralized, dualistic and based on free market forces and competition. 
It is a system where employment relations are open in the sense that protective factors 
such as labor unions, legislation related to job security and stability are weak. Shielding 
of workers is at a minimum, market mechanisms are central and individuals’ labor market 
resources or human capital such as social origin, education, labor force experience are 
crucial (DiPrete et al., 1997). Many European countries, on the other hand, such as 
Sweden, Norway, Germany, France, the Netherlands, Italy and Spain, are often classified 
as having labor markets with relatively closed employment relationships and centralized 
procedures for negotiating wages (Regini, 2000a). Sweden and Germany are countries 
with particularly strong labor unions, while Southern European countries like Spain and 
Italy are taken as extreme cases of an ‘insider-outsider’ labor market. 

A fascinating evolution of employment relation systems exists in countries which 
belonged to the eastern side of the Iron Curtain, which in our study includes Estonia 
(Katus et al., this volume), Hungary (Robert and Bukodi, this volume) and former East 
Germany (Kurz et al., this volume). These countries not only experienced a severe 
political and economic ‘shock’ from a socialist to a more market driven economy, but 
also incredible transformations from an agricultural to industrial society, coupled with 
sudden exposure to the accelerated and volatile global market at the beginning of the 
1990s. This meant a rapid shift from closed to open employment systems. Older cohorts 
grew up in a system where employment was guaranteed, with extraordinarily high job 
security, even for women, youth and older workers (see Katus et al., this volume). 
Younger cohorts entered the labor market after this ‘shock’ during a period of economic 
depression and tumultuous change. 

Based on these systems, we propose an employment relationship hypothesis regarding 
the early labor market experiences of youth in various countries. We expect that the main 
consequences of the open employment relationship for young people will be: (1) 
comparatively low economic security (e.g., wages, benefits) for most jobs; (2) an 
environment that fosters precarious employment and labor market flexibility to the extent 
that it becomes more widespread among various social groups; (3) importance of 
individual human capital resources; (4) relatively easy entry into the labor market; (5) 
unemployment of a shorter duration; and, (6) a relatively high rate of job mobility (i.e., 
hire-and-fire principle). The central impact of a closed employment relationship is 
expected to be that: (1) precarious employment forms (e.g., fixed-term contracts, part-
time work) are highly concentrated among specific groups seeking access to the labor 
market (youth, women, unemployed); (2) individual human capital resources are less 
important; (3) entry in the labor force is problematic, particularly under conditions of 
high general unemployment; (4) unemployment is usually of a longer duration; and, (5) 
the rate of job mobility is relatively low. Within these systems most of the already 
employed workers, the so-called ‘insiders’, will be relatively shielded against the 
growing uncertainty and flexibility demands of the world market, which is explored in 
the second volume of the GLOBALIFE project that examines mid-career men (see 
Blossfeld, Mills and Bernardi, forthcoming). Globalization in these countries tends to 
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create a new kind of underclass of the socially excluded, while the employed have high 
levels of job security with relatively high wages, reminiscent of dual and segmented labor 
market theories (Piore, 1970; Fine, 1998). 

The type of employment relation system also shapes the impact of the globalization 
process, which is witnessed in the level of unemployment, employment stability or 
security and labor market flexibility of young people (see Figure 1 and Klijzing, this 
volume). A key discussion is the type and degree of labor market flexibility that each 
nation institutes (Bernardi, 2000; Regini, 2000b; Standing, 1997). Labor market 
flexibility can be distinguished into five different types: external numerical (ability to 
adjust number of employees), externalization (outsourcing, subcontracting), functional 
(insider employees moved between tasks), wage (adjust labor costs, benefits), and 
temporal or internal numerical (adjust working time, cyclical or seasonal shifts) 
(Atkinson, 1984; Bruhnes, 1989; Regini, 2000b). 

We propose a labor market flexibility hypothesis, which contends that firms 
implement different types of flexibility depending on the rigidity of the employment 
relation system. Not only the level or type of flexibility will differ, but also the meaning 
and function attributed to it. Our anticipation is that in rigid closed labor markets, 
functional flexibility for labor market insiders is often the primary option for employers. 
However, for outsiders such as youth, one way to implement flexibility will be a 
combination of numerical/temporal flexibility in the form of fixed-term or temporary 
contracts. Furthermore, externalization—related to the growing number of self-employed 
youth not bound to a contract of employment—may also serve an increasingly important 
purpose (see Bernardi and Nazio, this volume). Whereas, in more deregulated open labor 
markets built on the premises of flexibility, market economic relations, and a non-
interventionist state (Mayer, 2001), we expect flexibility to pervade in many forms. As 
new labor market entrants, youth will be party to numerical flexibility as the last hired 
and first fired, a pattern likely accentuated during periods of economic recession. 
Externalization will also play a more central role (see Robert and Bukodi, this volume). 
Since labor costs are more readily adjusted to the firms’ needs in open markets, we 
likewise expect that this will translate into wage flexibility evident in lower earnings and 
more implicit economic reductions such as no or fewer benefits (e.g., pension, sickness). 
Our last expectation is that open systems are able to adjust labor using temporal 
flexibility in accordance with cyclical or seasonal shifts and to vary the hours worked in a 
day, week or year (Mills, this volume). 

Regini (2000a) argues that the use of temporary contracts in Europe as a form of 
flexibility was more of a controlled exception or experiment in Italy, Germany, France, 
Spain and Norway. By contrast, in Britain, Ireland, the Netherlands, and Denmark and to 
some extent Sweden, flexibility is a general or guiding principle for all employment 
relationships. In countries that experimented with fixed-term contracts, flexibility was not 
a permanent solution but was designed to inject flexibility into a certain segment of the 
labor market (Regini, 2000a). This technique achieves similar objectives without 
substantially lowering the level of protection enjoyed by the core insider labor market. 
The sweeping form of flexibility in Britain, Ireland, the Netherlands and North America 
enables firms to rapidly reduce costs and adjust more quickly to rapid changes in the 
global market, which in turn affords better competitiveness in the global market and 
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higher employment. However, the long-term prospect of these short-term solutions 
remains to be seen. 

Educational systems 

In the globalized, knowledge-based society, education and labor force experience become 
the most important types of human capital. Since youth are generally lacking the latter 
they have to focus on the former, which is evident in educational expansion across most 
of the industrialized world (see Klijzing, this volume). We therefore propose a human 
capital hypothesis that gauges the significance of characteristics required in all 
knowledge-based economies. Educational attainment and occupational standing measure 
human capital, which may increase with labor force experience and age. The expectation 
is that those lacking human capital, such as youth with lower education, weak 
occupational standing or lacking experience, will feel the impact of globalization more 
immensely in all modern societies. In other words, they are at a higher risk to enter a 
more precarious, flexible and uncertain employment situation (e.g., fixed-term contract, 
part-time, irregular hours). Conversely, those with higher education or the ‘knowledge 
workers’ will conceivably have more favorable experiences. 

However, we expect that white-collar workers are not entirely immune to changes 
such as the use of temporary short-term contracts. Thus there may be a change also for 
those in higher occupations or higher education. Yet the main difference is that for them, 
unstable or inadequate work may serve as a bridge whereas for lower skilled wage-
workers, it may become a trap (see Bernardi and Nazio; Layte et al., this volume). 
Therefore, a second general expectation is that globalization accentuates or even 
cultivates inequality by offering better opportunities to the better educated youth and 
constraining the chances of the less educated. To test this hypothesis, many of the country 
chapters that follow examine the transition to employment by educational level, 
occupational class, age, sex, labor force experience, and in some cases, by migrant status 
(Estonia, Germany) or visible minority or race (Canada, United States). 

There are, however, also great differences among nations in the way they (1) 
differentiate the maximum number of school years attended by all and tracking 
(stratification), (2) value certificates or ability-based learning (qualificational versus 
organizational), (3) standardize the quality of education (standardization), and (3) link 
education with entry into the labor market. Using Maurice and Sellier’s (1979) regimes of 
school-to-work transitions, we can think of differences in terms of ‘qualificational’ versus 
‘organizational’ space and, following Allmendinger (1989), the degree of educational 
‘standardization’ or ‘stratification’ (see also Blossfeld, 1992; Shavit and Müller, 1998). In 
unstratifed systems, all children have the opportunity to attend school, which may lead to 
post-secondary education until the age of 18, with the same range of options 
(theoretically) open to all students. In these countries, a larger proportion of a cohort 
attains the maximum number of school years provided by the general educational system. 
Countries with more unstratified systems include the United States, Canada, Great 
Britain, Sweden, post-1960s Italy, post-1970s Spain and post-1990s Estonia. Whereas in 
the ‘stratified’ systems that exist in Germany, the Netherlands, and Hungary, educational 
opportunities of youth are stratified as they are streamed into specific educational tracks 
at a younger age. 

Globalization, uncertainty and the early life course       9



The manner that countries combine theoretical learning with practical work experience 
has direct implications for early labor market transitions (Blossfeld, 1992; Blossfeld and 
Stockmann, 1998/99). In a system of organizational space, education is academic or 
general in character with specific occupational skills learned on-the-job. These are often 
the unstandardized systems such as the United States. Whereas in qualificational space, 
education is closely tied to job requirements in the vocational system with more 
importance placed on diploma requirements and certificates. In these countries that value 
qualifications (e.g., Germany), nationwide standardized certificates are easily understood 
by employers. Here it is important to make a distinction between countries which 
organize training mainly through (1) ‘theoretical’ training in vocational schools (France, 
the Netherlands, Hungary, Ireland, Estonia, Mexico), (2) ‘practical’ on-the-job training 
(United States, Great Britain, Canada, Italy, Spain, Sweden, Norway) or (3) the so-called 
‘dual’ system, a pragmatic combination of theoretical learning at school and job 
experience at the work place (Germany). 

Based on these differences, we propose an educational system hypothesis, which 
specifies the impact of the type of educational system on labor market entry in the 
following way. First, we expect that theoretical training in vocational schools promotes a 
broader understanding of occupational activities, but does not confront youth with real 
work situations. Since practical experience is shifted to the period after theoretical 
vocational training, our anticipation is that youth engaged in training from these systems 
will have a relatively more difficult transition from school to work (see unemployment 
figures in Klijzing, this volume). Second, in the organizational system of practical on-
the-job training, (often unstratified, unstandardized) we expect that young workers will 
be less restricted to narrowly defined occupational fields, have fewer structural barriers in 
terms of recognized certificates, and have a weaker link between the type of qualification 
they possess and the type of job they obtain. Due to the heterogeneous quality of on-the-
job training, however, we foresee that this lack of shared definitions and standards with 
respect to skills, income and job requirements will increase the risk of workers to move 
between firms. Although the transition from school to work will be relatively easy in 
these systems, we predict intense mobility and a protracted duration for youth to find a 
suitable and permanent job match. In an analysis of entry into the labor force, 
Oppenheimer and Kalmijn (1995) demonstrate that young Americans increasingly start 
their job career in relatively unskilled and temporary jobs but, after a short period, they 
are able to move to normal career-entry positions. Thus, these unskilled occupational 
activities at entry into the labor force or ‘stop-gap-jobs’ have the character of temporary 
bridges (Myles et al., 1993). The phenomenon and relative mismatch of stop-gap-jobs are 
particularly important as our study examines entry into first job. Finally, in the dual-
system, (often qualificational, highly standardized and stratified), we expect youth to have 
less turbulent early labor market experiences (see Klijzing, this volume). This is due to 
the fact that the dual-system provides a smooth transition from the general educational 
school system to the employment system because the vocational training system feeds 
directly into the job system (Blossfeld and Stockmann, 1998/99). Young people are also 
effectively ‘screened’ during their education with exams and certificates expected to 
show their abilities. The disadvantage of such a system in a global era of rapidly shifting 
occupational structures is, however, that it leads to a close coupling of vocational 
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certificates and educational opportunities, and thus to a high degree of rigidity and low 
level of job mobility (Blossfeld, 1992). 

A related point is the degree of educational expansion in each country. When we 
examine the cohort-specific attendance rates across various levels of education for the 14 
countries in this study, there has been a prolonged extension of school participation over 
time (see Klijzing, this volume). A longer stay in school proxies the degree to which the 
transition to economic independence has been postponed across birth cohorts in different 
countries. This belated timing in reaching economic independence is particularly 
important for our study of partnership formation and the transition to parenthood. There 
is a link between educational expansion and increasing youth unemployment, or an 
alternative role hypothesis. This identifies a tendency among young adults to opt—if this 
is structurally possible in a given educational system—for the role as a student instead of 
becoming unemployed in the process of transition from youth to adulthood. The 
educational system then serves as a reservoir for otherwise unemployed youth, which is 
increasingly strong in Southern European countries like Italy and Spain. There is likely 
also a relation to the national support systems for young adults who prefer to stay in 
education. Some countries such as Germany, the Netherlands, Norway and Sweden have 
a more generous system of education grants or loans, which is limited (e.g., Canada, 
Great Britain, France, post-1990s Estonia, Ireland), highly insufficient (e.g., United 
States) or virtually non-existent in others such as Italy, Spain, Hungary and Mexico. 

Welfare regimes 

The impact of increasing uncertainty on social inequality among young people is strongly 
dependent on the welfare state. Modern countries have created different welfare regimes 
implying diverse national ideologies about social solidarity (Flora and Alber, 1981) as 
well as gender and social equality (Esping-Andersen, 1999; Orloff, 1996). We first 
outline the main characteristics of the five welfare regime categorizations of liberal, 
social-democratic, conservative, family-oriented and post-socialistic. Differences 
between welfare regimes manifest themselves in the priority of: (1) active employment-
sustaining labor market policies (i.e., the commitment to full employment); (2) welfare-
sustaining employment exit policies (i.e., support for those who are outside of the labor 
market such as youth, unemployed, ill, poor, family care workers, pensioners); (3) the 
scope and generosity of family allowances and services (i.e., maternity/paternity leave, 
childcare) (Gauthier, 1996); and, (4) the share of the public sector in the labor force. 
Together, these differences form a welfare regime hypothesis. The expectations of the 
impact of each regime on the lives of youth are formulated following the description of 
each regime. 

To varying degrees, the United States, United Kingdom, and Canada in this study are 
viewed as liberal welfare regimes characterized by passive labor market policies, 
moderate support for the underprivileged, and relatively small public sector employment. 
As outlined in the previous section, the comparatively high employment performance is 
likely related to the reduction of rigidities such as union power, restrictive labor 
legislation, and general flexibility of the labor market. Due to these factors, our 
expectation is that although there will be an overall higher employment level for youth, it 
will be at the expense of greater inequality and poverty. This is the result of an 
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environment of passive employment policies, a marginal safety net, such as limited or 
highly conditional unemployment benefits, and mixed (i.e., generous child allowance and 
limited parental leave in Ireland) or means-tested family benefits (Canada, United States), 
and more exposure to the competitive private sector. 

Norway and Sweden are in contrast considered as examples of the social-democratic 
welfare regime model. Active labor market and taxation policies in these countries are 
aimed at full employment, gender equality at the workplace as well as at home, and a 
‘fair’ income distribution with a high degree of wage compression. Achieving full 
employment is mostly attempted by a combination of Keynesian demand policies and 
mobility stimulating measures such as retraining, mobility grants, and temporary jobs. 
The large participation of (married) women in full-time employment in these welfare 
regimes rests on both: (1) the rapid expansion of job opportunities in the service and 
public sector, engendered in particular by the demands of social services (kindergartens, 
schools, hospitals, day care centers and homes for the elderly); and, (2) the highly pro-
gressive individual income tax that makes a second household income necessary for most 
families if they want to enjoy the products of a technologically advanced service society 
(Blossfeld and Drobnič, 2001). In this welfare regime, the government tries to achieve 
full-employment through an expanding public service sector with relatively low wages 
for public employees and a high rate of female employment, in particular. Our 
expectation is that youth making the transition to adulthood can fall back on a relatively 
generous safety net, which combined with other factors such as gender equality and full-
employment, better enables them to combine work with family formation (i.e., forming 
partnership, becoming a parent). 

Germany and the Netherlands are often cited as examples of conservative welfare 
regimes. Social policies in these countries are not so much designed to promote 
employment opportunities, job mobility, and full employment by Keynesian demand 
policy measures but rather to ensure that those workers who leave employment because 
of job loss, disability, or in some cases as part of an early retirement program, are 
protected against serious declines in living standards. Of course, this is costly and leads to 
tax increases, particularly during periods of high unemployment. This type of welfare 
regime is therefore strongly transfer-oriented, with decommodifying effects for those 
who are economically inactive. It is also committed to the traditional division of labor in 
the family that makes wives economically dependent on their husbands, often referred to 
as the ‘male-breadwinner model’. In particular, it supports wives and mothers who give 
priority to family activities (taking care of children and the elderly) and seek to work 
part-time. Correspondingly, welfare state provisions (e.g., day care) are far less 
developed than in the social democratic model and female economic activity rates are 
considerably lower and mostly restricted to part-time jobs (Blossfeld and Hakim, 1997). 
Our main prediction is that the increased economic uncertainty combined with the lack of 
public support will impact the decision to enter parenthood for certain groups of youth, 
who, due to an inability to combine education or labor force participation with family 
careers, will increasingly postpone or even forgo parenthood (Blossfeld and Drobnič, 
2001). France is hard to classify since it reflects features of various welfare regimes. We 
place it next to the conservative regimes, but expect that it will exhibit sharp contrasts 
due to pronatalistic policies, combined with measures that promote female employment 
and the combination of work and family careers (see Blossfeld, 1995). 
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Southern European countries like Italy and Spain, and to some extent Mexico and 
Ireland, also share common features. They have developed a welfare regime model that 
might be called family-oriented (Jurado Guerrero, 1995). In terms of labor market policy, 
support for the less privileged, and the importance of public sector employment, this 
welfare regime is very similar to the liberal one. Unlike the latter, however, it is 
characterized by a strong ideological and indeed practical involvement of family and 
kinship networks in protecting its members against economic and social risks. Due to the 
meager or non-existent safety net (e.g., family support, unemployment benefits), the state 
shifts the responsibility for the support of the unemployed and other vulnerable ‘outsider’ 
groups to families and kinship networks. This model is based on the deeply rooted 
cultural view that family and kinship represent an important institution of reciprocal help 
and that family members should thus support each other. Jurado Guerrero (1995) has 
argued that the long stay of youth in the parental home in Southern Europe is ‘closely 
associated with the high labor market risks and the lukewarm protection that the state 
provides against them.’ 

In reality this family support is, however, mostly provided by women, with two 
important results: (1) their labor force participation (including part-time work) is, by 
international standards, extremely low (Blossfeld and Hakim, 1997); and, (2) especially if 
young women want to make a career, there is a particularly severe conflict between 
family tasks and (mostly full-time) job requirements. This leads to exorbitantly low 
fertility levels in Spain or Italy, for example. Thus, a paradoxical result in the family-
oriented Mediterranean welfare regime appears to be that the extended family is rapidly 
disappearing. 

Finally, we add the post-socialistic welfare regime to include countries in the former 
socialist Eastern Europe, which in this study include Estonia and Hungary. Hungary is 
perhaps closer to the social democratic regime, characterized by both egalitarianism and 
de-familialization. There is relatively more generous support for the family, with the 
dual-earner family model favored by fiscal arrangements, but with a highly conditional to 
limited degree of support for unemployed youth (Robert and Bukodi, this volume). 
Whereas Estonia has taken a more liberal direction with limited next to non-existent 
unemployment and family benefits for youth (Katus et al., this volume). However, 
considering the rapid transformations after 1990, the trajectory of these welfare regimes 
is still in evolution. 

Family systems and interdependence of careers 

The family system and the interdependence between family, education and employment 
careers have direct consequences for the transition to adulthood, specifically the 
transition to first partnership and parenthood. Family systems regulate the degree of 
pluralization of private living arrangements. Pluralization refers to lifestyles beyond the 
traditional marital couple or nuclear family to include non-marital cohabitation, 
remaining single, or postponement or forgoing of fertility (Corijn and Klijzing, 2001). 

A north-south divide in the pluralization of private living arrangements emerges due to 
institutional, but also cultural differences (Blossfeld, 1995). Scandinavian countries like 
Sweden and Norway seem to have a pioneering role, while countries like Germany, 
France, the Netherlands, United Kingdom, United States and Canada appear to follow 
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this trend. Familistic countries such as Italy, Spain, Ireland and Mexico are even less 
affected. The strong institutionalization of marriage in Southern Europe and Mexico, 
translates into small numbers of non-marital unions and one-person households among 
youth (Nazio and Blossfeld, 2003), low divorce and extra-marital birth rates as well as 
into an asymmetrical relationship between the sexes within the family. 

There is interdependence between educational and employment systems on the one 
hand, and the family system on the other. Our expectation is that educational expansion 
impacts entry into first union and parenthood in several ways. First, we anticipate that 
prolonged education requires that youth maintain the role of an economically dependent 
student for a longer period of time, which increases their level of economic uncertainty 
(see next section), and thus leads to postponement of partnership and parenthood across 
cohorts (Blossfeld, 1995). The growth of qualified women in particular means that 
women will have their first child later due to extended education, effective contraception 
and the competing demands of employment and childcare. 

Second, we presume that highly educated individuals have different values and 
preferences such as independence, autonomy and a higher attachment to career building 
and the labor force (Liefbroer, 1991; Mills, 2000). Those with higher education are thus 
more willing and able to adopt flexible and innovative behavior that leads to the 
pluralization of living arrangements (e.g., cohabitation, voluntary childlessness). Others 
have also argued the contrary. Since educational attainment increases earning propensity 
and the capacity to marry, in some circumstances, those with less education may be more 
likely to cohabit (e.g., Rind-fuss and Vandenheuvel, 1990; Thornton et al., 1995). This is 
related to the theory that highly qualified women are more likely to postpone family 
formation (Becker, 1981). Yet postponement behavior is not only based on educational 
qualifications, but also on the compatibility of combining a family and a career. We 
expect that countries with poor maternity or parental leave and particularly childcare 
arrangements, such as the conservative or familistic welfare regimes, reduce the 
opportunity for women to have interdependent careers. 

Third, based on previous research, we anticipate that educational enrollment status 
will ‘compete’ with family formation and will thus reduce both the chances of entering a 
union (specifically marriage), and having a child (Blossfeld and Huinink, 1991; 
Liefbroer, 1991; Blossfeld, 1995; Rindfuss and Vandenheuvel, 1990). Students are less 
likely to enter a union, especially marriage and enter into parenthood for several reasons 
(Mills, 2000). First, students possess fewer material resources. Second, they often have 
less leisure time, and finally, ‘due to their transient and uncertain position they may be 
less inclined to commit themselves to a long-term binding decision such as partnership or 
marriage’ (Mills, 2000:189). Conversely, being a student is more compatible with 
entering a cohabiting union due to the fact that it is less costly than a marriage, more 
flexible, has less legal restrictions, is easier to dissolve and has fewer normative 
expectations. 

We therefore propose a flexible partnership hypothesis, which maintains that 
consensual unions represent a ‘rational’ reply to growing uncertainty that surrounds the 
transition to adulthood in a globalizing world. To reduce uncertainty, youth are more 
likely to bind themselves to the more flexible union of cohabitation as it is largely 
independent of the future (Mills, 2004; Wu, 2000). These living arrangements permit the 
postponement of long-term commitments and self-binding decisions such as marriage at 
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least for the time being. Reminiscent of Easterlin’s (1976) theory of economic 
deprivation, this applies in particular to historical periods of general economic 
uncertainty and rising unemployment, when the tendency to marry and have children 
appears to diminish. Our perspec-tive also clearly relates to Oppenheimer’s (1988; 2003; 
Oppenheimer et al., 1997) work on the impact of uncertainty in social and economic roles 
on the timing of family transitions. As Oppenheimer (1988:583) states: ‘Cohabitation 
gets young people out of high-cost search activities during a period of social immaturity 
but without incurring what are, for many, the penalties of either heterosexual isolation or 
promiscuity, and it often offers many of the benefits of marriage, including the pooling of 
resources and the economies of scale that living together provide.’ In many ways, the 
flexibility of cohabitation matches the flexible labor market circumstances that many 
youth experience during the era of globalization. 

MICRO-LEVEL RESPONSE TO INCREASING UNCERTAINTY 

Many decisions in the early life course have long-term implications. People have to opt 
for educational and professional tracks, enter job careers or make long-term binding 
family and fertility decisions. However, higher levels of uncertainty for youth generate 
insecurity and potential conflict and make it increasingly difficult to make such choices. 
Young people respond and adapt to the complex structural shifts brought about by 
globalization. A central hypothesis of this study is that the uncertainty generated by 
globalization at the social-structural level reduces or delays the propensity of youth to 
enter long-term binding commitments such as partnerships and parenthood (see Figure 1). 
Our attention thus turns to changes in rational decision-making under conditions of 
increasing uncertainty and descriptions of the schema developed to measure uncertainty 
at the individual level. 

Rational decision-making under increasing uncertainty 

We propose the use of a dynamic rational choice model to understand individual 
decision-making under conditions of increasing uncertainty (Blossfeld and Prein, 1998). 
We do not advocate a model of individual action as deterministic behavior, but rather as a 
tool to find regularities among a larger number of actors. A dynamic rational choice 
model assumes in particular that typical actors try to act rationally. Following Elster 
(1989), such rational decision makers are characterized by trying to achieve three 
optimizations: 1) finding the best action that fits with their given beliefs and desires, 2) 
developing the most appropriate belief given the evidence at hand; and, 3) collecting the 
correct amount of evidence while taking into account their given desires and prior beliefs. 
Yet due to the process of globalization described at the onset of this chapter, such as the 
accelerating pace of change, volatility and unpredictability of social and economic 
developments, and deluge of information, youth now face three major decision problems. 

First, there is rising uncertainty about the behavioral alternatives themselves. This 
issue becomes more important when young actors have to make rational choices among 
alternatives that become progressively more blurred. For instance, due to the increased 
uncertainty that has emerged at the macro level it becomes more difficult for young 
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adults to compare and rank the various options for educational, professional or 
partnership careers, simply because they know less and less about future alternatives. The 
problem here is not only which alternative to choose but increasingly when to choose it. 
Second, there is growing uncertainty about the probability of behavioral outcomes. This 
problem is especially acute when actors are less and less able to assign in a reliable 
manner subjective probabilities to the various outcomes of their future courses of action. 
In the process of globalization, this uncertainty becomes particularly severe when a 
decision requires beliefs about choices to be made by other people in the future (e.g., 
partner, employer). Third, there is increasing uncertainty about the amount of 
information to be collected for a particular decision. Collecting information is necessary, 
but costly and time-consuming. With the accelerated spread of global networks and 
knowledge, the question of how much information one should optimally collect before 
one is ready to form an opinion becomes more serious because the marginal costs and 
benefits for further information searches are increasingly unclear. One has therefore to 
assume that actors—whether consciously or not—will set certain threshold limits, which, 
once satisfied, stop the search for additional information. 

As described in the previous section on institutional filters, decision-making and risk 
calculations to cope with uncertainty are firmly embedded within the social context of the 
nations in which the perceptions of risk are maintained. As Regini (2000a: 8) states: The 
institutional context, in fact, provides actors with a set of resources and constraints that 
they must necessarily take into account when choosing among different alternatives and 
consequently shapes their actions.’ Lindenberg (1983) and Esser (1991) use the terms 
‘habits’ and ‘frames’ as nation- or class-specific ways to interpret decision situations. 
Heiner (1983) argues that cultural traditions, social institutions or norms serve as rule-
mechanisms that restrict the flexibility to choose potential courses of actions, or which 
produce a selective alertness to information. For instance, a young person in Spain 
entering into a partnership has not only a restricted amount of choices that more likely 
leads to marriage than a consensual union, but also reflects cultural traditions that frame 
her/his decision in a very specific way. Rules and norms that stigmatize certain behavior 
also limit young people’s ability to see a consensual union as a viable partnership option. 
Country-specific institutions and national norms generate effective decision ‘heuristics’ 
(see also Gigerenzer et al., 1999), which are not thoughtlessly repeated (as in the ‘homo 
sociologies’), but used as problem-solving tools. 

Types of uncertainty in the transition to adulthood 

Since a main premise of this study was to either find evidence or dispute the impact of 
globalization on the early life course, we required an empirical research design that 
offered tangible findings. We therefore devised a measurement design to theoretically 
and empirically gauge the impact of uncertainty that arises from globalization factors on 
individual transitions in the early life course. The schema consists of three types of 
uncertainty: economic, temporal, and employment relation. 

First, economic uncertainty is defined as the caliber of economic precariousness of an 
individuals’ employment and educational enrollment circumstances (Bernardi, 2000). We 
anticipate that labor market positions with high degrees of economic uncertainty will 
inhibit youth to make long-term binding commitments such as partnerships, and 
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particularly marriage, or parenthood that require a secure economic basis (Oppenheimer, 
1988; Oppenheimer et al., 1997). Youth require a necessary minimum or what Rindfuss 
and Vandenheuvel (1990) refer to as the ‘affordability clause’ to enter into a binding 
relationship or have a child. As Oppenheimer (1988), we expect that youth will avoid 
commitment such as marriage and parenthood, but still desire the rewards of having a 
relationship (i.e., consensual union). 

In this study, economic uncertainty is captured in four central ways. First it is 
measured by an activity status indicator of education and employment.2 A second 
dimension is occupational class, using Erikson and Goldthorpe’s (1992) class schema. 
Our expectation is that compared to the higher level service or routine white collar 
classes, the lower classes such as unskilled manual workers are more likely to be in 
economically precarious situations. In other words, skilled occupations (and as we will 
argue shortly stable employment) can reduce uncertainties (Oppenheimer et al., 1997). 
Whether individuals receive extra benefits with their jobs (e.g., pension) is a third 
measure of economic uncertainty used in some of the country chapters. A final measure 
included in some of the country studies (e.g., France, Hungary) is earnings. Thus, the 
comparative yardstick to measure uncertainty is against the relative ‘certainty’ of youth 
holding certain statuses such as not being enrolled in education, being employed, and if 
so, in a higher occupational class, or receiving benefits or higher earnings. 

Second, according to Breen (1997:477) ‘Temporal uncertainty reduces the 
attractiveness of long-term commitment and increases that of “contingent asymmetric 
commitment”.’ In other words, due to temporal uncertainty, youth are less able to make 
long-term binding commitments which may translate into, for example, opting for 
cohabitation instead of marriage or forgoing partnership and parenthood until they feel 
they have obtained adequate certainty for their future life path (see also Kurz et al., this 
volume). Contingent asymmetric commitment is a useful concept to understand the 
consequences of labor market flexibility experienced by youth. In relation to temporary 
contracts, for example, it refers to a relationship where one party of the agreement 
(employer) retains the option to withdraw from the relationship at any time, while the 
other party (youth) can only comply to what the first party requests. 

Temporal uncertainty and the concept of ‘long-term commitment’ is reminiscent of 
Elster’s (1979) notion of ‘self-binding’. In order to reduce choice complexity of long-
term courses of action under uncertainty, individuals tend to constrain or bind their own 
future actions (i.e., commit themselves to a specific action in the future). Self-binding is 
an effective technique to make one’s promises to significant others (e.g., partners, actors 
in industrial relations) more credible. This technique makes communication about what 
one is going to do under still unknown future conditions more reliable. According to 
Elster (1979), this credibility enhances the trust that actors will have in each other and 
enables them to interact and cooperate more effectively than without such self-binding 
commitments. Self-binding, however, is also paradoxical, particularly in a life phase in 
which the transition to adulthood takes place. On the one hand, it is a prerequisite for 
creating certainty for young people as well as credibility and trust in one’s dealings with 
others. On the other hand, it diminishes the ability to react in a flexible manner during 
later stages of the life course, which clashes with the rapidly changing demands of a 
globalizing society. 
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Third, employment relationship uncertainty is characterized as whether youth are a) 
self-employed (with no employees), or, b) dependent workers (see Ber-nardi, 2000). We 
hypothesize that the lone self-employed worker will have a higher degree of uncertainty, 
due to lower protection measures. Depending on the labor market context, uncertainty for 
dependent workers is measured by whether workers are in: a) public or private sector 
employment, and, b) a less precarious relationship such as a permanent versus a 
temporary contract (in closed employment systems), or by measures such as a regular 
versus irregular work shift (in open employment systems). Whether an individual is 
employed in the public or private sector is a key factor in determining how they are 
sheltered from risk, with those employed in the public sector ‘relatively isolated from the 
operation of market forces’ (Esping-Andersen, 1993). Employment in the public sector is 
much farther removed from the impetus of productivity and profitability of global 
competition. Here we expect that those with lower levels of relationship security (i.e., 
self-employed, private sector, temporary contract, irregular shifts) will experience higher 
levels of uncertainty, which will in turn generate a similar response of postponement or 
forgoing binding life course commitments. Employment relation uncertainty is closely 
tied, yet distinct from temporal uncertainty. Although temporal uncertainty can include 
types of employment relation insecurity, it has a broader scope to capture how different 
kinds of uncertainty make it more difficult for youth to make long-term binding 
decisions. 

We expect that the effects of uncertainty will, however, differ for men and women, 
particularly those from conservative welfare regimes. A gender hypothesis anticipates 
that in countries where the male-breadwinner model is predominant, it will be more 
important for males to establish themselves in a more secure job as opposed to females 
(Oppenheimer et al., 1997). For this reason, we predict a stronger effect of uncertainty on 
men than women, which will be particularly evident in the male-breadwinner countries of 
the conservative and family-oriented welfare regimes. 

DATA AND METHODS 

Our intention to strive for empirical evidence to either confirm or disconfirm the impact 
of globalization on the lives of youth led to the use of individual-based event history data 
and longitudinal analytical methods and techniques (Blossfeld and Rohwer, 2002). The 
majority of data used in this study came from retro-spective or longitudinal panel surveys 
collected in the 1990s. This included the German Socio-Economic Panel (1984–1998), 
data pooled from seven retrospective life history surveys and the Panel Study of Social 
Integration (1987, 1989, 1991, 1995) for the Netherlands, and for France, the Young 
People and Careers survey (1997). The Swedish analysis draws on the Swedish Level of 
Living Survey (1991), with Norway using KIRUT (10% sample of public register data, 
1989–1996) and the Database of Generations (1950–1990). The Hungarian study 
employs the Way of Life and Time Use Survey (1999–2000) and the General Youth 
Survey (2000). Both Estonia and Spain used the Fertility and Family Survey from 1994 
and 1995 respectively. The British Household Panel Survey (1991–1999) was used for 
the United Kingdom, the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (1993–1998) for 
Canada, the National Survey of Family Growth (1995, women only) for the United States 
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and the National Retrospective Demographic Survey (1989, women only) for Mexico. 
The analysis of Italy was based on the Italian Longitudinal Household Survey (1997) 
with work for Ireland using both the Irish School Leavers Survey (1987–1993, 1992–
1998) and the Follow-up of the School Leavers Survey (1992, 1998). 

For our purposes, event history methods were ideal as they allow for ‘causal-type’ 
analysis of events that represent changes from one discrete life course state to another. 
Since we also wanted to examine empirical consequences at the individual level, this 
general approach was the most desirable. The analyses examined the transition of entry 
into employment, first union formation, first child and in some cases, entry into 
unemployment. Statistical applications included piecewise exponential, piecewise 
constant exponential, logistic, and Cox semi-parametric proportional hazard models. 
Since technical and mathematical aspects of the models and methods have been specified 
elsewhere (Blossfeld and Rohwer, 2002), we focus on substantive results instead of 
explanations of the methods. 

As with any secondary data analysis, comparability of analyses is dependent on the 
various available datasets. All countries explored entry into employment and transition to 
first partnership and parenthood in a way befitting to their country-specific context. The 
diverse pathways and impacting factors in the transition to adulthood across the 14 
countries is reflected in the choice of dependent and explanatory variables. The analyses 
for each country differed slightly due to data availability, but also for substantive reasons. 
For example, non-marital cohabitation has taken over as the choice of first partnership in 
Sweden, necessitating a model of transition to first union that examines only 
cohabitation. Conversely, only the transition to marriage is included in the analysis of 
first partnerships in Italy due to the fact that there are too few individuals reporting a 
consensual union (Bernardi and Nazio, this volume; Nazio and Blossfeld, 2003). 

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK 

Chapter 2 sets the country studies into context by providing a short comparative 
description of selected economic and demographic trends: educational expan-sion, youth 
unemployment, change in the occupational structure, trends in atypical employment and 
female labor force participation, as well as the pluralization of living arrangements. The 
country-specific chapters then follow. The book is divided into five sections that partition 
the countries by welfare state regimes. The first section contains the conservative regimes 
of Germany (Chapter 3), the Netherlands (Chapter 4) and the related country of France 
(Chapter 5). This is followed by the social-democratic regimes of Sweden (Chapter 6) 
and Norway (Chapter 7), the post-socialistic countries of Hungary (Chapter 8) and 
Estonia (Chapter 9), and the liberal regimes of Britain (Chapter 10), Canada (Chapter 11), 
the United States (Chapter 12), and finally the family-oriented regimes of Mexico 
(Chapter 13), Italy (Chapter 14), Spain (Chapter 15), and Ireland (Chapter 16). Chapter 
17 synthesizes the results, confronts the expectations from this introductory chapter and 
discusses the added value of this approach for the field of youth studies and globalization 
research. 
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NOTES 
1 The authors would like to thank Wout Ultee and members of the GLOBALIFE project for 

detailed comments on a previous version of this chapter. 
2 Measures befit the country context. In some cases it measures combinations of whether the 

individual is enrolled in education, working, unemployed or out of the labor force (e.g., 
Bygren et al.; Francesconi and Golsch; Kurz et al., this volume), or it gauges their 
educational and work status including the number of work hours (e.g., Simó et al., this 
volume). Others include employment status and divide educational enrollment further by 
whether youth are in full or part-time school or work throughout the year (e.g., King; Mills; 
Parrado, this volume). While others include activity status in combination with aspects of 
employment uncertainty (e.g., Kieffer et al.; Liefbroer; Robert and Bukodi, this volume). 
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2  
Globalization and the early life course  

A description of selected economic and demographic 
trends 

Erik Klijzing 

INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this chapter is to present some graphic materials that illustrate at the 
aggregate level selected points made by Mills and Blossfeld in the introduction to this 
volume. It is divided into 2 sections, the first on economic developments related to the 
globalization process, the second on demographic developments that can be seen as 
related to changes in economic opportunities and constraints over time. The graphic 
materials presented in both sections follow a similar design. That is, the 14 countries 
reported on in this volume are grouped into 5 ideal-typical clusters corresponding to (the 
expanded version of) Esping-Andersen’s (1999) scheme of welfare regimes: conservative 
(Germany, the Netherlands, France), social-democratic (Sweden, Norway), post-socialist 
(Hungary, Estonia), liberal (Great Britain, Canada, United States of America), and 
familistic (Mexico, Italy, Spain, Ireland). Where possible, each cluster is supplemented 
with data on 1 or 2 additional countries that are not included in this volume but which 
may make it easier to generalize more broadly. The time series data to be presented for 
these countries are ordered either by calendar year (covering the last 5 or 2 decades of the 
20th century, depending on data availability), or by birth cohort. Sources used vary from 
several ILO, OECD and EUROSTAT publications to country-specific FFS1 or other 
reports, as indicated at the bottom of each graph. Great care has been taken to make all 
data series as comparable as possible. 

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENTS 

As Mills and Blossfeld already stated, over the centuries there have been fundamental 
changes in the way economies operate. The expansion of the service sector in the latter 
half of the 20th century has been particularly pronounced. Let us therefore look first at the 
tertiarization of labor markets during this phase of accelerated globalization (Figures 2.1a 
and 2.1b). 



 

Figure 2.1a Tertiarization of the labor 
market—percent of employed men 
working in the service sector, 1950–
2000, by country according to welfare 
regime 

 

Figure 2.1b Tertiarization of the labor 
market—percent of employed women 
working in the service sector, 1950–
2000, by country according to welfare 
regime 

Whether one considers changes over time in the relative number of men (Figure 2.1a) or 
of women (Figure 2.1b) employed in the service sector, the picture is clear and 
unambiguous. The tertiarization of labor markets has been a pervasive, unidirectional, 
and uninterrupted process in all countries considered, although the level and pace at 
which this occurred may differ. For instance, in countries with a post-socialist welfare 
regime it is not as advanced yet as in others due to the emphasis under socialism on the 
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secondary sector: only around 40 percent of men and 60–70 percent of women in these 
countries are currently tertiary-sector workers. They are followed by some 50 percent of 
men and 70–80 percent of women in countries with a familistic welfare regime. The 
highest percentages are found in countries with a social-democratic, liberal or 
conservative welfare regime, where nowadays some 60 percent of men and 80–90 
percent of women2 are employed in the service sector. Thus, invariably, women are more 
likely to be employed in the service sector than men. Their integration into the labor 
market makes modern economies therewith more service-oriented. But here one should 
of course take into account that their paid labor force participation—often based on part-
time work (Blossfeld and Hakim, 1997)—across all sectors is generally below that of 
men. 

As suggested by Figure 2.2, levels of labor force participation3 among women 25–54 
years old—when most of the family formation, childbearing and rearing take place—used 
to be highest (close to 100 percent) in the post-socialist countries. This is due to the fact 
that under socialism it was still the rule rather than the exception that women would work 
for pay and mostly on a full-time basis, although nowadays this is rapidly changing in the 
direction of declining female labor force participation. In countries with a social-
democratic welfare regime levels of female labor participation seem to have reached their 
plateau at 80–90 percent from the late-1980s onward, after which they have remained 
constant. This is probably related to the general promotion of gender equality as well as 
to the greater need for dual incomes as a result of relatively low wages in much of 
Scandinavia (Blossfeld and Drobnič, 2001). Female labor force participation rates in all 
the other country clusters are still on the rise, although from varying starting values and at 
varying speeds. For instance, in countries with a liberal welfare regime they have 
increased from about 60 to 80 percent. Equally high levels can currently be observed for 
countries with a conservative welfare regime, although here starting values were 
generally much lower. The spectacular rise in female employment in the Netherlands, 
from below 40 to above 70 percent, is mainly based on part-time work, as will be 
explained below. Finally, although in countries with a familistic welfare regime female 
labor force participation rates have risen by comparable magnitudes of about 20–30 
percentage points, they did so largely from much lower starting values. As a result, at 
around 60 percent or less they are presently still the lowest. This is undoubtedly related to 
the rather women-unfriendly labor market and family policies that these predominantly 
catholic countries have pursued in the past, although in more recent times there have been 
various government attempts in some of them to partly remedy this situation (see 
Bernardi and Nazio; Simó et al., this volume).  
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Figure 2.2 Female labor force 
participation (part-time plus full-time) 
among women 25–54 years old, 1980–
2000, by country according to welfare 
regime 

Source: Key Indicators of the Labour Market (KILM 1), 
ILO, 2001–2002 
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Figure 2.3 Educational expansion: 
percent of women with medium or 
higher level qualifications, 1950–2000, 
by country according to welfare regime 

Source: FFS Standard Country Reports, table 1f, except for 
the USA, Ireland, UK and Mexico (ILO, 2001–2002, gross 
enrolment ratios in tertiary education). 

Female paid labor force participation may appear to be lowest in Mexico, but one should 
not forget that large numbers of women in this country work in the informal sector (see 
Parrado, this volume). If included, they would yield female labor force participation rates 
that are comparable to those of other countries with a familistic welfare regime. 

The general increase in labor force participation among women over time is of course 
closely related to their growing aspirations for professional activity and concomitant 
investments in human capital as part of the process of educational expansion (Figure 2.3). 
Here the picture of change over time is as pervasive and ubiquitous as it was in the case 
of the tertiarization of the labor market. That is, women are nowadays much better trained 
than they were some 50 years ago, and thus much better equipped to enter the 
knowledge-based, service-oriented economy. At 60–85 percent the percentage of women 
with medium or higher level qualifications is highest in countries with a social-
democratic, liberal or conservative welfare regime, but in countries with a post-socialist 
(below 60 percent) or familistic (below 50 percent) welfare regime the upgrading of skills 
still appears to lag somewhat behind. But chances for women to cash in on their human 
capital investments depend among other things on employment opportunities as a 
function of the business cycle. It makes sense, therefore, to briefly examine developments 
in youth unemployment and to place these against the backdrop of different institutional 
settings. 

Youth unemployment rates among men and women aged 15–24 who have left the 
educational system during the last two decades under consideration in Figure 2.4 have 
generally shown 2 cycles, with an upswing during the mid-1980s and one during the mid-
1990s. But these cycles were much more pronounced—above 30 percent—in countries 
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with a familistic welfare regime, in particular Spain and Italy, which are characterized by 
a tight insider-outsider labor market and little government support to ease the transition 
from school to work. Youth unemployment rates in all other welfare regimes have 
usually stayed (well) below 30 percent. For instance, due to the dual system of vocational 
training and apprenticeships in Germany (Kurz et al., this volume), youth employment 
rates in this country are generally quite low (less than 10 percent). For countries with a 
post-socialist welfare regime it remains to be seen what the future will bring in terms of 
levels of youth unemployment. Currently existing systems of unemployment benefits are 
either very limited as in Estonia or highly conditional as in Hungary (see Robert and 
Bukodi; Katus et al., this volume). 

But, as Mills and Blossfeld (this volume) make clear, it is not just the difficulties faced 
by youngsters at entering the labor market that matter, of equal importance are the 
employment conditions then offered to them. With globalization various forms of 
“atypical” employment have come to the fore that hardly existed only half a century ago, 
when an employment contract was usually full-time and life-long, with all guarantees for 
a good pension after retirement. Nowadays, such guarantees are much harder to obtain. 
One form of atypical employment, for instance, is employment based on a fixed-term 
contract. The need for firms to swiftly respond to the ever changing demands imposed by  
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Figure 2.4 Rates of youth 
unemployment among the 15–24 years 
old, 1980–2000, by country according 
to welfare regime 

Source: Key Indicators of the Labour Market (KILM 9), 
ILO, 2001–2002 
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intensified competition in a globalizing context has induced a gradual proliferation of 
such contracts across Europe (Figure 2.5), although with much variation among countries 
and across welfare regimes as a result of different labor market (de)regulation policies 
and approaches. For instance, there appears to have been a modest but continuous growth 
in this form of atypical employment for men and women in countries with a conservative 
welfare regime and closed employment relationships (except Luxembourg). In countries 
with a liberal welfare regime and open employment relationships, on the other hand, 
temporary contracts have never amounted to much more than 5 percent. In Canada, for 
instance, they are rather a non-issue compared to the importance of irregular work shifts 
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in this 24-hour economy (see Mills, this volume), whereas in the United States of 
America most hiring arrangements constitute employment at will (see Berkowitz King, 
this volume). In other words, the meaning of fixed-term contracts differs across welfare 
regimes. At the other extreme are countries with a familistic welfare regime, with a 
particularly high (though nowadays slowly declining) prevalence of fixed-term contracts 
in Spain. In fact, it is the inclusion of this country in Figure 2.5 that has forced its left-
hand scale to twice the size that would otherwise have sufficed. 

As Mills and Blossfeld argue, it is in the nature of fixed-term contracts that, if not 
extended, they may lead to short- or long-term unemployment and thus create temporal 
uncertainty. It is important to note, though, that fixed-term contracts are not always and 
exclusively to the advantage of employers only, giving them greater freedom in terms of 
personnel management. Temporary employment can also imply a certain degree of 
flexibility for employees, if that is what they seek. Women considering to have a child, 
for instance, may even prefer an employment relation of a definite rather than indefinite 
duration. Indeed, as Schömann et al. (1998) have convincingly demonstrated, women are 
generally much more likely to have fixed-term contract jobs than men.4 The same can in 
principle be said of another form of atypical employment, namely, part-time work, which 
may be easier to combine with motherhood than full-time work (Blossfeld and Hakim, 
1997). Following OECD usage, part-time employment in Figure 2.6 is defined as 
employment involving fewer than 30 working hours per week. At a scale of 0–60 percent, 
the highest levels of female part-time employment are to be found in the Netherlands (see 
Liefbroer, this volume), where it has indeed become increasingly fashionable nowadays 
to speak, not of “male breadwinner”, but of “one-and-a-half career” couples (SCP, 2000). 
It is largely this increase in part-time work among Dutch women that is behind their 
spectacular increase in labor force participation, as observed in Figure 2.2. Contrary to 
countries with a conservative welfare regime, in countries with a liberal welfare regime 
part-time work has essentially remained unaltered, although at various levels (20–40 
percent), whereas in countries with a social-democratic welfare regime part-time work 
seems to be on its way out, thus gradually giving way to the true “dual” career pattern 
(Blossfeld and Hakim, 1997). Again, countries with a familistic welfare regime appear to 
form a class of their own: fixed-term contracts may be their prevalent form of atypical 
employment but this is hardly the case for part-time work that has increased only 
marginally. The only exception is Ireland where part-time work is more general than 
fixed-term work (see also Layte et al., this volume). As indicated before, part-time 
employment is by tradition very uncommon in most post-socialist countries (pooled 
together with the conservatives in Figure 2.6 for reasons of readability). 
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Figure 2.5 Fixed-term employment as 
a percentage of total dependent 
employment, 1983–2000, by country 
according to welfare regime 

Source: Schömann et al. (1998) for the period 1983–1996, 
Eurostat (various years) for the period 1997–2000 except 
Canada (Statistics Canada, 2000) 
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Figure 2.6 Part-time employment 
among women as a percentage of their 
total employment, 1983–2000, by 
country according to welfare regime 

Source: Key Indicators of the Labour Market (KILM 5), 
ILO, 2001–2002 
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In summary, atypical employment forms such as fixed-term or part-time 
work are not necessarily always to be seen as examples of the negative 
sides of globalization.5 Nonetheless, as Mills and Blossfeld argue, they do 
in principle carry certain risks for the individuals concerned, namely, 
temporal uncertainty for those on fixed-term contracts while economic 
uncertainty for those depending on wages from part-time work only. Both 
forms of uncertainty are in this volume hypothesized to have the potential 
of postponing decisions in other domains of life that require a high degree 
of self-binding commitment from individuals on their way to becoming 
adults, such as in the family domain. Indeed, also here some “atypical” 
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forms of living arrangements have popped up that were rarely found only 
some 50 years ago. 

DEMOGRAPHIC DEVELOPMENTS 

In the context of the transition to adulthood, two questions can be posed: 
(i) at what ages do youngsters leave the parental home; and (ii) what type 
of household do they then form (Corijn and Klijzing, 2001)? A central 
tenet of the globalization paradigm developed by Mills and Blossfeld in 
the introduction to this volume is that as a result of the various forms of 
flexibility and insecurity brought about by the globalization process, first 
union formation will be increasingly characterized by either 
postponement, replacement (of marital by non-marital cohabitation), or 
both. 

As Oppenheimer (1988) has argued, replacement is quite a logical 
strategy for young couples to follow in uncertain times. As a proxy for the 
replacement of marital by non-marital cohabitation one could for instance 
look at changes across birth cohorts in the cumulative percentage up to a 
certain age, say 23, of women who by that time had entered a consensual 
union as their first partnership (Figure 2.7). The emerging picture is 
revealing. On the one side, Sweden stands out for its sustained high 
proportion of such women, indicative of a long tradition of non-marital 
cohabitation that now appears to have reached a saturation point 
(Granström, 1997; see also Bygren et al., this volume). On the other side, 
Poland, Ireland, Italy and Spain stand out for their sustained low 
proportions of such women (Holzer and Kowalska, 1997; De Sandre et 
al., 2000; Delgado and Castro Martin, 1999). Although Poland has so far 
been treated as a country with a post-socialist welfare regime, what all 
these four countries have in common of course is a strong familistic 
ideology that, if coupled with a lack of affordable housing, keeps 
youngsters at the parental home until late marriage. In most other welfare 
regimes there has been a rather pronounced increase in non-marital 
cohabitation6, and an immediate end to the further diffusion of this 
alternative living arrangement may not be in sight yet (Nazio and 
Blossfeld, 2003). Remarkably, among the post-socialist countries Estonia 
(Katus et al., 2000; this volume) stands out for its rather high prevalence 
of this union type, at all times and at rates that are currently much closer 
to those of its neighboring countries in the North like Finland (Nikander, 
1998) than in the South like Lithuania (Stankuniene et al., 2000). 
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Figure 2.7 Pluralization of 
living arrangements: 
cumulative percentage up 
to age 23 of women who 
by that time had entered a 
consensual union as their 
first partnership, by birth 
cohort and country 
according to welfare 
regime 

Source: FFS Standard Country Reports, 
table 8c, except for Ireland (Kiernan, 2002) 
and the UK (Ermisch and Francesconi, 
2000). 

However, women whose first partnership was a consensual union may 
first have lived through various other types of households—alone or 
together with other persons unrelated to them—after leaving the parental 
home.7 For instance, in a competing risk study on household and union 
formation after leaving the parental home, Billari et al. (2002) have 
demonstrated that Italian, but in particular Spanish women are most likely 
to immediately get married when moving out, while Italian women are 
slightly more likely to first live on their own for a while before marriage. 
This is also what one observes when examining median ages of women at 
leaving the parental home and at first partnership formation in these two 
countries (Figure 2.8). The difference between these two measures gives a 
crude approximation of the time spent in various forms of non-family 
households including living alone before any first partnership formation, 
whether marital or not. 

According to this measure, then, non-family household formation is 
apparently out of the question at all times in some of the post-socialist 
countries, in particular Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic, where 
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housing shortages are known to have often forced newly-wed couples to 
double up with their parents before suitable accommodation finally 
became available to them (Holzer and Kowalska, 1997; Kamarás, 1999; 
Rychtarikova and Kraus, 2001). In other post-socialist countries like the 
Baltic States non-family household formation prior to first partnering used 
to be much less seldom, although here the time spent in non-family living 
arrangements after leaving the parental home and before any first 
partnership formation appears to be shortening over time. For Latvia one 
can even observe a reversal in the order of these two events among the 
two youngest birth cohorts: first couple formation in the parental home, 
then departure (see also Zvidrins et al., 1998). 

Evidence for a shrinking tendency to live on one’s own for a while 
before first partnering appears also to be present for countries with a 
social-democratic welfare regime, for reasons not quite understood yet or 
it must be that non-marital cohabitation occurs at increasingly younger 
ages. But other than that, as one would expect under conditions of 
educational expansion, the general tendency for youngsters having left 
their parental home is to increasingly spend some time outside any family 
household. This appears to be particularly true for countries with either a 
continental (Germany, Netherlands, France) or liberal welfare regime 
(Canada, United States of America), a development which of course can 
not help but to push the mean age at first partnering upwards. Again, for 
institutional reasons explicated above, the “latest-late” home leaving and 
first partnership (marriage) patterns remain reserved to countries with a 
familistic welfare regime. 

 

Figure 2.8 Pluralization of 
living arrangements: 
median ages of women at 
leaving home (light grey) 
and first partnering (dark 
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grey), by birth cohort and 
country 

Source: FFS Standard Country Reports, 
tables 6e and 8a. 

 

 

Calot (1998) and Frejka and Calot (2001) have fully documented the 
changes in the female mean ages at first marriage and childbearing by 
year of observation (1950–2000) as well as by year of birth (1915–1965), 
for all the countries considered in this volume, so that there is little reason 
to duplicate their comprehensive analyses here. They show that 
postponement of first marriage among the postwar birth cohorts has had 
rather obvious repercussions for the timing of childbearing, which—
Sweden notwithstanding—in the majority of countries still occurs within 
marriage. Upward trends in the mean age at first motherhood among these 
post-war birth cohorts are indeed an almost perfect and exact copy of the 
upward trends in nuptiality. Because there is a biological upper limit to 
the age at which women conceive easily, postponed childbearing has a 
direct and brutal effect on total fertility levels. As a result, the majority of 
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countries are nowadays showing total cohort fertility rates that are well 
below replacement levels. 

In the individual country chapters that follow, these particular 
developments will be examined in more detail using longitudinal data that 
allow one to separate more clearly globalization factors from their 
demographic effects. They will show that educational expansion, labor 
market flexibilization and other globalization factors do have an impact on 
the partnering and parenting behavior of adolescents on their way to full 
adulthood. However, this impact is indirect and mediated by the various 
forms of social and economic insecurity that are engendered by these 
globalization factors. Country-specific institutional packages determine 
which forms of global insecurity come to the fore plainest and how they 
then impinge on decision making processes and, ultimately, behavioral 
outcomes. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The graphic materials presented in this chapter convincingly demonstrate 
that at least for an aggregate-level analysis of the impact of globalization 
on the transition to adulthood it makes sense to group countries according 
to their prevalent welfare regime. No matter whether one examines the 
tertiarization of the labor market, female labor force participation, 
educational expansion, youth unemployment, fixed-term contracts, part-
time employment, first partnering or leaving the parental home, inter-
country variability appears smaller within than across welfare regimes. It 
now remains to be tested whether a classification of countries according to 
welfare regime is also a useful device to reduce complexity in the case of 
the 14 individual-level analyses that follow. 

NOTES 
1 FFS is the acronym for Fertility and Family Surveys, a project carried out 

during the 1990s in 23 Member States of the United Nations Economic 
Commission for Europe. The country-specific FFS reports used for this 
chapter are listed in the bibliography by author name. 

2 For Canadian women this appears to be true for quite some time already. 
3 Including both part- and full-time work. 
4 Apart from gender, they have also documented important differentials by 

age, education and occupation. 
5 Self-employment is left out of consideration here for lack of consistent time 

series, but is known to be on the rise in some countries, predominantly a 
male affair, and of decreasing duration. 

6 Note that these national proportions may hide important differentials, as 
between Quebec and the other provinces in the case of Canada (Wu, 1999), 
or between the Maori and non-Maori populations in the case of New 
Zealand (Johnstone et al., 2001). 
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7 Although it is in principle possible to reconstruct the entire household history 
of FFS respondents, this is not so easily accomplished. The country-specific 
FFS reports used in this chapter do not provide any information on this, 
only on (median) ages at leaving the parental home and at partnership 
formation and dissolution. Nonetheless, this information is already quite 
useful. 
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Case study Germany  

Global competition, uncertainty and the 
transition to adulthood 

Karin Kurz, Nikolei Steinhage and Katrin Golsch 

INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this chapter is twofold. First, we want to better understand 
how labor market entrants in Germany in the 1980s and 1990s have been 
affected by pre-carious employment and unemployment. Second, we will 
investigate how being in a precarious position influences first partnership 
formation and the conception of a first child. 

The transition from school to work in Germany has been described as 
being rather smooth (Müller et al., 1998; Winkelmann, 1996). This has 
largely been attributed to the specifics of the German vocational training 
system, in particular to its dual nature. This training system has the effect 
that even in the 1990s—in contrast to most other OECD countries—
almost all potential labor market entrants found jobs in a very short time 
(OECD, 1998; Bowers et al., 1998). Therefore, we will not concentrate on 
the transition from school to work as such but, in a first step, on the first 
(full-time or part-time) employment position after having left the general 
educational or vocational training system, by asking whether this position 
is fixed-term or permanent. Whereas fixed-term contracts clearly involve 
uncertainty about the future employment career, this will normally be 
much less the case for permanent contracts. In a second step we analyze 
for those who had a first employment the risk of becoming unemployed 
according to the type of their first contract. Unemployment implies again 
uncertainty about the prospective development of one’s employment 
career, but also economic insecurity. Both analyses center around the 
question of social inequalities, that is, we ask whether the risks of 
precarious employment or of unemployment are stratified by education, 
vocational training, occupational class, gender, ethnic origin and region 
(East vs. West Germany). In other words: are precarious jobs and 
unemployment “individualized”, that is, more or less evenly spread over 
all labor market entrants, or are certain groups more affected by these 
risks than others (Bernardi, 2000; Bernardi and Nazio, this volume)? And 
further: do we observe an accumulation of risks within certain groups? 

In the second part of our analyses we scrutinize to what extent 
inequalities in terms of job security spill over to major life course 



decisions during early adult life. We start from the hypothesis that long-
term commitments such as marriage and parenthood require some stability 
in life circumstances and a secure eco-nomic basis (Oppenheimer, 1988; 
Blossfeld, 2002). We therefore ask whether positions of insecurity—
employed on the basis of a fixed-term contract, unemployed or in further 
education—make such long-term commitments less likely. Do individuals 
in such positions postpone first marriage and parenthood? Given the still 
rather clear-cut gender division of labor in Germany, we expect that 
positions of insecurity have different meanings and consequences for men 
and women. All research questions are studied using data from the first 
fifteen waves (1984–1998) of the German Socio-Economic Panel 
(GSOEP). 

We will proceed as follows. In the next section we outline some 
specifics of the German institutional context, namely, those of the 
economic system determining the prevalence of certain types of 
precarious positions and those of existing welfare state provisions 
affecting the gender division of labor. We then turn to the macro-
economic conditions at labor market entry. Next we present our research 
hypotheses. These are followed by a description of the data and methods 
and by the empirical results. We conclude with a summary and discussion 
of our findings. 

THE INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT 

Type of economy 

Germany’s economy has often been classified as flexibly coordinated 
(Soskice, 1999; Mayer, 1997). At the core of the employment 
relationships in such economies are long-term cooperative relationships 
based on trust. Various institutions work as a framework of incentives and 
constraints that help to create and maintain this kind of relationships 
(Soskice, 1999). First among them is the vocational training system1 in 
which apprentices are intensively trained over 2 to 3 years. Job rotation is 
part and parcel of this training process (Maurice et al., 1986), and narrow 
job demarcations like in British and American firms are rare (Jürgens et 
al., 1993). These features foster functional flexibility as well as 
employment relationships that are governed by mutual cooperation and 
trust (Marsden, 1995). Second, workers’ councils within firms help to 
keep up cooperative relationships between employers and employees by 
their involvement in a wide range of decisions concerning the company. 
Third, wages are set by collective bargaining agreements between region-
specific industrial unions and employers’ associations. About 84 percent 
of all German employees are covered by such collective agreements 
(Bispinck, 1997). These regional tariff agreements or 
“Flächentarifverträge” as they are called in German are binding for all 
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employers who are member of a particular association.2 This collective 
wage setting mechanism thus keeps conflicts about wages largely away 
from the company level. 

All three institutional features—the apprenticeship system, workers’ 
councils and collective bargaining—help to strengthen a work 
environment of cooperative exchange and trust. In addition, all workers 
with permanent full-time or part-time jobs (of about 15 hours or more) are 
protected by dismissal procedures that require an advanced notice of at 
least 6 weeks and the spelling out of specific reasons before an employee 
can be fired. Also, in matters of any lay-off the workers’ council has to be 
heard, a regulation that makes quick firings unlikely. 

Deregulation of the labor market since 1980s 

In the face of economic problems and continuously high unemployment 
since the early 1980s, the highly regulated and cooperative institutional 
setting of Germany’s economy has come under attack. Deregulation of the 
labor market has been a heavily debated issue in German politics for 
years. Two major arguments against it from the employers’ side are, on 
the one hand, that wages cannot be easily adapted to the specific 
economic situation of the firm and, on the other, that due to the existing 
dismissal procedures the size of the work force cannot be easily adjusted 
to economic fluctuations. The two most important changes introduced so 
far—the opening clauses (“Öffhungsklauseln”) of collective agreements 
and changes of dismissal procedures—directly address these problems. 

Opening clauses mean that certain regional tariff agreements are 
opened up for exceptions on the firm-level, that is, for firm-specific 
agreements. The discussion on this key issue resulted from problems of 
East German firms to pay wages that had been agreed upon in collective 
negotiations. After conflicts between the union of the metal industry and 
employers in the East, opening clauses were first introduced in East 
Germany in 1993. They permit wage reductions for firms that are in 
serious economic difficulties. Since 1997, opening clauses have also been 
applied in the West German metal industry (Fuchs and Schettkat, 
2000:225). They contribute to a diversification of wage levels, but do not 
concern the employment contracts themselves. 

The most important step to deregulate employment contracts came 
with the Employment Promotion Act (“Beschäftigungsförderungsgesetz”) 
introduced in 1985, which made it easier for employers to use fixed-term 
contracts. As these end at a specific date, they therewith circumvent 
dismissal protection. Before 1985 such contracts were only possible under 
specific conditions, but with the Employment Promotion Act employers 
gained freedom to conclude fixed-term contracts of up to 18 months with 
new employees and former apprentices.3 The original legislation was first 
limited to the year 1990, but was extended several times thereafter. Since 
January 1996 the law allows for fixed-term contracts of up to two years. 
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As of January 2001 the Employment Promotion Act was substituted by 
the Part-time and Fixed-term Contract Act which still allows to offer 
fixed-term contracts of up to two years to newly hired employees without 
having to give specific reasons. In contrast to the private sector, fixed-
term contracts in the public sector can only be provided under specific 
requirements. Nevertheless, they have a long tradition and are still much 
more common than in the private sector. 

The German microcensus of 1991 reported that 7.5 percent of all 
employees had fixed-term contracts; this figure rose to 9 percent in 1999. 
With about 21 percent in 1991, temporary contracts were most prevalent 
in the age group of employees of 30 years or younger. Due to employment 
creation measures (“Arbeitsbeschaffungsmaßnahmen”) that provide fixed-
term positions for for-merly unemployed persons, these positions are also 
more common in East Germany. According to the microcensus data, men 
are somewhat more likely than women to be on a temporary contract. In 
contrast, another survey reports that in the case of new hirings, women are 
more likely to receive a fixed-term contract (Bielenski et al., 1994). 

Types of precarious positions 

The last section focused on one important form of precarious work in 
Germany in the 1980s and 1990s: fixed-term contracts. Another form of 
employment that is often characterized as precarious is part-time work 
(see, for example, Berkowitz King, this volume). However, in the German 
context this is less the case than in other countries such as the US: part-
time positions of about 15 hours or more enjoy the same fringe benefits as 
do full-time positions. They are covered by the social security system and, 
as already mentioned, protected by the same dismissal procedures as full-
time jobs. However, most part-time jobs are precarious in the sense that 
they may not allow for economic independence.4 

Given the fact that in Germany employees working part-time for 15 
hours or more usually enjoy the same rights and benefits as other 
employees, it is clear that the creation of part-time jobs is not connected to 
a flexible organization of work in times of global competition. Employers 
do not gain much in terms of numerical flexibility or reduced labor costs 
when they hire standard part-timers. This is not true, however, for part-
time positions involving less than 15 work hours. These are, on the one 
hand, financially attractive for employers because-until recently at least—
they did not have to pay contributions for health, unemployment and old 
age insurance and, on the other, they allow for numerical flexibility since 
dismissals are easier. In general, part-time positions (whatever the number 
of work hours) are not very common for labor market entrants in 
Germany, but rather for women with children. 

To capture different dimensions of precariousness or insecurity we 
suggest to distinguish between temporal insecurity—or what Bernardi and 
Nazio (this volume) call employment insecurity—and economic insecurity 
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(Kurz and Steinhage, 2001). We use the term “temporal insecurity” to 
describe positions that imply relative uncertainty about future 
employment developments. With “economic insecurity” we refer to 
positions that involve comparably low pay which might in some cases not 
allow for economic independence. Based on this distinction, Table 3.1 
classifies several positions as precarious. 

Some of these positions can be linked to globalization. That is, global 
competition should increase the likelihood of firms to create precarious 
jobs—in Germany, in particular, fixed-term positions—and/or to 
downsize the work force, thus resulting in an increased risk of 
unemployment (see the introductory chapter to this volume). As has been 
mentioned above, only part-time jobs of less than 15 hours can be seen as 
part of the flexibility strategies of firms. Furthermore, being in education 
can indirectly be related to globalization in the sense that knowledge (and 
the permanent updating of it) is supposed to become increasingly 
important for success in the labor market (Blossfeld, 2002). 

Table 3.1 Positions of economic and 
temporal insecurity 

  Economic insecurity 
(dependence) 

Temporal 
insecurity 

Precarious employment:     

Part-time position+fixed-term contract + + 

Part-time position+permanent contract + 0 

Full-time position+fixed-term contract 0 + 

Self-employed (without employees) + + 

Not employed:     

In education + + 

Unemployed + + 

Housekeeping (when married) + 0 

Other not employed (e.g., military 
service) 

+ + 

Relating these positions to our later analyses, the following can be stated: 
Labor market entrants might encounter the risk of finding a job that is 
only fixed-term (temporal insecurity) and thus of becoming unemployed 
thereafter (temporal plus economic insecurity).5 Furthermore, if they do 
find a position, they might face the risk of low pay (economic insecurity). 
In a difficult labor market situation new entrants might also follow the 
strategy of becoming self-employed (without employees), which means in 
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many cases that they are insecure economically as well as in terms of 
future career prospects (Leicht, 2000).6 

Gender and the welfare state 

Belonging to the so-called ‘conservative’ cluster of welfare regimes 
(Esping-Andersen, 1993; 1999), the German welfare system is strongly 
transfer-oriented and its social policies are primarily designed to 
decommodify economically active individuals. At the same time, in 
contrast to some Nordic countries such as Sweden (see Bygren et al., this 
volume), the conservative welfare state supports in various ways the 
traditional division of labor in the family (Kurz, 1998; Meyers et al., 
1999). In particular, the parental leave legislation in Germany allows for 
an employment interruption (of mother or father) of up to three years7 
with full job guarantees. At the same time, the provision of child care 
facilities for small infants is very low. Hence, while the successive 
activity pattern is supported when a mother (or father) interrupts her (or 
his) employment to take care of a young child, the simultaneous 
combination of having a baby and being employed is left to the creativity 
of the parents. In almost all cases it is the mother and not the father who 
takes up the parental leave, which seems rational in economic terms given 
the usually lower wages of wives. Consequently, women with young 
children are likely to be housewives or, as the availability of part-time 
positions is very high, to work on a part-time basis (Blossfeld and 
Rohwer, 1997). In contrast, diverse social policies in the former GDR 
such as an extended network of child care facilities eased the combination 
of labor force participation and family obligations (Geißler, 1996; 
Huinink and Wagner, 1995; Strohmeier and Kuijsten, 1997). The female 
employment rate in general, and full-time employment in particular, was 
therefore considerably higher in East Germany. Since the reunification, 
however, due to cut-backs in child care facilities and generally dim job 
prospects it has become increasingly difficult for East German women to 
realize their labor market and childbearing wishes. 

MACRO-ECONOMIC CONDITIONS AT LABOR 
MARKET ENTRY 

Within the time frame given by the GSOEP data used in our empirical 
analysis, from the mid-1980s to the end of the 1990s, three phases of 
macro-economic conditions can be distinguished. At the beginning of the 
1980s the overall and youth unemployment rates started to rise (see Table 
3.2), with youth unemployment reaching a high of 9.1 percent in 1983 
after having been as low as 3.2 in 1980. At the same time, the demand for 
apprenticeship places exceeded the supply of such vacancies 
(Winkelmann, 1996). In the second half of the 1980s total as well as youth 
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unemployment rates began to fall. Between the end of the 1980s and the 
beginning of the 1990s West Germany experienced a short economic 
boom mainly caused by German unification and the opening-up of new 
markets. Thus in 1991, West German youth unemployment was once 
again very low at 4.5 percent, and the supply of apprenticeships well 
exceeded demand. However, from around 1993 total and youth 
unemployment rates began to rise again, reaching a high of 11.0 and 9.2 
percent, respectively, in West Germany in 1997. The total unemployment 
rates in East Germany were considerably higher than in the Western part 
of the country in all available years starting with the unification in 1991. 
In contrast, in the first years after unification the East German youth 
unemployment rates among those 20 years of age or younger were similar 
to those in the West. From 1997 onwards, however, they started to exceed 
the Western rates. When the focus is on unemployment of youngsters 25 
years of age or younger, a clearly higher risk of the East Germans 
becomes obvious for all years of observation. For example, in 1998, 17 
percent of the East Germans in this age group were unemployed compared 
to 10.4 of the West Germans. 

Up to 1993, West German women always had higher unemployment 
rates than men. In the following years, however, their rates were about the 
same or slightly lower. This is in contrast to the situation in East 
Germany, where the female unemployment rate has always (since 1991) 
considerably exceeded the male one. It is only in recent years that the 
differential has shrunk somewhat. 

In sum, we can identify a phase of difficult labor market prospects 
from the beginning to the end of the 1980s, an upward trend since then 
until the beginning of the 1990s, and again more difficult prospects during 
the remainder of the 1990s. Furthermore, we find clear differences 
between the two parts of the country, with the East German 
unemployment rate (for the whole population as well as for young people 
under age 25) being notably higher than the West German one. In 
addition, while there are practically no gender differences in West  

Table 3.2 Unemployment trends in 
West and East Germany 

  West East Men
West

Women
West 

Men
East

Women
East 

Foreigners
West 

<age 20/25a

West 
<age 20/25a 

East 

1980 3.8   3.0 5.2     5.0 3.2   

1981 5.5   4.5 6.9     8.2 4.9   

1982 7.5   6.8 8.6     11.9 7.7   

1983 9.1   8.4 10.1     14.7 9.1   

1984 9.1   8.5 10.2     14.0 7.9   

1985 9.3   8.6 10.4     13.9 8.1   
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1986 9.0   8.0 10.5     13.7 7.4   

1987 8.9   8.0 10.2     14.3 6.6   

1988 8.7   7.3 10.0     14.4 6.1   

1989 7.9   6.9 9.4     12.2 –   

1990 7.2   6.3 8.4     10.9 5.0   

1991 6.3 10.3 5.8 7.0 8.6 12.3 10.7 4.5 – 

1992 6.6 14.8 6.2 7.2 10.5 19.6 12.2 5.0(5.8) – 

1993 8.2 15.8 8.0 8.4 11.0 21.0 15.1 6.4(7.5) 7.1(12.8) 

1994 9.2 16.0 9.2 9.2 10.9 21.5 16.2 7.3(8.6) 6.7(13.2) 

1995 9.3 14.9 9.3 9.2 10.7 19.3 16.6 8.0(8.8) 7.4(12.3) 

1996 10.1 16.7 10.4 9.9 13.7 19.9 18.9 9.0(10.3) 9.0(13.8) 

1997 11.0 19.5 11.2 10.7 16.6 22.5 20.4 9.2(11.1) 10.9(16.2) 

1998 10.5 19.5 10.6 10.3 17.4 21.8 19.6 8.7(10.4) 10.8(17.0) 

1999 9.9 19.0 9.9 9.8 17.1 20.9 18.4 7.9(9.1) 10.2(15.8) 

2000 8.7 18.8 8.8 8.5 17.7 19.9 16.4 5.9(7.7) 10.1(16.6) 

Sources: Statistisches Bundesamt, time series, http://www.statistik-bund.de./ 
Notes 
a Unemployment rates for persons 25 years or younger in brackets. 

Germany, in East Germany the unemployment rate for women is 
considerably higher than for men. 

HYPOTHESES 

Fixed-term contracts and unemployment: who is most 
affected? 

As to general labor market prospects, we expect the risk of precarious 
employment and unemployment to be lowest from the end of the 1980s to 
the beginning of the 1990s. In our analyses we will therefore distinguish 
three labor market entry cohorts: 1985 to 1989, 1990 to 1993, and 1994 to 
1998. At the same time, we suppose that—given the turbulence of the 
East German labor market throughout the 1990s—East Germans are 
generally more likely to face precarious jobs (fixed-term contracts) and 
unemployment Furthermore, for all labor market entrants educational 
qualification and occupational position should matter. As has been 
pointed out by Breen (1997), employers will try to shift the market 
uncertainties that they face to their employees, but surely not to all of 
them alike. The basic distinction is hypothesized to lie between employees 
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with clearly defined tasks which are easily supervised, and those with less 
specific tasks which cannot be monitored directly. That is, the distinction 
is between the labor contract prevalent in manual and low-qualified non-
manual work, on the one hand, and the service relationship common in 
high-qualified non-manual work, on the other (see also Erikson and 
Goldthorpe, 1992). In the latter type of relationship, where exchanges are 
of a more diffuse character, the employer will have to ensure the 
employee’s motivation and commitment by offering favorable 
employment conditions like a permanent contract, good fringe benefits 
and other forms of security. Following Marsden (1995), we extend this 
thesis from the service class to employees with qualified vocational 
training (mostly with an apprenticeship), since within the German context 
of a flexibly coordinated economy also these workers usually work rather 
autonomously and, therefore, employers are likely to implement measures 
to ensure their commitment (Kurz and Steinhage, 2001). 

Several studies have found a close link between occupational 
qualification and unemployment. Labor market entrants with an 
apprenticeship and university graduates are less likely to become 
unemployed than those without occupational qualification (Winkelmann, 
1996; Franz et al., 1997; Brauns et al., 1999). With respect to fixed-term 
contracts, results from existing studies are not quite in line with our 
hypotheses. While it has been confirmed that low-qualified employees are 
clearly more at risk than higher qualified, also university graduates are 
more often found in fixed-term contracts (Bielenski et al., 1994). This has 
been attributed to the fact that many university graduates work in the 
public sector where fixed-term contracts are more common than in private 
firms. 

With respect to the consequences of a fixed-term position, our 
hypothesis is straightforward: fixed-term contracts should heighten the 
risk of unemployment since they end per definitionem at a certain point in 
time. Particularly when a firm finds itself in circumstances of economic 
insecurity, extensions of fixed-term contracts or their conversion to 
permanent ones are less probable (Bielensky et al., 1994). 

The public sector is usually looked upon as offering high employment 
protection. However, as just mentioned, fixed-term contracts have always 
been more widespread in this sector than in the private one. Accordingly, 
we assume a higher likelihood of receiving a temporary position at 
employment entry in the public sector. Regarding the risk of 
unemployment, we therefore also expect overall lower employment 
security for young employees in the public sector. But once the type of 
contract is controlled for in our models, we do not envision to find a 
higher risk of unemployment in the public sector anymore. 

Given on average the lower educational and vocational qualification of 
migrants (Alba et al., 1994; Seifert, 1992), we further presume that also 
these persons are more at risk of fixed-term employment and 
unemployment than native Germans. But again we suspect a composition 
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effect to be at work here, that is, we expect this differential to disappear 
once educational and vocational levels have been taken into account. We 
predict this because the collective bargaining system (with the resulting 
tariff wages) as well as the activities of workers’ councils have probably 
prevented obvious forms of discrimination (like wage discrimination) 
within firms on the basis of ethnic origin. Finally, on similar grounds we 
expect that women do not fare worse than men at labor market entry once 
educational and vocational qualifications have been controlled for. 

Marriage and parenthood- different effects of 
insecurity for men and women? 

According to Oppenheimer (1988), individuals are more likely to make 
long-term commitments such as entering a marriage if their future career 
prospects are predictable and if they can rely on a certain economic basis. 
If this is not the case—e.g., when individuals are in education, have not 
yet found a stable job or have only a low income—decisions about 
entering marriage are likely to be postponed. Hence, Oppenheimer (1988) 
addresses economic as well as temporal insecurity as two major factors 
that might hinder the transition to marriage.8 Her argument can easily be 
extended to the decision of conceiving a first child, since having a child—
even more than being married—requires economic resources and long-
term commitments between the parents and towards the child. 

However, positions of economic and temporal uncertainty are not 
automatically assumed to lead to a postponement of marriage and 
parenthood. Rather, gender-specific behavior is to be expected 
(Oppenheimer, 1988). According to the traditional male bread-winner 
model still prevailing in Germany, we suspect that it is usually the man 
who takes up the major responsibility for providing an economic basis, 
while the woman is likely to take care of the household and child raising 
activities. If she does contribute to the household income, it is possibly on 
a part-time basis. Women in part-time positions and those out of the labor 
force (housewives) have probably already made the decision to pursue a 
family career (Hakim, 2000). We therefore expect those women to be 
more likely to get married and pregnant than full-time employed women. 
Further, being unemployed or having a fixed-term contract should not 
impede their entry into first marriage and parenthood. Women in such 
situations might choose to get married and have a child because, on the 
one hand, being a housewife and mother is a socially recognized role 
alternative to that of an employee and, on the other, a male-breadwinner 
marriage offers some measure of security to them. Finally, we expect 
women working in the public or the private sector to be equally likely to 
make the transitions to first marriage and childbearing. That is, provided 
that the male-breadwinner model is still in place for most couples, we 
assume that positions of more or of less employment security should not 
matter much for women’s family formation. Probably the least likely to 
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make the transition to marriage and motherhood are women still in 
education. Since we look at individuals who have already entered their 
first employment, we can presume that these are predominantly career-
oriented women who have gone back to school for further education. 
Following the arguments put forward by Gary Becker (1981), we suppose 
that these women face high opportunity costs with respect to the 
transitions to getting married and having children. 

With respect to educational level and class position, again Becker’s 
(1981) argument can be applied. Due to their rising economic 
independence (and the resulting higher opportunity costs), women with 
high human capital and those in high class positions are less likely to enter 
marriage and to give birth to a child. However, as the studies in Blossfeld 
(1995) suggest, there might be a difference in the effects of education on 
the decision to marry and on the decision to have children: If it is just the 
transition to parenthood that involves a change towards a traditional 
sexual division of labor but not the transition to marriage, then Becker’s 
opportunity cost argument should apply to the former transition only. In 
that case we should observe educational and class effects in the transition 
to motherhood, but not in the transition to marriage. But even for the 
transition to motherhood this is not entirely clear. For instance, Blossfeld 
and Huinink (1991) do not find support for the opportunity cost argument, 
but only for a timing effect that simply results from women’s extended 
participation in the educational system. According to their analysis, highly 
educated women postpone family formation; however, if they have left 
the educational system they will conceive their first child rather soon due 
to social age norms (Blossfeld and Huinink, 1991). 

In contrast to women, for men all positions of insecurity—be they 
unemployment, part-time or fixed-term employment, being in education 
or non-employed—should lower the tendency towards entry into marriage 
and fatherhood. This is so because temporal insecurity involves 
uncertainty about whether the breadwinner role can be fulfilled in the 
future, while economic insecurity makes it harder to fulfill this role 
currently. This also means that overall men working in the public sector 
should have a lower transition rate (because of the higher proportion of 
fixed-term positions), but a higher rate when the type of contract has been 
controlled for. 

A security argument can also be put forward with respect to 
educational level and occupational class. Men with low education and 
those in low-paid positions (lower non-manual and un- or semi-skilled 
manual workers) should be less likely to get married and have a child 
since they can less easily fulfill the breadwinner role and are thus less 
attractive as marriage partners (Blossfeld and Timm, 1997; Wirth and 
Lüttinger, 1998). On the other hand, by leaving the educational system 
and starting to work at a young age they make the first transition to adult 
roles early in life and they may, therefore, also get married and/or become 
fathers earlier than others. As these two influences act in opposite 

Case study Germany       57



directions, they might cancel out each other, in which case we might not 
observe any effect. A similar argument can be forwarded for highly 
educated men and those in service class positions. They can on the one 
hand be expected to be attractive marriage partners but, on the other, they 
should make the transition to marriage and fatherhood relatively late in 
life. However, if we assume the existence of relative age homogamy we 
might, in contrast, expect that these highly educated men—similar to their 
female partners—make the transitions rather quickly once they have left 
the educational system and entered the labor market. In short, there are no 
clear predictions possible on the directions of education and class effects. 

In the former GDR there was relative certainty about future 
developments. The decision to begin a partnership and family was mainly 
bound to leaving the educational system, and marriage and childbearing 
took place earlier in life than in West Germany (Sommer et al., 2000). 
However, since the unification job precariousness has been exceptionally 
high in East Germany. This should have made long-term commitments 
increasingly difficult. Therefore, we predict that East Germans today are 
less likely to make these two long-term commitments during their early 
adult life than West Germans. 

DATA AND METHODS 

For all four analyses—on the type of first contract, the risk of becoming 
unemployed, the transition to first marriage and first parenthood—we use 
data from the first fifteen waves (1984–1998) of the German Socio-
Economic Panel (GSOEP). 

The GSOEP is a general household panel which started with 
approximately 6,000 households and about 12,000 individuals in 1984 
(Hanefeld, 1987). It provides a rich set of detailed labor market and 
household related information collected prospectively on a yearly basis as 
well as retrospective employment and household information on a 
monthly basis for the time elapsed since the previous panel wave. The 
GSOEP comprises several samples for different parts of the population. 
We use the samples for West Germans, foreigners (immigrants from 
Turkey, Italy, Greece, Spain and Portugal and their offspring), and East 
Germans. Because foreigners and East Germans have been over-sampled 
compared to West Germans, we use design weights to adjust the sample 
sizes to the actual proportions in the German society. 

All analyses will be based on labor market entrants identified as those 
individuals who left general education, vocational training9 or tertiary 
education between 1984 and 199710, and who report to be full- or part-
time employed in at least one later wave. We further restrict our sub-
sample to individuals who started employment within 5 years after having 
left education and who where 35 years of age or younger at the time of 
finding their first employment position. 
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A few problems concerning the data need to be mentioned. First, it is 
very likely but not entirely sure that the labor market entry we observe for 
a given individual is indeed his or her first entry.11 The detailed 
retrospective information we would need for this is not available in the 
GSOEP. Second, for almost 25 percent of the labor market entrants 
according to our definition above we do not know whether they started 
their employment with a fixed-term or permanent contract. This problem 
is related to the questionnaire and the respondents’ understanding of 
apprenticeship contracts.12 We had to exclude these missing cases from 
our analysis on the type of contract. However, for the analyses on the 
transition to unemployment and on family formation all cases are 
included, with the missing group being indicated by a dummy variable. 
Third, less than 5 percent of the individuals who find a job are self-
employed; about half of them work without employees. Because of the 
small number of cases, we removed them from our analysis on the type of 
contract of the first job. 

In Germany youngsters do seem to find a first job quite quickly. When 
the above definition of labor market entry is used (but without the 
restriction of entering within a five year period), we find that one year 
after leaving education already 84 percent of them have a full- or part-
time employment position, while after two years the percentage has risen 
to 96 percent. We therefore do not study the timing of entry but only the 
type of first job that school leavers find and take. We use binominal logit 
analyses (Agresti, 1990; Aldrich and Nelson, 1984) to estimate the effects 
of explanatory variables on the odds of having a fixed-term or a 
permanent contract. 

For the analysis on the transition to unemployment we use the monthly 
calendar of the GSOEP. We start to observe individuals when they entered 
their first job and follow up on them until they fall into unemployment for 
the first time. Individuals who never left employment up to their last 
interview and those who changed to another status like “back to school” 
or “on parental leave” are treated as right-censored. For the analysis of the 
transitions to first marriage and parenthood we restrict our sample to those 
having had a first job and observe them until they experience the event of 
interest; if not, we treat them as right-censored. For the transition to the 
first birth, in order to come closer to the actual timing of the decision -to 
have a child, we do not consider the month of birth per se but the month 
of birth minus nine. For the analyses on family formation as well as on 
unemployment we use piecewise constant exponential models to estimate 
the effects of explanatory variables on the hazard rate (Blossfeld and 
Rohwer, 1995). 

In all analyses we control for labor market entry cohort (1985–1989, 
1990–1993, 1994–1997 or 1998), migration status and region (migrant, 
West Germany, East Germany), sex and educational level.13 These 
variables are time-constant. Furthermore, we include class position14 
(Erikson and Goldthorpe, 1992), sector (public vs. private), working hours 
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(part- or full-time) and also the type of contract15 (permanent contract, 
fixed-term contract, self-employment, missing information). In the 
transition rate models these explanatory variables are allowed to vary over 
time, except for working hours and type of contract in the models on 
unemployment where they refer to the first employment position. 

ANALYSIS 

Entry into the labor market 

The estimation results for both analyses—the logit models for type of 
contract at employment entry and the hazard rate models for the risk of 
unemployment—are reported in Table 3.3. We start with the models on 
type of contract. 

In model A1 the labor market entry period, migration status, region 
(East/ West), sex, and occupational qualification were included to predict 
the odds of a fixed-term contract. In model A2 occupational class, 
working hours and sector (public vs. private) were introduced instead of 
occupational qualification.16 In line with the changing macroeconomic 
situation we observe that individuals entering the labor market between 
1990 and 1993 were less likely to receive a temporary position than those 
who entered between 1985 and 1990 or between 1994 and 1998. Thus, it 
seems that under favorable labor market circumstances fixed-term jobs are 
less prevalent. At the same time we find no indication that East Germans 
and migrants are more likely to work under a temporary contract.17 
Furthermore, for women our model A1 results show that they are as likely 
as men to receive a fixed-term contract at labor market entry. They seem 
to be even less likely to do so when occupational class and sector have 
been controlled for (model A2). This suggests that compared to men in the 
same position, sector or with the same working hours, women receive 
fixed-term contracts less often. 

In accordance with our hypotheses we observe that labor market 
entrants without an apprenticeship or other qualified occupational training 
are more likely to start in a fixed-term position than those with an 
occupational qualification. Furthermore, in line with the results by 
Bielenski et al. (1994), graduates from a technical college or a university 
are also more likely to have a fixed-term job at the beginning of their 
career. This contradicts Breen’s (1997) hypothesis that due to their 
qualification and the type of work they perform, employees with a strong 
bargaining power should receive a secure employment contract. As to 
working hours we find (model A2) that part-timers are more than twice18 
as likely as fulltimers to work on a fixed-term basis, meaning that this 
group has to face insecurity not only in financial terms but also with 
respect to the prospective occupational career. It should be mentioned, 
though, that because part-time employment is not very common for labor 
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market entrants in Germany, this group is numerically quite small (6.8 
percent of the sample). 

With respect to occupational class, we observe—in line with our 
hypotheses—that manual un- and semi-skilled workers have a risk of 
being temporary employed that is considerably (about 2.7 times) higher 
than among their skilled colleagues. However, there are no indications 
that fixed-term jobs are also more common for the lower routine non-
manual occupations, which mostly comprise work that is rather easily 
supervised and which therefore—in theory at least— 

Table 3.3 Type of contract at labor 
market entry (logistic regression 
models) and the transition to 
unemployment after the first 
employment (piecewise exponential 
transition rate models), Germany 

  Type of contract Transition to unemployment 

  Model 
A1 

Model 
A2 

Model 
B1 

Model 
B2 

Model 
B3 

Constant −1.52** −1.67**     

Time since start of first job       

Up to 6 months   −6.50** −6.35** −6.99** 

6 to 12 months   −6.17** −6.02** −6.93** 

12 to 18 months   −5.55** −5.40** −6.46** 

18 to 24 months   −6.18** −6.02** −6.95** 

24 to 36 months   −6.28** −6.11** −7.00** 

36 to 48 months   −6.45** −6.28** −7.09** 

48 to 60 months   −6.40** −6.21** −6.94** 

60 and more months   −6.59** −6.38** −7.07** 

Employment entry period       

Between 1985 and 1989 0.29* 0.35* −0.23+ −0.28* −0.14 

Between 1990 and 1993 (Ref.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Between 1994 and 1997 0.50** 0.67** 0.06 0.06 0.21 

Migration status/region       

German/West (Ref.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Migrant/West −0.11 −0.34 0.76** 0.41+ 0.45* 
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German/East −0.00 −0.16 0.59** 0.70** 0.45** 

Sex       

Male (Ref.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Female −0.09 −0.26* 0.28* 0.31** 0.10 

Type of contract at LM entry       

Permanent contract (Ref.)   0.00 0.00 0.00 

Fixed-term contract   0.85** 0.88** 0.53** 

Self-employed   −0.52 −0.45 −0.18 

Working hours at LM entry       

Full-time (Ref.)  0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Part-time  0.83** −0.19 −0.12 −0.26 

Educational qualification       

Compulsory education without 
occupational qualification 

0.53**   0.58**   

Compulsory educat.+occup. qualification 
(Ref.) 

0.00   0.00   

Middle school/Abitur without 
occupational qualification 

0.70**   −0.56*   

Middle school/Abitur with occupational 
qualification 

−0.21   −0.30*   

Technical college/university degree 0.79**   −0.59**   

  Type of contract Transition to unemployment 

  Model A1 Model A2 Model B1 Model B2 Model B3 

Class position (EGP)        

Higher service class  0.58**   −0.72+ 

Lower service class  −0.40**   −0.35 

Routine non-manual class  0.14   0.32 

Lower routine non-manual 
cl. 

 0.07   0.77* 

Self-employed  −   0.31 

Qualified manual worker/ 
technician (Ref.) 

 0.00   0.00 

Un-/semi-skilled manual 
worker 

 1.00**   0.93** 

Sector        
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Private sector (Ref.)  0.00   0.00 

Public sector  1.04**   0.00 

Log-likelihood −1212.09 −1167.52 −2249.25 –2230.47 −1942.27 

Sources: Own calculations based on the German Socioeconomic Panel (GSOEP), waves 1984 to 
1998; weighted to correct for different selection probabilities of East Germans, West Germans and 
migrants. 
Notes 
** Effect significant at p<0.01 
* Effect significant at p<0.05 
+ Effect significant at p<0.10 

should be more at risk of bad labor contracts. Furthermore, incumbents of 
the lower service class have a lower risk of temporary employment than 
all others. This fits neatly with the idea that persons in a service 
employment relationship are better sheltered (Breen, 1997). At the same 
time, however, members of the higher service class start over-
proportionally in a fixed-term position. This result holds even though the 
sector of employment has been controlled for. In this respect we find—as 
expected—that employees in the public sector have a considerably higher 
risk (about 2.8 times) of a temporary position than those in the private 
sector. Thus, the results do not unequivocally support the hypothesis that 
those in the service class are in general better protected against insecure 
employment contracts. 

But this picture changes when we look at the risk of experiencing 
unemployment after the first employment spell. We estimated three 
separate models: in model B1 variables for labor market entry period, 
migration status, region, sex, type of contract and working hours were 
included; in model B2 indicators of occupational qualification were 
added; finally, in model B3 these qualification variables were substituted 
by occupational class and sector. Somewhat surpris-ingly, we do not find 
clear differences between the labor market entry cohorts. We speculate 
that it is not so much the period of entry, but rather the current calendar 
time while being in a job that is relevant for the risk of unemployment. 
Migrants apparently have a higher risk of unemployment than West 
Germans, a fact that cannot be simply attributed to differences in 
occupational qualification or class (although the effects do become 
somewhat weaker when these variables are taken into account in models 
B2 and B3). The unemployment risk is also higher for East Germans in all 
models. This suggests that the turbulence of the East German labor market 
exerts a genuine effect on the unemployment risk which is not due to the 
specific educational or occupational composition of the work force. 
Furthermore, according to our estimations, the unemployment risk of 
women is higher than that of men even if occupational qualification is 
taken into account. As additional analyses revealed, these differences 
are—surprisingly—mainly a result of a higher unemployment risk for 
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West German women. When occupational class is controlled for the 
differences between men and women disappear, which means that women 
are more likely to be employed in class positions with a relatively high 
unemployment risk. Finally, and in line with our hypothesis, we find that 
employees with fixed-term contracts indeed face a higher risk of 
unemployment than those with permanent contracts. This means that 
those with initial temporal uncertainty are also at risk of suffering 
economic insecurity. 

According to model B2, individuals with only compulsory schooling 
and no occupational qualification face the highest risk of unemployment. 
This risk lowers significantly, however, for employees with completed 
compulsory schooling and an apprenticeship. Individuals with higher 
general school levels are even better protected, no matter whether they 
have no occupational qualification at all, an apprenticeship or a university 
degree. Employees who started in a part-time position have a transition 
rate to unemployment that is not any higher than for full-time employees. 
This fits with the fact that part-timers (with more than 15 hours) enjoy the 
same dismissal protection as full-timers. With respect to occupational 
class, our analysis suggests a clear pattern (model B3): un- and 
semiskilled manual workers as well as lower routine non-manual 
employees have a clearly higher risk of unemployment than skilled 
manual workers and technicians. For the secondary sector of the economy 
this fits with the idea that the low-skilled part of the work force is the first 
to be laid off when new technologies are introduced. Also, in general, low 
skilled (manual and non-manual) workers are easiest to substitute since 
firms make only minor training investments in them. Best shielded against 
unemployment are the members of the service classes, in particular the 
higher service class. This is again well in accordance with our hypotheses. 
Finally, when it comes to the risk of unemployment, working in the public 
sector does not seem to offer greater security than working in the private 
sector. Further analyses showed that this is a result of two counteracting 
effects. Public sector employees with a permanent contract are better 
shielded against unemployment than their colleagues in the private sector. 
At the same time, however, public sector employees with a fixed-term 
contract have a higher risk of unemployment than those in the private 
sector (Kurz and Steinhage, 2001). 

Transition to first marriage and first birth 

We now turn to the analysis of the transition to first marriage and 
parenthood. As these two transitions are strongly interrelated (Hullen, 
2001), we discuss their results simultaneously. We employ piecewise 
constant exponential models, pursue the analyses for men and women 
separately, and report results for three different specifications.19 In each 
specification we control for migration status, region, labor market entry 
period, age, employment status, type of contract and working hours. In 
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addition to these, we include in specification 2 educational qualification, 
while in specification 3 class position and sector instead. Because of the 
high correlation between education and class position, we do not use both 
indicators together in one specification. Table 3.4 presents the results on 
women’s entry into first marriage and parenthood, whereas Table 3.5 
shows the corresponding findings for men. We will concentrate our 
discussion on those variables that have been introduced as indicators of 
temporal and economic uncertainty. Moreover, we investigate whether 
and to what extent the impact of temporal and economic insecurity differs 
between men and women, on the one hand, and between the two 
transitions, on the other. 

As can be seen from table 3.4, compared to full-time employed 
women, those in education20 seem to be the least likely to enter first 
marriage. We assume that the latter are investing in their job career and 
trying to avoid potential conflicts that might arise once they get married. 
The coefficient for education is even stronger in the model on the 
transition to the first birth. This is plausible since having a baby makes for 
even more conflicts with an employment career than being married 
(Blossfeld, 1995). We had hypothesized that in contrast to more career-
oriented women who are in further education or full-time employment, 
family-oriented women who are not employed (housewives) or employed 
in a part-time position are more likely to enter marriage or have a first 
birth. Our hypotheses are only partly confirmed. We observe that part-
time employed women are indeed somewhat more likely than full-time 
employed women to get married (an effect that is statistically significant 
only when educational level and occupational class are not controlled for), 
and definitely more likely to have a baby. However, we find no such 
effects for women who are not employed. This is probably due to the fact 
that it is very unusual for women in this early phase of their employment 
career to exit employment (if they do not have children yet). For instance, 
only 4 percent of the female respondents included in the analyses are at 
any point in time not employed (and not looking for a job). 

Consistent with the thesis that women have the option of taking up the 
alternative role of a housewife/mother or of trying to acquire more 
security through marriage, our results show that unemployed women are 
more likely to get married (effects significant in specifications 1 and 3, 
but not in 2). The coefficients are also positive but insignificant for the 
transition to first birth. The fact that the effects for marriage are clearer 
supports the view that marriage for women in  
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Table 3.4 Piecewise exponential model 
of the transition to first marriage and 
first birth (after having entered first 
employment), women, Germany 

  Marriage First birth 

  1 2 3 1 2 3 

Periods        

Up to 12 months −16.01** −15.96** −16.24** −18.20** −18.75** −18.22** 

12 to 24 months −15.52** −15.46** −15.84** −17.47** −18.03** −17.58** 

24 to 36 months −15.61** −15.54** −15.94** −17.89** −18.45** −18.01** 

36 to 48 months −15.26* −15.17** −15.56** −17.77** −18.32** −17.84** 

48 to 60 months −15.41** −15.31** −15.71** −17.64** −18.18** −17.72** 

60 to 72 months −15.49** −15.37** −15.80** −17.41** −17.94** −17.46** 

72 and more months −15.91** −15.75** −16.16** −17.84** −18.35** −17.86** 

Migration statue/region        

German/West (Ref.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Migrant/West 0.48* 0.47+ 0.43+ 0.17 0.06 0.09 

German/East −0.25 −0.24 −0.30 −0.02 0.04 0.04 

Start of first job        

1984–88 −0.04 −0.03 −0.06 0.09 0.09 0.10 

1989–93 (Ref.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

1994–98 −0.29 −0.28 −0.31+ −0.52* −0.51* −0.53* 

Age 0.79** 0.79** 0.79** 0.93** 0.98** 0.96** 

Age2 −0.01** −0.01** −0.01** −0.02** −0.02** −0.02** 

  Marriage First birth 

  1 2 3 1 2 3 

Employment status        

Employed (Ref.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

In education −0.81** −0.77* −0.64+ −1.32** −1.28** −1.58** 

Unemployed 0.46+ 0.41 0.64+ 0.44 0.33 0.18 

Not employed −0.53 −0.55 −0.36 0.30 0.13 0.03 

Type of contract        
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Permanent contract (Ref.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Fixed-term contract −0.11 −0.15 −0.17 −0.27 −0.31 −0.37 

Self-employed 0.29 0.27 0.29 −0.45 −0.49 −0.86+ 

Missing values 0.02 0.03 -0.23 0.06 0.04 −0.31+ 

Working hours        

Full-time (Ref.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Part-time 0.42+ 0.37 0.27 0.89** 0.84** 0.81** 

Educational qualification        

Compulsory education without 
occupational qualification (Ref.) 

 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Compulsory educat.+occupat. 
qualification 

 −0.20   −0.35+   

Middle sch./Abitur w/out occupat. qualif.  −0.52*   −0.72**   

Middle school/Abitur+occupat. qualif.  −0.18   −0.53**   

Technical college/university degree  0.09   −0.26   

  Marriage First birth 

  1 2 3 1 2 3 

Class position (EGP)        

Higher service class   0.06   0.15 

Lower service class   −0.03   −0.50* 

Routine non-manual 
class 

  0.03   −0.56* 

Lower routine non-
manual class 

  0.30   −0.36 

Qualified manual 
worker/technician 

  0.07   −0.16 

Un-/semi-skilled manual 
worker (Ref.) 

  0.00   0.00 

Sector        

Private sector (Ref.)   0.00   0.00 

Public sector   0.02   −0.27 

Log-likelihood −2124.95 −2121.03 −2074.81 −1988.16 −1982.52 −1928.95 

Number of events 359 359 359 330 330 330 

Number of episodes 11263 11263 11263 12858 12858 12858 
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Sources: Own calculations based on the German Socioeconomic Panel (GSOEP), waves 1984 to 
1998; weighted to correct for different selection probabilities of East Germans, West Germans and 
migrants. 
Notes 
** Effect significant at p<0.01 
* Effect significant at p<0.05 
+ Effect significant at p<0.10 

such a situation might function as a safety net. In contrast, there seems to 
be no impact of the type of contract on either the transition to first 
marriage or to first parenthood. This is still in accordance with our 
prediction that where a traditional breadwinner model exists, as in 
Germany, the temporal uncertainty of a fixed-term contract should not 
impede family formation for women. It is also worth mentioning that self-
employed women have a lower transition rate to first motherhood once 
occupational class is controlled for (specification 3). This is plausible if 
one assumes that self-employment requires a high input of time, 
especially in the beginning of a career, which is not be easily compatible 
with having a baby.  

As regards educational qualifications, our results show almost no 
differences with respect to the likelihood of entering marriage.21 This is in 
accordance with the view that marriage for young birth cohorts should not 
change the sexual division of labor in the household, thereby making 
opportunity cost arguments less relevant. In contrast, looking at first birth, 
we find that women with a medium educational level (compulsory 
education with occupational qualification and middle school/Abitur with 
or without occupational qualification) are significantly less likely to 
experience this transition than low-educated women. This result is 
consistent with Becker’s opportunity cost argument. Still, for women with 
the highest educational level (technical college or university degree) we 
do not observe any clear differential. Again we speculate that this might 
be the result of two opposing influences. Women with a university degree 
face higher opportunity costs if they interrupt their career for having a 
baby, but at the same time they might—in contrast to women with lower 
levels of education—conceive a child rather shortly after labor market 
entry (Blossfeld, 1995; Blossfeld and Huninink, 1991). 

With respect to class positions we again find no effects on the 
transition to first marriage. For the transition to first birth, however, the 
results indicate that women belonging to the lower service class or to the 
routine non-manual class are less likely to become mothers than un- or 
semi-skilled manual workers, but the transition rate for women from the 
higher service class is not significantly different from the reference group. 
Finally, for the transitions to marriage and first child it does not matter 
whether women work in the public or in the private sector. 

Regarding the other control variables in our various specifications, the 
results point to the following. There is no empirical evidence supporting 
the hypothesis that East German women are less likely than West German 
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women to make either of the two long-term commitments. This is true 
even if we do not control for positions of insecurity (figures not shown). 
A possible explanation for this rather unexpected result could be that 
child-care facilities remain more widespread in East Germany and that 
women in that part of the country are more job oriented and willing to 
combine full-time work with childraising than their West German 
counterparts. While compared to Germans migrant women show a higher 
rate of entering first marriage, we do not find such differences for entering 
first parenthood. The former effect might reflect a greater prevalence of 
the traditional partnership model in the migrant population. Finally, it 
should be men-tioned that the coefficients for age and age squared reveal 
that the transition rates to first marriage and parenthood rise with age but 
less and less so at higher ages. With respect to labor market entry cohorts 
we hardly find any significant impact on entry into first marriage. 
However, our findings show that women who entered the labor market 
between 1994 and 1998 are less likely to become a mother. But this might 
simply result from the fact that these women have been observed for only 
a rather short time period. 

We now turn to the results for men (table 3.5). In our hypotheses we 
postulated that men who cannot provide a solid economic basis or who are 
in positions that make future developments uncertain should be less likely 
to get married and become a father. Our results give some support to this 
hypothesis. In contrast to women, being unemployed makes it clearly 
more difficult for men to make the transition to marriage and fatherhood. 
However, compared to having a full-time, permanent position (the 
reference group), being in education or not employed does hardly seem to 
reduce the transition rate to marriage, but more so the one to fatherhood.22 
While the latter finding is in line with our expectations, the former 
requires further consideration. Men in education are probably into further 
education, which might increase their career prospects and at the same 
time their attractiveness as marriage partners. This might thus explain the 
lack of a clear effect on the transition to marriage. For the results on men 
who are not employed—mainly due to military service (about 15 percent 
of our sample)—we have no straightforward interpretation. Furthermore, 
we cannot sustain our hypothesis on the impact of temporal uncertainty as 
a result of working on a fixed-term contract. Men in these positions are 
about equally likely to make the transition to marriage or fatherhood as 
those in permanent positions. This unexpected finding might result from 
the fact that employees with fixed-term contracts are very heterogeneous 
with respect to their human capital, class position and, consequently, their 
job prospects. Finally, we do not find any differences between part- and 
full-timers regarding the transitions under study. Men on part-time posts 
do seem to be less likely to make these long-term commitments but none 
of the effects is statistically significant. This is probably due to the fact 
that only a small proportion of men (about 7 percent) worked part-time 
during the observation period. 
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Switching to the effects of educational level, we find that men with the 
lowest level of education (compulsory education and no occupational 
qualification) have a higher transition rate to first marriage than those with 
medium levels. This result is consistent with the timing hypothesis, but 
not with the one on economic insecurity. However, we should keep in 
mind that timing and education effects cannot be disentangled properly 
because of the way our models are speci fied.23 Furthermore, the 
coefficient for technical college and university graduates is not 
significantly different from the reference group, thus giving no support to 
any of our hypotheses. With respect to the transition to first birth we do 
not observe any particular pattern for the education effects. When we turn 
to the effects of occupational class, the results mirror to a large extent 
those of education. In consonance with the timing hypothesis, un- or semi-
skilled manual workers tend to marry earlier than qualified manual 
workers. But in the case of  

Table 3.5 Piecewise exponential model 
of the transition to first marriage and 
first birth (after having entered first 
employment), men, Germany 

  Marriage First birth 

  1 2 3 1 2 3 

Periods        

Up to 12 months −24.03** −24.07** −23.32** −23.59** −23.89** −23.61** 

12 to 24 months −24.10** −24.14** −23.37** −23.38** −23.68** −23.39** 

24 to 36 months −24.66** −24.70** −23.93** −23.55** −23.86** −23.57** 

36 to 48 months −24.42** −24.46** −23.68** −23.62** −23.93** −23.63** 

48 to 60 months −24.41** −24.44** −23.65** −23.51** −23.82** −23.54** 

60 to 72 months −24.74** −24.78** −23.97** −23.60** −23.92** −23.61** 

72 and more months −24.71** −24.76** −23.91** −23.70** −24.03** −23.70** 

Migration status/region        

German/West (Ref.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Migrant/West 0.84** 0.72** 0.75** 1.10** 1.03** 1.08** 

German/East −0.14 −0.11 −0.12 −0.01 0.02 −0.02 

Start of first job        

1984–88 0.16 0.15 0.16 0.18 0.16 0.16 

1989–93 (Ref.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

1994–98 −0.23 −0.25 −0.21 −0.30 −0.31 −0.28 
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Age 1.26** 1.26** 1.23** 1.18** 1.20** 1.19** 

Age2 −0.02** −0.02** −0.02** −0.02** −0.02** −0.02** 

  Marriage First birth 

  1 2 3 1 2 3 

Employment status             

Employed (Ref.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

In education −0.32 −0.28 −0.57* −0.41+ −0.35 −0.54+ 

Unemployed −1.39* −1.38* −1.61** −0.79+ −0.80+ −0.90+ 

Not employed −0.75 −0.73 −1.00* −1.45* −1.45* −1.56* 

Type of contract        

Permanent contract (Ref.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Fixed-term contract 0.00 −0.01 −0.13 −0.02 −0.01 −0.13 

Self-employed −0.40 −0.38 −0.57* −0.34 −0.31 −0.42 

Missing values 0.04 0.03 0.07 −0.36+ −0.38+ −0.33+ 

Working hours        

Full-time (Ref.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Part-time −0.90 −0.89 −0.93 −0.15 −0.12 −0.12 

Educational qualification        

Compulsory education without occupational 
qualification (Ref.) 

 0.00   0.00   

Compulsory educat.+occupat. qualification  −0.43*   −0.23   

Middle sch./Abitur w/out occupat. qualif.  −0.77**   −0.70*   

Middle school/Abitur+occupat. qualif.  −0.37+   −0.30   

Technical college/university degree  −0.27   −0.29   

  Marriage First birth 

  1 2 3 1 2 3 

Class position (EGP)        

Higher service class   −0.02   −0.01 

Lower service class   −0.18   −0.24 

Routine non-manual 
class 

  −0.48   −0.29 

Lower routine non-
manual class 

  −0.56   −0.83 
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Qualified manual 
worker/technician 

  −0.34+   −0.04 

Un-/semi-skilled manual 
worker (Ref.) 

  0.00   0.00 

Sector        

Private sector (Ref.)   0.00   0.00 

Public sector   0.30+   0.32+ 

Log-likelihood −2062.12 −2057.30 −2057.19 −2124.16 −2121.29 −2119.16 

Number of events 341 341 341 370 370 370 

Number of episodes 16267 16267 16267 18283 18283 18283 

Sources: Own calculations based on the German Socioeconomic Panel (GSOEP), waves 1984 to 
1998; weighted to correct for different selection probabilities of East Germans, West Germans and 
migrants. 
Notes 
** Effect significant at p<0.01 
* Effect significant at p<0.05 
+ Effect significant at p<0.10 

the transition to fatherhood we do not find any differences between the 
class positions. Finally, in line with our hypothesis, men working in the 
public sector show a higher transition rate to first marriage and to first 
fatherhood, which supports the view that the public sector offers more 
security and long-term prospects provided one has a permanent contract.  

Let us now turn to the results for the other control variables in our 
model specifications. As for women, our results do not lend support to the 
hypothesis that East German men are less likely than West German men 
to make either of the two long-term commitments. On the other hand, 
male migrants show a higher rate of entering first marriage than Germans 
and they are also more likely to become fathers or to enter fatherhood 
earlier than West German men. For both transitions the coefficients for 
age and age squared imply again an increase with age followed by a 
flattening out. With respect to labor market entry cohorts we do not find 
any impact on either first marriage or first birth. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

To summarize, our models for the type of contract only partially support 
the view that employees with comparatively high bargaining power are 
the best sheltered. University graduates and members of the higher service 
class are as likely to receive a fixed-term contract as are un- and semi-
skilled manual workers. We suspect that the reason lies in the 
heterogeneity of temporary positions. On the one hand, they are found in 
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occupations where an initial training period is likely or even obligatory. 
These fixed-term contracts—or rather, training contracts—are quite 
independent of the bargaining power of the employee in question. For 
example, physicians have a first obligatory fixed-term employment phase 
which in fact is a practical training period. Also other university graduates 
(e.g., those with a diploma in business administration) often receive a 
temporary training position (as “trainee”) in their first employment with a 
company before they are hired on a permanent basis. On the other hand, 
there are groups who receive a fixed-term contract because of their bad 
bargaining position. These might be employees without occupational 
qualifications but also higher qualified labor market entrants who have 
been trained in fields with an oversupply of qualified workers. Thus, 
ideally we should distinguish between these two categories—trainee 
contracts on the one hand, and regular fixed-term contracts, on the other. 
But the GSOEP does net allow to distinguish between these two types of 
non-permanent contracts. Finally, it should be mentioned that 
employment positions in the German public sector are very often fixed-
term, quite independently of their hierarchical position and, thus, 
bargaining power. However, we controlled for this factor in our analyses. 

In contrast to the results on the type of contract, we find a clear 
stratification of the unemployment risk for the labor market entry cohorts 
from the mid-1980s to the end of the 1990s. General and occupational 
qualification, class position, gender as well as region (East-West) and 
migration status seem all to matter for the risk of experiencing an episode 
of unemployment. This contradicts any claim of an individualization of 
labor market risks in German society. 

Our basic prediction with respect to the transitions to first marriage and 
parenthood was that as long as a traditional breadwinner model is still 
prevailing, positions of insecurity—be it temporal or economic—should 
matter mostly for men but not for women (Oppenheimer, 1988). At the 
same time, following Gary Becker (1981), we argued that women with 
high human capital should be less likely to start a marriage or have a 
baby. The empirical evidence for both predictions is mixed. Beginning 
with the latter we find that women in further educational training—
thereby investing in their occupational career—are indeed less prone to 
marry or to have children. Also women with a medium level of education 
have a lower transition rate to motherhood than lower educated women. 
But it is worth noting that this does not hold for the transition to first 
marriage, which thus lends support to the thesis that today marriage does 
not typically involve a conflict between women’s labor market 
participation and the division of domestic tasks (Blossfeld, 1995). But the 
human capital argument is not unequivocally supported by our data. For 
instance, highly educated women with a university degree and also higher 
service class members do not have a lower rate to motherhood. This 
finding is consistent with Blossfeld and Huinink’s (1991) argument that 
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highly educated women might simply postpone family formation, but 
move quickly to motherhood when they have left the educational system. 

In line with our predictions that positions of insecurity should not lead 
to a lower transition rate to marriage and parenthood for women, we find 
that part-time working women are indeed more likely to conceive a child 
than those working full-time. Moreover, women with a fixed-term 
contract seem to be as inclined as those in a more secure position to make 
the transition to marriage and motherhood, whereas unemployed women 
seem to be somewhat more inclined (but statistically not significant). 
Thus, this is clear empirical evidence that when it comes to family 
formation, positions of insecurity do not have a negative impact for 
women. This indicates that the male breadwinner model is still well in 
place in Germany. 

In contrast, our corresponding analysis for men gives some support to 
the hypothesis that men in insecure positions are less likely to enter 
marriage and fatherhood. Unemployed and not employed men (mainly 
those in military service) facing economic as well as temporal insecurity 
are indeed less likely to become fathers, with the unemployed also less 
likely to marry. At the same time, however, we do not find empirical 
evidence for the impact of temporal uncertainty as a result of a fixed-term 
contract. Neither do men in economically less rewarding positions such as 
un- or semi-skilled manual workers have a lower transition rate to family 
formation. If anything, theirs is higher, which points to an earlier timing 
of partnership and family formation in their life course. Thus, all in all, 
our findings indicate that it really matters whether a man is employed or 
not, but not what type of employment position he has. Nevertheless, two 
cautionary notes are in order. First, we are not able to determine whether 
different educational or class groups have different timing patterns or 
different probabilities of family formation. Thus, we cannot exclude the 
possibility that un- or semi-skilled workers have in the end a lower 
probability of marrying, as studies on marriage patterns suggest (see e.g. 
Blossfeld and Timm, 1997). Second, as mentioned above, employees with 
fixed-term contracts are a very heterogeneous group. They are not only 
found in occupations with low bargaining power, but also—often as a 
type of training period—in occupations with secure employment 
perspectives. These latter types of contract do not imply temporal 
uncertainty and should, therefore, not have a negative effect on long-term 
commitments such as marriage or parenthood. 

NOTES 
1 For an overview of the general and vocational education system in Germany, 

see Kurz and Steinhage (2001). 
2 With more than 90 percent, the degree of employer organization in Germany 

is exceptionally high (Fuchs and Schettkat, 2000:211). 
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3 Fixed-term contracts had not been limited to specific conditions already 
before in firms with up to 5 employees and for contracts of up to 6 months 
(Bielenski et al., 1994:2). 

4 Of course, this does not preclude that a part-time position (and the resulting 
economic dependency) has been chosen voluntarily. As in many other 
countries, part-time work permits German women to balance paid work and 
their commitments in the family domain more easily than full-time work 
(Blossfeld and Hakim, 1997). 

5 In our analyses, however, we look at this as a stepwise process: the first 
position in the labor market and the likelihood of becoming unemployed 
thereafter. For details, see section “Entry into the labor market”. 

6 We do not investigate self-employment without employees as another form 
of precarious work in this paper, since the number of such cases among the 
labor market entrants in the GSOEP is too low to justify an analysis. 

7 From 1979 to 1986 the maternal leave legislation allowed for an employment 
interruption of 6 months after the birth of a child. In 1986 the parental leave 
legislation was introduced, making it possible also for fathers to take up the 
leave (or part of it). The maximum duration of the parental leave was 10 
months in the beginning; after several extensions it has been 36 months 
since January 1992 (Kurz, 1998). 

8 Oppenheimer’s (1988) interest is in the searching process for a marriage 
partner as well as in the subsequent transition to marriage. In the context of 
our analysis, only the second aspect is relevant. 

9 It should be stressed that vocational training (predominantly apprenticeships) 
is thus considered as part of the education period and not as first 
employment. 

10 East Germans are observed only from 1990 onwards. 
11 For the sake of simplicity we will still use the term “first employment”. 
12 The question on the type of contract—fixed-term vs. permanent—was in 

most waves asked only if the respondent had started a new employment 
since the last interview. If apprentices continued to work in the firm where 
they had received their vocational training and if they considered 
themselves as having been employed while being apprentices, they did not 
answer the question on the type of contract. 

13 For educational level we distinguish the categories compulsory education 
without occupational qualification, compulsory education with occupational 
qualification, Middle School or Abitur without occupational qualification, 
Middle School or Abitur with occupational qualification, and technical 
college or university degree. 

14 For occupational class the categories are higher service class, lower service 
class, routine non-manual class, lower routine non-manual class, qualified 
manual worker/technician, un- or semi-skilled manual worker, and being 
self-employed. 

15 In the models on the type of first contract this variable is, of course, 
excluded. 

16 We did not include both educational qualification and occupational class 
because of the rather high correlations between the two groups of variables. 

17 As further analyses showed, this is true even if educational qualification or 
class position is not taken into account. 

18 This was calculated from the coefficient for part-time work, taking 
exp(0.83)=2,29. 
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19 We also specified a fourth model where we added information on 
pregnancy and the presence of children in the analysis of the transition to 
first marriage, and on marital status in the analysis of the transition to first 
birth. Since we are primarily interested here in the impact of positions of 
insecurity and not so much in the well-known effects of children or marital 
status, we do not present this model here. 

20 Since the sample is restricted to respondents who have already entered the 
labor market, ‘being in education’ refers to persons who have taken up 
some kind of education or occupational training thereafter Short-term 
education or framing of less than six months has not been counted. 

21 Women with middle school or Abitur and no further occupational 
qualification seem to be less likely to make the transition to marriage. 

22 The effect of being in education on the transition to fatherhood reaches 
conventional levels of significance for the first and the last model 
specification, but not for the second where we control for educational level. 

23 We introduced interaction effects between age and education but these were 
not significant. This might be caused by the low number of cases. 
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4  
Transition from youth to 

adulthood in the Netherlands 
Aart C.Liefbroer 

INTRODUCTION 

Globalization is by no means a new phenomenon to Dutch society. Due to 
its strategic position in North-Western Europe, international trade 
relationships formed the backbone of the Dutch economy in past and 
present. In that respect, the Netherlands have been integrated into the 
global economic system for more than four centuries (De Vries and Van 
der Woude, 1997). Four centuries ago, the Netherlands was a country that 
accumulated its wealth by international trade. Ships brought cargo from 
all across the world to Amsterdam from where these goods were further 
distributed across the European continent. 

Viewed from this perspective, not much seems to have changed. 
Nowadays, the Dutch economy still depends to a large degree on 
international trade relationships, with Rotterdam having replaced 
Amsterdam as the world’s most important port. However, such a view 
would be too superficial for a number of reasons. First, in their history the 
Dutch have also experienced the seamy side of their openness to global 
economic influences. After losing its dominant position in international 
trade to the English late in the seventeenth century, the Netherlands 
gradually declined to a nation of marginal importance both politically and 
economically. Thus, it can be argued that the Netherlands have become 
familiar with the vicissitudes of globalization at a very early stage. One 
might even speculate that this experience has contributed to the early 
development of an elaborated welfare system to protect citizens against 
the uncertainties of economic life. Second, the current process of 
globalization is different from the one experienced by the Dutch during 
their Golden Age. Then, the Dutch controlled much of international trade, 
whereas nowadays they are much more dependent on the actions of other 
international players, governments and corporate actors alike. The Dutch 
do not set the rules of the globalization game any longer, but have to abide 
by them. In the current era of globalization, the Netherlands’ openness to 
the global economy both holds promises and poses threats. 

In this chapter, the impact of globalization on the entry into adulthood 
of Dutch young adults will be discussed. A first question that needs 
answering is to what extent Dutch society is touched by globalization. To 



what extent are the most important features of globalization present in 
Dutch society? This question will be discussed in the section “Globalizing 
influences on Dutch society”. Next, attention has to be paid to specific 
features of Dutch society that mediate the impact of globalizing forces. As 
Mills and Blossfeld ascertain in the introductory chapter of this volume, 
the impact of globalization is path dependent. It depends on the 
institutional arrangements, economic conditions and cultural settings that 
exist in the countries that are faced with the challenges of globalization. 
The section “The institutional context of the transition to adulthood” deals 
with the peculiarities of Dutch society that mediate the impact of 
globalization. After these preliminaries, I turn in the section “The impact 
of globalization on the transition to adulthood in the Netherlands” to a 
discussion of the changes that have occurred in the transition to adulthood 
in the Netherlands (see also Jansen and Liefbroer, 2001) and the extent to 
which these changes could be related to the process of globalization. In 
the section “Data” I briefly discuss the data sources and methods I have 
used to study this relationship. In the section “The educational and labor 
market positions of young adults”, changes in the entry into the ‘public’ 
domain of education and employment are dealt with, whereas in the 
section “The impact of globalization on entry into family roles among 
young adults” the focus is on changes in the ‘private’ domain of family 
life, namely, partnering and parenting. Finally, the section “Discussion” 
contains a discussion of the results of this study and an interpretation of 
them in terms of the potential impact of globalization on the transition to 
adulthood in the Netherlands. 

GLOBALIZING INFLUENCES ON DUTCH 
SOCIETY 

In the introductory chapter of this volume, Mills and Blossfeld suggest 
that globalization includes four different aspects: (i) economic 
globalization, (ii) network globalization, (iii) globalization as a discourse, 
and (iv) political globalization. From the Dutch perspective, in particular 
the first two aspects seem relevant. 

Trade flows, foreign investments, the emergence of multinational 
corporations and international financial flows are important indicators of 
economic globalization. The increasing impact of globalization on the 
Dutch economy is clearly visible if one looks at the ownership and 
behavior of firms with a total balance of more than 25 million guilders 
(11.4 million euro). In 1983, 6.0 percent of all of these firms had a 
majority of Dutch shareholders and large investments in foreign 
companies. In 1997, the percentage of Dutch firms having foreign 
interests had increased to 7.0 percent. Dutch investment companies are 
active on a global scale as well. Just about 20 percent of all investments of 
these companies are made within the Netherlands. The bulk of these 
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investments is made in companies that operate at a global level (CBS, 
2001). But not only are Dutch firms increasingly active on a global 
market, at the same time a growing influence of foreign capital in Dutch 
firms can be noticed. In 1983, 30.9 percent of all large firms were owned 
for more than 50 percent by foreign shareholders. By 1998, this 
percentage had risen to 35.1 as the result of an increase in so-called 
supranational corporations, i.e., Dutch corporations with a majority of 
foreign shareholders having large investments in foreign companies as 
well. At the same time the share of such supranational corporations in all 
Dutch large corporations had more than doubled, from 6.2 percent in 1983 
to 13.7 in 1997. Another way to show the impact of globalization on the 
Dutch economy is to compare the yearly trade flow of the Netherlands to 
its national income. The net national income of the Netherlands in 1999 
amounted to 322 billion euro. In that same year the import of goods and 
services amounted to 209 billion euro, whereas the export of goods and 
services to 227 billion euro. Thus, the international trade flow of the 
Netherlands is much larger than its national income. 

Network globalization is linked to the increase in Information and 
Communication Technologies (ICT). This has had an impact both on the 
economy and on personal lives. The impact of ICT on the economy is 
visible in the behavior of corporations. For instance, corporate 
investments in computer hardware almost doubled between 1995 and 
1998, from 2.1 to 3.9 billion euro (CBS, 2001). The same trend is visible 
in the total ICT expenditures of corporations, which doubled from 8.1 
billion euro in 1995 to 16.2 in 2000 (CBS, 2001). Meanwhile, the 
proportion of corporations that has access to internet increased from 11 to 
56 percent. Of corporations having more than 100 employees, 86 percent 
has access to internet (CBS, 2001). Another way in which globalization 
influences Dutch society is by its impact on personal lives. Information 
from all across the world reaches virtually every household in the 
Netherlands by way of television and radio. In addition, a growing 
proportion of the Dutch population has a personal computer at home. In 
1995, 21 percent of all Dutch households had a personal computer 
compared to 55 percent in 1998. 

These figures show that Dutch society is highly integrated into the 
global economy. As a result, one would expect that Dutch society is 
highly susceptible to the vicissitudes of the global economy and to the 
uncertainties that surround it. The extent to which globalizing forces 
impact the lives of Dutch citizens will, however, also depend on the extent 
to which institutional structures in the Netherlands are able to buffer their 
impact. In the next section, some main features of Dutch institutional 
arrangements are therefore discussed. In this discussion, the focus will be 
on those features that are most relevant to the lives of young adults. 
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THE INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT OF THE 
TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD 

Institutional structures shape the opportunities and constraints that young 
adults face during their transition to adulthood. Three institutional 
structures can be viewed as central in this respect (see Blossfeld, 2002). 
The first one is the educational system, because the way this is organized 
affects the timing and relative smoothness of the transition into 
employment. The second one is the structure of the labor market, because 
labor market arrangements define the opportunities for employers to deal 
flexibly with shortages and surpluses in labor supply. The third 
institutional structure is the welfare system. This system defines the level 
and duration of benefits to the unemployed and disabled, as well as the 
opportunities for combining paid employment and other activities like 
caring for children. Each of these aspects will be discussed in turn. 

The Dutch educational system has experienced an enormous expansion 
during the course of the last century (Rupp, 1992). In 1850 mass 
education—i.e., when more than 75 percent of persons of a particular age 
group are enrolled in full-time education—extended to the age of 12. The 
upper age limit of mass education slowly increased to 14 years in 1956, 
but then accelerated to 17 years in 1982. This increase in actual 
enrollment in education has more or less paralleled the developments in 
the legal minimum age of leaving school (Veld, 1987). The educational 
system itself is characterized by the existence of two parallel tracks, a 
general and a vocational one. Because of the rather theoretical nature of 
the Dutch vocational track, shifts from one track to the other are quite 
common. As Blossfeld (2002) argues, the high theoretical nature of this 
system has the advantage that young adults who enter the labor market are 
well-equipped with general skills that allow them to be flexible on the 
labor market, but the disadvantage of few job-specific skills. A final 
important characteristic of the Dutch educational system is its relatively 
generous provision of student loans and grants. It is a mixed system; on 
top of the grant given by the state, parents are also expected to contribute 
to the study costs of their children. If necessary, students can apply for 
additional loans. Although still rather generous from an international 
perspective, cutbacks in the system during the 1980s and early 90s have 
increased the financial dependence of students on their parents. 

The Dutch labor market can be characterized as offering a high level of 
employment security (DiPrete et al., 1997). The level of protection of 
employees is relatively high, making it hard for employers to adjust 
flexibly to changes in market conditions. The economic recession of the 
1980s forced many corporations to downsize; this was mainly done by 
allowing older employees to leave before the official retirement age 
(Henkens, 1998). This was a costly operation. At the same time, the 
number of young people newly hired was severely limited. In addition, 
those who did enter often did so on temporary, fixed-term contracts and 
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on conditions that were far less favorable than before. The weakened labor 
market position of young adults was clearly visible in the strong increase 
in youth unemployment, from 6 percent in 1979 to more than 20 percent 
at the height of the recession in 1983. After 1983, youth unemployment 
gradually declined again. However, it took until 1998 for the youth 
unemployment rate to drop below 10 percent (see also Klijzing, this 
volume). 

Another special feature of Dutch labor relations is the low labor force 
participation rate of women. This rate has always been extremely low by 
international standards, mainly because of the fact that most Dutch 
women used to retreat from the labor market at the birth of their first child 
or even at marriage. It is only since the 1980s that an increase in female 
labor force participation is visible. Although the participation rates of 
women have now reached those of most other Western European 
countries, the Netherlands still stand out for their very high proportion of 
part-time jobs (see also Klijzing, this volume). Most of the women who 
are active on the labor market—and those who have children in 
particular—hold part-time jobs. 

As far as the Dutch welfare system is concerned, Blossfeld (2002) 
characterizes it as a ‘conservative’ welfare regime, suggesting that it is 
mainly committed to protecting people who drop out of the labor 
market—the unemployed, disabled, pensioners—from serious declines in 
their standard of living. Indeed, the Dutch system has always been very 
generous and from an international, comparative perspective it still is, 
although in reaction to its high costs measures have been put in place from 
the early 1990s onwards that have made it somewhat less generous. An 
additional feature of a conservative welfare regime is that it is also 
committed to the traditional division of labor in the family that makes 
wives economically dependent on their husbands. As a result, existing 
fiscal arrangements have always favored one-earner over dual-earner 
families, and childcare facilities are still few and far between. It is only 
recently that the Dutch government has begun to redress this situation by 
increasing the number of publicly funded day care centers and by 
amending fiscal regulations that used to favor one-earner families. 

THE IMPACT OF GLOBALIZATION ON THE 
TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD IN THE 

NETHERLANDS 

The ways in which globalization will influence the transition to adulthood 
in the Netherlands depend on the specific characteristics of Dutch society, 
as discussed above. In this section some hypotheses will be formulated 
concerning this influence. First, I will focus on the consequences that 
globalization might have on the entry into the labor market. Next, I turn to 
its potential impact on entry into adult family roles. 
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Kurz et al. (this volume) suggest that the process of globalization has 
an impact on the transition to adulthood mainly by heightening young 
adults’ sense of insecurity. They argue that two aspects of insecurity are 
particularly crucial, namely, economic and temporal—or, what Bernardi 
and Nazio (this volume) call, employment relationship—insecurity. 
Economic insecurity relates to the occupational class, income and number 
of working hours of the jobs available on the labor market. The lower the 
occupational class, income or number of hours of a specific job, the more 
precarious this job will be and the less security it offers to its incumbent. 
Temporal insecurity, on the other hand, relates to the temporary or 
permanent character of jobs. Temporary jobs offer their incumbents much 
less temporal security than permanent ones do. 

One of the potential consequences of the process of globalization could 
be that the supply of jobs that offer a high level of both economic and 
temporal security will decline. In the case of the Netherlands, it seems 
particularly likely that the number of temporary jobs will increase. This 
will mainly influence young adults because they are the new entrants on 
the labor market, to whom it is much easier to offer temporary contracts 
than to people who apply from a permanent position. With regard to 
economic insecurity, the situation is somewhat more complicated. Given 
the fact that the Dutch economy is very knowledge-based, a general 
downgrading of positions open to new entrants seems highly unlikely. On 
the other hand, it might happen that positions offered to new entrants ask 
for the same high level of qualifications but at lower starting wages. In 
addition to the change in the type of jobs available to new entrants, overall 
insecurity may also increase due to a decline in the number of jobs 
available to young adults. To the extent that the economic recession in the 
1980s was induced by globalizing tendencies, the increase in 
unemployment among young adults can also be viewed as a rise in 
insecurity resulting from globalization. 

It might be expected that a worsening of labor market positions for 
young adults will also have an impact on their decisions concerning entry 
into the labor market. If young adults perceive the risk of unemployment 
upon entry into labor market as high and the chance of obtaining a secure 
job position as low, they might react by postponing entry into the labor 
market through upgrading their educational qualifications. Given the 
relatively generous state support for students that allow them to remain in 
the educational system at relatively low costs, such a reaction seems 
particularly likely in the Dutch case. The above considerations thus lead to 
the first hypothesis: 

H1 The proportion of Dutch young adults in precarious positions—unemployed, on fixed-term 
contracts, at low wages—is expected to increase. At the same time, the proportion of young 
adults who delay entry into the labor market by staying in the educational system will grow as 
well. 
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It is in this way that globalization is expected to cause an increase in 
economic and temporal insecurity among young adults. This should show 
up as an increase in the proportion of young adults in precarious labor 
market positions. The next issue to be addressed is to what extent the 
actual experience and perception of this insecurity influence the family-
life decisions of young adults. 

People in most Western societies are expected to leave their parental 
home when they wish to start a family of their own. In these societies it is 
generally necessary for young adults to be able to economically support 
such a family before actually starting one. Therefore, an increase in 
insecurity will probably lead to a postponement of family formation, as it 
will take young adults longer before they have firmly established 
themselves on the labor market (see also Simó et al., this volume). 
However, this general hypothesis needs qualification on a number of 
points. 

First, the Dutch welfare system offers fairly generous support to people 
without stable employment. Grants received by students and 
unemployment benefits by the unemployed may facilitate family 
formation even if stable employment is lacking. This support could act as 
a buffer to the delay that globalization would otherwise produce through 
enhanced insecurity. Whether and to what extent the Dutch welfare 
system will be able to counteract this delay is still open for research. 

Second, young adults may opt for alternative living arrangements that 
entail less commitment than marriage and parenthood, but which offer 
some of the same ‘rewards’. Oppenheimer (1988) suggests that this is one 
of the reasons why unmarried cohabitation has become increasingly 
popular among young adults. Therefore, insecurity may lead to the 
postponement of marriage and parenthood, but not necessarily to the 
postponement of union formation in general. 

Third, the effects of insecurity might differ for men and women. 
Although the roles of men and women are slowly being redefined, men 
are still generally viewed as the main breadwinners. As a result, it might 
be more important for males than for females to establish themselves in an 
economically secure job (Oppenheimer et al., 1997). If so, one might 
expect a stronger effect of economic and temporal insecurity on the timing 
of family formation among men than among women. 

Fourth, among women it is usually the highly educated who—given 
their orientation towards pursuing a career—are most likely to postpone 
family formation (Becker, 1981; Blossfeld and Huinink, 1991). In times 
of insecurity, they will probably be more willing to postpone family 
formation than women with less educational attainment. Actual 
postponement behavior will, however, partly depend on the compatibility 
of combining a career and having a family (Liefbroer and Corijn, 1999). 
Given the existence of relatively poor childcare arrangements in the 
Netherlands, the opportunities to combine these two roles are relatively 
bad. Therefore, it is expected that highly educated women are much more 
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likely to postpone family formation than women with less educational 
attainment. Among men, such an educational gradient in the effect on 
family formation is much less likely. 

The above considerations lead to the following general hypothesis: 
H2 Young adults holding insecure labor market positions—those enrolled in education, the 

unemployed or the employed on temporary contracts, or those in lower class positions—will 
postpone entry into family roles such as marriage and parenthood that ask for high levels of 
commitment from the partners involved. Furthermore, this postponement effect of insecure 
labor market positions will be stronger for males than for females. 

Globalization might influence the behavior of young adults in two distinct 
ways. So far the discussion has been on its impact on family formation 
through an increased likelihood of experiencing precarious labor market 
positions. But globalization can also influence the behavior of young 
adults by creating perceptions of insecurity. If young adults perceive the 
economic climate to be insecure, they may become reluctant to enter into 
family roles that require strong commitments, even if they themselves are 
not in insecure positions. This leads to the formulation of a third 
hypothesis: 

H3 In times of a heightened sense of insecurity, young adults will postpone entry into family roles 
such as marriage and parenthood that ask for high levels of commitment from the partners 
involved. 

DATA 

Two datasets will be used to study the impact of globalization on the 
transition to adulthood in the Netherlands. The first dataset contains 
information on the tim-ing of life course transitions among approximately 
26,000 persons born between 1903 and 1970. Liefbroer and Dykstra 
(2000) compiled this source by pooling data from seven retrospective life 
history surveys conducted in the Netherlands between 1987 and 1995. 
Information from this dataset will be used to describe the long-term 
changes in the timing of entry into adult roles. This serves as a backdrop 
for the more detailed discussion of the impact of insecurity on the 
transition to adulthood among cohorts born during the 1960s, for which 
the second dataset will be used. 

This second dataset is the Panel Study of Social Integration in the 
Netherlands (PSIN). This panel survey was initiated by the Departments 
of Organizational Psychology and Social Research Methodology of the 
Free University in Amsterdam, and later continued by the Department of 
Sociology at Utrecht University. In the first wave of 1987, 1,775 young 
adults born in 1961, 1965 and 1969 were interviewed. The second wave 
of data collection was in 1989. This was a short mail questionnaire, the 
main purpose of which was to update the life course events between 1987 
and 1989 of the participants. A third wave of interviews was held in 1991 
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and a fourth one in 1995. The respondents were approximately 18, 22, and 
26 years of age at the time of the first survey wave in 1987, and 26, 30 
and 34 years of age in 1995. In 1987, respondents were selected by taking 
random samples stratified by sex and year of birth from the population 
registers of 25 municipalities in the Netherlands. These municipalities 
formed a random sample of all Dutch municipalities, stratified by degree 
of urbanization and region. The response rate of the initial sample 
members was 63 percent. Of these respondents, 54 percent (N=962) were 
re-interviewed in 1995. (Additional information on the methodology of 
this panel survey can be found in Liefbroer and Kalmijn, 1997). 

A valuable feature of the PSIN is that it contains rich information on 
all aspects of the life course of young adults. It has information on the 
timing of major life events in the domains of education, employment, 
union formation and parenthood. In addition, for each employment spell, 
information is available on the type of job, the number and regularity of 
working hours, the type of contract and the number of subordinates. This 
information will be used to describe the educational and employment 
positions of young adults in the next section, and the impact of these 
positions on their entry into family roles in the section “The impact of 
globalization on entry into family roles among young adults”. 

THE EDUCATIONAL AND LABOR MARKET 
POSITIONS OF YOUNG ADULTS 

First, a brief description will be given of the long-term trends in the ages 
at which young adults exit from full-time education and enter into 
employment, and of the prestige of their first occupation. Given that 
globalization is a relatively new phenomenon, it is expected to have an 
impact on the transition to adulthood mostly among young adults born 
from the 1960s onwards. A comparison of their transition experience with 
that of cohorts born earlier during the twentieth cen-tury will provide a 
first indication of the extent to which globalization might have had an 
impact on the lives of young adults in the Netherlands. Next, PSIN data 
will be used to present a more detailed description of the changes that 
have occurred in the educational and occupational domain among the 
cohorts born in the 1960s. 

Table 4.1 presents information on the long-term trends in entering 
adult roles among cohorts born between 1900 and 1970. Column 1 shows 
the age at which half of all men and women from each cohort have exited 
full-time education. It shows an increase in the median age of about seven 
years for males and six and a half years for females. The duration of 
educational enrollment has increased most dramatically among the cohorts 
born since the 1950s: more than half of the total increase in the median 
age occurred among the two youngest cohorts. These data also show that 
women consistently leave the educational system at an earlier age than 
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men, but this does not necessarily imply that they have lower educational 
credentials. Cohort trends in educational attainment (Liefbroer and 
Dykstra, 2000:231) reveal that women have almost completely made up 
for their arrears in this respect. This thus suggests that females move 
through the educational system at a somewhat higher speed than men. 

Column 2 of Table 4.1 shows the age at which half of all men and 
women have entered into the labor market.1 Once again, a remarkable 
increase can be observed in the median age at which young adults 
experience this event. And again it is for the cohorts born since the 1950s 
that the biggest increase is recorded, particularly for the cohort 1961–
1970. This suggests that the youngest cohort delays its entry into the labor 
market more strongly than earlier ones. 

It is not only important to know at what age young adults enter the 
labor market, but also at what level. To get an impression of the 
developments in this respect, column 3 of Table 4.1 shows the trends in 
the average occupational prestige of the first job that young adults 
occupy.2 It is evident that the occupational prestige of the first job has 
increased quite strongly for cohorts born since the 1940s. However, this 
increase seems to have come to a halt among young adults born in the 
1960s: the occupational prestige of their first job is lower than that of the 
cohorts born in the 1950s. One reason for this could be that—although 
already a majority—not all young adults from the youngest cohort had yet 
entered the labor market at the time that the various surveys were taken. If 
so, some increase in the mean occupational prestige score of this cohort 
could still be expected. However, it seems unlikely that it will ultimately 
exceed that of the cohort 1951–1960. 

The long-term trends presented thus far seem to offer some slight 
indications of changing behavioral patterns among cohorts born in the 
1960s. First, their entry into the labor market has been delayed and the 
gap between the median age of leaving the educational system and 
entering the labor market has widened. This suggests that the transition 
from the educational system into the labor market among them occurs less 
smoothly than among cohorts born in the 1950s. 

Table 4.1 Long-term trends in the 
timing and outcomes of the transition 
into adulthood in The Netherlands 

  

Median 
age at 
leaving 
school 

(1) 

Median 
age at 
entry 
into 

first job
(2) 

Occupational 
prestige of 

first job 
(3) 

Median 
age at 
first 

union 
(4) 

Percentage 
entering 

first union 
by marriage

(5) 

Median 
age at 
first 

marriage
(6) 

Median 
age at 
first 

childbirth 
(7) 

Males               
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Cohort 
1901–
1910 

13.4 15.4 37.5 28.7 97 28.7 30.9 

Cohort 
1911–
1920 

14.1 15.8 35.7 27.9 97 28.0 30.2 

Cohort 
1921–
1930 

15.3 17.0 36.1 27.5 96 27.6 29.8 

Cohort 
1931–
1940 

16.1 16.8 37.6 25.4 92 26.4 28.3 

Cohort 
1941–
1950 

17.0 17.7 40.8 24.4 81 24.6 28.2 

Cohort 
1951–
1960 

19.5 19.3 42.3 24.3 52 26.2 31.3 

Cohort 
1961–
1970 

20.6 20.9 40.4 25.1 24 30.1 32.7 

Females               

Cohort 
1901–
1910 

12.7 16.3 35.0 26.8 98 26.8 29.5 

Cohort 
1911–
1920 

13.7 16.3 34.2 25.9 98 25.9 28.1 

Cohort 
1921–
1930 

14.4 16.9 34.9 25.0 96 25.0 27.0 

Cohort 
1931–
1940 

15.5 17.2 36.1 24.3 94 24.3 25.9 

Cohort 
1941–
1950 

16.1 17.2 39.3 22.5 84 22.7 25.6 

Cohort 
1951–
1960 

17.9 18.3 42.0 21.8 61 22.9 27.5 

Cohort 
1961–
1970 

19.4 20.1 41.3 22.6 30 26.4 29.5 
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Source: Liefbroer and Dykstra, 2000. 

Second, the rise in the occupational prestige of young adults’ first job has 
come to a halt with the youngest cohort, apparently indicating that the 
quality of jobs available to new entrants on the labor market is not 
increasing any longer but may be even slightly decreasing. To get a better 
understanding of how globalization affects the transition into the labor 
market, I will now focus in more detail on developments among cohorts 
born in the 1960s. 

In discussing the impact of globalization on the labor market position 
of Dutch young adults, it was emphasized that one should not only look at 
changes in the type of first jobs that they occupy and in the percentages of 
the unemployed, but also at the extension of their stay in the educational 
system, as this could constitute a rational reaction to the insecurity 
resulting from globalization. Data on the various positions that young 
adults hold at ages 20 and 25 in the educational and occupational domain 
are presented in Table 4.2. Based on whether or not young adults are still 
enrolled in (part- or full-time) education and/or hold a part-time or full-
time job3, Table 4.2 distinguishes 6 positions (columns 1–6). The top part 
of this table shows the activity status of males and females in the 
educational and occupational domain at age 20. 

Table 4.2 Positions in the educational 
and occupational domain at ages 20 
and 25 of women and men born 
between 1961 and 1969 in The 
Netherlands (in percentages of total) 

  Activity status in the educational and occupational domain 

  In 
school 

(1) 
Unemployed

(2) 

In school+ full-
time job 

(3) 

In school+ 
part-time job 

(4) 

Part-
time job 

(5) 

Full-
time job 

(6) 

Age 20             

Males             

Cohort 
1961 

30 10 9 1 0 50 

Cohort 
1965 

43 13 8 2 1 32 

Cohort 
1969 

49 5 10 13 1 23 

Females             

Cohort 22 15 10 1 5 47 
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1961 

Cohort 
1965 

32 15 9 2 8 34 

Cohort 
1969 

49 5 10 13 1 23 

Age 25             

Males             

Cohort 
1961 

10 10 7 1 1 71 

Cohort 
1965 

7 3 11 3 1 75 

Cohort 
1969 

18 19 10 5 1 46 

Females             

Cohort 
1961 

6 35 3 1 11 44 

Cohort 
1965 

7 18 8 3 12 53 

Cohort 
1969 

10 17 6 5 13 49 

  Type of contract Social class 

  
Permanent 

(7) 
Training

(8) 

Fixed-
term 
(9) 

Freelance/ self-
employed 

(10) 

Service 
class 
(11) 

Non-
manual 

(12) 
Manual 

(13) 

Age 20               

Males               

Cohort 
1961 

66 6 24 4 9 17 74 

Cohort 
1965 

50 9 36 6 4 13 83 

Cohort 
1969 

50 11 29 9 9 21 70 

Females               

Cohort 
1961 

75 12 9 4 8 70 22 

Cohort 
1965 

72 9 14 5 9 68 23 

Cohort 59 16 20 5 8 67 25 
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1969 

Age 25               

Males               

Cohort 
1961 

80 0 8 11 26 19 55 

Cohort 
1965 

83 2 9 6 30 21 49 

Cohort 
1969 

67 0 23 10 24 21 55 

Females               

Cohort 
1961 

85 0 8 8 30 51 19 

Cohort 
1965 

87 3 5 6 30 54 16 

Cohort 
1969 

75 0 21 3 37 47 16 

Source: PSIN. 

Among males this young, a dramatic decrease in the proportion holding a 
full-time job is visible. Half of the men born in 1961 already had left the 
educational system and found a full-time job at age 20, whereas this was 
the case for less than a quarter of those born in 1969. At the same time, 
the percentage of men still being enrolled in school increased from 30 
percent among those born in 1961 to 49 percent among those in 1969. 
Another remarkable observation is that the proportion of 20-year-old 
males without a job decreased from 13 to 5 percent from cohort 1965 to 
cohort 1969, whereas the proportion combining school and a part-time job 
increased from 2 to 13 percent during the same period. The patterns 
among females strongly resemble those among males. These figures thus 
suggest that young adults try to cope with the growing risk of 
unemployment by remaining in the educational system for a longer period 
of time. Combining educational enrollment and part-time employment 
may be either a way of financing their prolonged stay in the educational 
system or a means of smoothing their entry into the labor market. 

The activity status of successive cohorts of young adults at age 25 in 
the bottom part of Table 4.2 shows rather divergent trends among males 
and females. Among males, the percentage of 25-year-olds having a full-
time job drops from more than 70 percent among those born in 1961–65 
to 46 percent among those in 1969. At the same time, both the proportion 
of 25-year-old males who are still enrolled in education and the proportion 
being unemployed increase. This pattern suggests that the strategy to 
avoid the risk of unemployment by prolonging one’s stay in the 
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educational system that was observed at age 20 has only met with partial 
success. At age 25, many young adults in the 1969 cohort—almost one-
fifth—have become unemployed. Among women, the pattern is quite 
different which mainly results from the specific meaning of the category 
of the ‘non-employed’. This category will include both people who are 
unemployed invol-untarily and people who are so at their free choice. The 
latter group will be small among males, but among females it will include 
those who quit a job to take care of a family. Given that the age at which a 
family is started is increasing (see later in this chapter), fewer women will 
voluntarily leave the labor market at age 25, thus resulting in a drop (from 
35 to 17 percent) in the proportion being non-employed at that age. 

Columns 7–10 of Table 4.2 provide information on the type of contract 
young adults have at ages 20 and 25. Four types of contracts have been 
distinguished, namely, permanent ones, training contracts that combine 
work and on-the-job training, temporary (fixed-term) contracts, and free-
lancers plus other self-employed (these last two have been combined to 
overcome problems of small numbers). The results demonstrate that the 
jobs occupied by young adults have become more precarious for younger 
cohorts. For instance, both at age 20 and at age 25, the percentage of 
young adult men and women who have a permanent contract has 
decreased. At age 20, this has been compensated by an increase in both 
training and temporary contracts. Probably as a result of the fact that 
training contracts are mainly used for young adults who have just left 
school, this type of contract is virtually absent among young adults aged 
25. Among them, temporary contracts are increasingly substituting for 
permanent ones. Free-lance employment and other forms of semi-
independent employment (see Bernardi and Nazio, this volume) are 
clearly not very popular among young Dutch adults; there are no clear 
signs of an increase in their proportions. 

Finally, the last 3 columns (11–13) of Table 4.2 concentrate on the 
social class positions of young adults who occupy a job at ages 20 and 25. 
They provide the percentages of young adults being part of the service 
class, the routine non-manual workers and the manual workers. No clear 
trends in class positions are visible among males and females, neither at 
age 20 nor at age 25. Two things stand out, however. First, there is a 
strong increase between ages 20 and 25 in the percentage of young adult 
men and women who hold positions in the service class. Second, males 
predominantly occupy manual jobs, whereas females occupy non-manual 
ones. Furthermore, women at age 25 seem somewhat more likely to hold 
positions in the service class than males. However, males are more likely 
than females to rank among the higher service class (figures not shown). 

All in all, these results clearly show that young adults are increasingly 
confronted with insecurity on the labor market. Compared to young adults 
born in the early 1960s, those born in the late 1960s are more likely to 
experience unemployment and they more often hold jobs with temporary 
or training contracts rather than with permanent ones. In addition, there is 
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evidence that young adults extend their stay in the educational system to 
update their qualifications and to reduce the risk of unemployment. 
However, as the data on unemployment among 25-year-old males 
demonstrate, this strategy is only partially successful. 

THE IMPACT OF GLOBALIZATION ON ENTRY 
INTO FAMILY ROLES AMONG YOUNG ADULTS 

The next question to be answered is: to what extent does globalization 
have an impact on young adults’ timing of their entry into family roles? 
This issue will be studied using the same strategy as in the preceding 
section. That is, first the long-term trend in the timing of family formation 
processes will be discussed, followed by a more detailed examination of 
the factors influencing union formation and parenthood among cohorts 
born in the 1960s. 

Whereas in the past marriage was the ‘normal’ route to union life, 
nowadays many young adults opt for unmarried cohabitation. Changes in 
the age at which males and females from successive birth cohorts start a 
first union and in the proportion who do so by marriage are presented in 
Table 4.1. These data show that the age at entry into a first union 
decreased by about five years between the cohorts born in 1901–10 and 
those in 1951–60. However, among the cohorts born in the 1960s entry 
into a union is delayed. Also clear from Table 4.1 is that almost all young 
adults born between 1901 and 1940 entered their first union by marriage. 
From cohort 1941–50 onwards this changed dramatically, and among 
young adults born in the 1960s it is for unmarried cohabitation rather than 
marriage that the large majority opt. 

Table 4.1 also presents the ages at which 50 percent of males and 
females have entered into marriage and parenthood, respectively (columns 
6 and 7). Both processes exhibit the same U-shaped pattern as first union 
formation. That is, from cohort 1901–10 until cohort 1941–50 the median 
ages at which young adults entered marriage and parenthood dropped by 
three to four years, approximately. For the cohorts born since 1950 an 
increase in the median ages at marriage and parenthood is visible. This 
increase is particularly large for the cohorts born in the 1960s. Their 
median age at first marriage increased with more than three years 
compared to the previous birth cohort, whereas their median age at first 
childbirth with one and a half to two years. 

These long-term trends show that recent cohorts have undergone a 
dramatic change in the process of family formation. Engagements in long-
term commitments like marriage and parenthood are postponed, while 
unmarried cohabitation has become a ‘standard’ part of the young adult 
life course. Postponement of long-term commitments is exactly what one 
would expect from the ‘narrative’ of globalization. However, other 
‘anchored narratives’ to explain these shifts in patterns of family 
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formation exist as well (Van de Kaa, 1996).4 Therefore, a much more 
convincing test of the extent to which these shifts are caused by processes 
of globalization could be provided by focussing on the impact of growing 
insecurity on entry into family roles among young adults born in the 
1960s. 

This impact is examined by estimating exponential hazard models for 
entry into a first union—both as a general and as a competing risk 
process, with marriage and unmarried cohabitation as competing 
choices—and for entry into parenthood, separately for males and 
females.5 These models include controls for cohort, parental level of 
education and religiosity, as well as parameters to measure the age-
dependent nature of these processes.6 To capture the impact of 
globalization, I make multiple comparisons. On the one hand, I compare 
young adults who have a job with young adults who are enrolled in 
education or with-out employment. On the other, I compare employed 
young adults according to different job characteristics. To accomplish this 
in one analysis, I take young adults holding a permanent, full-time service 
class job as the reference category and I compare young adults having 
other characteristics to this group.7 In addi-tion, I include in the models 
time-varying measures of the educational attainment of young adults and 
of the societal level of unemployment. The estimation results are 
presented in Table 4.3. 

Compared to young adults with a permanent, full-time position in the 
service class, students are likely to delay both first union formation and 
parenthood. In addition, if they do form a first union, it is through 
unmarried rather than married cohabitation. These effects are observed for 
both men and women. Also young adults without employment delay 
union formation compared to young adults with a permanent, full-time 
position in the service class. Again this effect is observed among both 
men and women. But while being without employment has no 
consequences for entry into fatherhood, it even accelerates entry into 
motherhood. Two explanations for this finding can be proposed. First, a 
selection process could be operative in the sense that women with 
traditional views on family relationships leave the labor market 
voluntarily in anticipation of motherhood. A second explanation could be 
that women who have become unemployed involuntarily may opt for 
motherhood to reduce insecurity or as an alternative mode of giving 
structure and meaning to their lives (cf. Friedman et al., 1994). 

Job characteristics among employed young adults are found to have an 
impact on the timing of entry into family-related roles as well. Part-time 
work among women delays union formation but it increases the 
probability of marriage rather than unmarried cohabitation, and it also 
leads to earlier motherhood. This could be explained by the same kind of 
mechanisms as suggested above with regard to the effect of 
unemployment. On the other hand, having a temporary contract rather 
than a permanent one delays both union formation and parenthood among 
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women. Among men, its effect is restricted to reducing the chance of 
direct marriage. Basically the same pattern is observed for those having a 
training contract, but this effect is weaker and even nonexistent with 
regard to entry into parenthood. This may result from the fact that most 
training contracts have ended before the age at which young adults start 
contemplating the possibility of par-enthood. Finally, some differences 
also exist for young adults whose jobs are classified as routine non-
manual or manual labor. Women who have such jobs delay entry into a 
union and are particularly reluctant to enter a union by unmarried 
cohabitation, whereas men who have a manual working class position 
delay parenthood. 

As expected, level of education delays entry into a union and 
parenthood for females. Unexpectedly, though, the same holds for males. 
This runs contrary to the ideas of the New Home Economics (Becker, 
1981). According to that theoretical framework, a higher earning potential 
of males should lead to earlier—not later—union formation and 
parenthood. 

Table 4.3 Transition rate models for 
entry into first union (both general and 
as a competing risk) and entry into first 
parenthood among women and men 
born between 1961 and 1969 in The 
Netherlandsa 

  Women 

  First 
union 

Unmarried 
cohabitation 

Marriage Motherhood 

Constant −19.77** −17.32** −33.69** −13.77** 

Log(Age-15) 2.32** 1.94** 3.97** 2.03** 

Log(39-Age) 4.54** 3.72** 8.19** 2.12** 

Cohort 1965 −0.11 −0.04 -0.18 −0.08 

Cohort 1969 −0.25** 0.07 −1.40** −0.85** 

Educational level father −0.00 −0.01 0.01 0.02 

Educational level mother 0.02 0.04* −0.02 −0.05* 

Level of religiosity parents −0.12** −0.24** 0.18** −0.03 

Enrolled in education −0.91** −0.92** −1.58** −1.59** 

Without employment −0.48** −0.42** −0.70** 0.67** 

Service class, full-time, 
permanent 

– – – – 
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Part-time −0.30** −0.66** 0.43* 0.85** 

Training contract −0.28 −0.08 -0.79* 0.01 

Temporary contract −0.48** −0.35* −0.77** −0.64** 

Non-manual labor −0.26** −0.37** −0.00 −0.16 

Manual labor −0.30** −0.40** −0.21 −0.28 

Educational level −0.07** −0.01 −0.20** −0.22** 

Level of youth unemployment −0.01 −0.01 −0.06** −0.03* 

Number of subepisodes 10237 10237 10237 14111 

Number of events 634 442 192 325 

  Men 

  First 
union 

Unmarried 
cohabitation 

Marriage Fatherhood 

Constant −23.63** −24.18** −24.88** −3.79 

Log(Age-15) 3.51** 3.49** 3.63** 1.49** 

Log(39-Age) 4.72** 4.90** 4.27** −1.26 

Cohort 1965 −0.27** −0.18 −0.45** −0.40** 

Cohort 1969 −0.48** −0.35** −1.25** −0.67* 

Educational level father −0.02 −0.03 0.02 −0.01 

Educational level mother 0.03 0.05** -0.05 −0.01 

Level of religiosity parents −0.05 −0.16** 0.30** 0.03 

Enrolled in education −0.60** −0.55** −1.07** −1.13** 

Without employment −0.47** −0.32 −0.77** −0.45 

Service class, full-time, 
permanent 

– – – – 

Part-time      

Training contract −0.39* −0.25 −0.86* 0.33 

Temporary contract −0.17 −0.02 −0.64** −0.15 

Non-manual labor −0.07 0.03 −0.27 −0.28 

Manual labor −0.23 −0.18 −0.34 −0.44** 

Educational level −0.05** −0.03 −0.11** −0.15** 

Level of youth unemployment −0.00 −0.02 0.03 0.01 

Number of subepisodes 12223 12223 12223 15136 

Number of events 493 365 128 221 
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Source: PSIN. 
Notes 
a Reference category: Cohort 1961, Full-time service class employees having a permanent contract. 
* p<0.10 
** p<0.05 

Two explanations can be offered for this rather surprising finding. First, it 
could be due to processes of assortative mating, i.e. homogamy (see 
Blossfeld and Timm, 2003): higher educated males marry higher educated 
females. What appears then to be an effect for males in a one-sex model, 
could well turn out to be an effect for females if it were analyzed from a 
two-sex (partner) perspective. Second, higher educated males could hold 
individualistic values making it more likely that they will postpone far-
reaching commitments in the family domain. 

A final finding from Table 4.3 that warrants consideration is the impact 
of the level of youth unemployment. This macro indicator can be viewed 
as a proxy for young adults’ perceptions of economic insecurity. The 
expectation was that young adults would postpone family formation if 
they perceive their economic prospects as insecure. Although no such 
effects are found for men, a rise in the level of youth unemployment leads 
among women to delayed motherhood and to a stronger reluctance to 
enter a first union by marriage. 

DISCUSSION 

In this chapter the potential impact of globalization on the transition to 
adulthood in the Netherlands has been studied. Globalization is predicted 
to result in growing insecurity among young adults. If young adults feel 
insecure about their economic prospects, they are expected to be reluctant 
to commit themselves whole-heartedly to the long-term obligations that 
marriage and parenthood imply. Therefore, in an era of globalization a 
delay in family formation is anticipated among young adults. 

Based on this reasoning, three hypotheses have been tested. The first 
hypothesis states that, under conditions of globalization, the proportion of 
young adults in precarious labor market positions is likely to increase. 
This hypothesis received partial support. Among cohorts born in the 
1960s a marked increase both in the incidence of unemployment and in 
that of temporary employment was observed. This underscores the 
contention that employers—in times of globalization—will try to enhance 
their flexibility by reducing the proportion of permanent staff. The easiest 
way to do so is by offering only temporary contracts to new entrants. 
Young adults seem to be aware of this situation and try to adjust to their 
worsening labor market prospects by prolonging their stay in the 
educational system. By doing so, they at least temporarily avoid 
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unemployment while they can upgrade their educational credentials, in the 
hope that this will enhance their future chances on the labor market. 

The second hypothesis states that young adults in precarious labor 
market positions—assumed to result from globalizing tendencies—are 
more likely to postpone family formation than those in secure labor 
market positions. Again, partial support was found for this hypothesis. 
The most striking contrast was between young adults in the most secure 
labor market position—a permanent, full-time position within the service 
class—and those in other positions. The differences between young adults 
in other positions were generally much smaller. In general, young adults 
who hold part-time jobs, temporary jobs and jobs outside the service class 
postpone family formation. This also holds—generally even stronger—for 
the unemployed and students. However, some unexpected results were 
found as well. Most strikingly, unemployed and part-time employed 
women become mothers sooner than women with secure economic 
prospects. Likely explanations for this finding are that full-time working 
women anticipate motherhood by reducing their working hours or quitting 
altogether, or that they opt for motherhood as an alternative means of 
gaining security. 

Another corollary of the second hypothesis was that higher educated 
women should be postponing family formation because of the potential 
conflict between their career and motherhood. Level of education was 
indeed found to operate in this direction for women. However, the same 
pattern was observed for men as well. This probably results from 
processes of assortative mating and/or from the fact that higher educated 
males and females may value individualization more highly and therefore 
postpone the far-reaching commitments of family life. 

Finally, the third hypothesis states that also young adults’ perceptions 
of insecurity at large will influence their transition to adulthood. Young 
adults who perceive their economic prospects as unfavorable, will 
probably postpone family formation. This hypothesis received only 
limited support. I used the level of youth unemployment in Dutch society 
as an indicator of the perceived economic climate. It only decreased the 
likelihood of opting for marriage as the start of the first union and the rate 
of entry into parenthood among females. Therefore, general perceptions of 
economic insecurity seem much less influential than actual experiences of 
economic insecurity in postponing the transition to adulthood, at least 
among Dutch young male adults. 

In sum, these results suggest that even in a rather transfer-oriented, 
protective welfare state like the Netherlands, economic insecurity 
influences the transition to adulthood. Its generous social benefits system 
might be able to partially buffer the impact of globalization, but it seems 
incapable of eradicating these consequences completely. 
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NOTES 
1 Entry into the labor market has been defined by the first job young adults 

occupy after they have left full-time education. 
2 Occupational prestige has been measured by a scale developed by Sixma and 

Ultee (1983). 
3 If part-time courses would be discarded, the percentage of young adults 

categorized as ‘in school, full-time job’ would decrease with 5 percent, 
whereas the proportion classified as ‘not in school, full-time job’ would 
increase by the same amount. The effect on other categories would be 
minimal. Part-time jobs are jobs with contracts of less than 24 hours a 
week. 

4 Van de Kaa (1996) uses the term ‘anchored narratives’ to describe the 
competing theories that are used to explain the decline in fertility. Among 
the competing narratives explaining the change in family patterns in 
Western countries, those of the New Home Economics (Becker, 1981) and 
of the Second Demographic Transition (Van de Kaa, 1987) are the most 
prominent ones. 

5 To avoid uncertainties about causal relationships, I focus on the timing of the 
pregnancy leading up to the first birth rather than the timing of the first 
birth itself. 

6 This has been done by adding two time-varying age covariates that capture 
the well-known bell-shaped curves of the rate of entry into union life and 
parenthood (cf. Blossfeld and Huinink, 1991). 

7 All these covariates are time-varying. I do not take multiple roles at a time 
(e.g. in education and having a part-time job) as this would lead to a too 
large reduction in the number of respondents per category. Among men, no 
distinction is made between part- and full-time employment because the 
number of males holding a part-time position is very small. 
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5  
The case of France  

Family formation in an uncertain labor 
market  

Annick Kieffer, Catherine Marry, Monique Meron and 
Anne Solaz 

INTRODUCTION 

Globalization translates in France into an increase in flexibility and 
uncertainty on the labor market. This degradation gives rise to inequalities 
of various forms and types. Job scarcity is particularly felt among the 
young who are much more affected by it than their older peers, especially 
at the start of their professional career. Notwithstanding measures that the 
government has more or less put in place on their behalf, those without 
the least diplomas are hard-hit by unemployment or unstable employment. 
As far as gender inequalities are concerned, even though they have 
diminished in school, they persist on the labor market. At equal levels of 
education, entry into professional life takes longer for women than for 
men and is also more difficult. For instance, unemployment and 
precarious jobs are more frequent among them, and gender gaps in 
professional positions tend to widen during their careers. The question 
arises, therefore, what the impact is of these inequalities on the various 
stages of the family life cycle. 

Young adolescents of the most recent decades have gone more slowly 
than their older peers through the various stages that are normally 
considered as part of the transition to adulthood, such as completing 
education, departure from the parental home, start of a first partnership, 
searching for a job, etc. (for France, see e.g. Corijn, 2001). But it should 
be kept in mind that the rules governing the passage through these 
stages—in particular partnership formation—have changed 
fundamentally. The rise and generalization of female labor force 
participation have replaced the traditional family model of one (male) 
breadwinner with one that is more symmetric and which consists of two 
individuals who are financially independent of each other. Such a scheme 
leaves more room for partners to negotiate but, unfortunately, this room is 
limited by the bad situation of the labor market. Since the mid-1970s the 
female age at first childbirth has gone up while unemployment rates—in 
particular for young women—have steadily risen. 



How do the difficult economic conditions in France of the 1990s that 
are having a direct impact on the start of a professional career, affect the 
formation of a family by young people? The objective of this chapter is to 
study the links between increased uncertainty on the labor market and the 
start of family life. In a first step we will describe the specific features of 
France with respect to the globalization process from a historical 
perspective. To this end we will highlight the consequences that this 
evolution has had for the labor market opportunities of youngsters, as well 
as the inequalities that have been induced or aggravated by this situation. 
In the next step we will then seek to demonstrate the interdependence 
between the most difficult situations (unemployment, precariousness) and 
the delay in partnering and parenting behavior. 

THE FRENCH LABOR MARKET AND 
EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM 

The history of the French labor market: increasing 
uncertainty over time 

As a colonial power oriented towards the Mediterranean region, Africa 
and Asia, France has seen its political and economic situation weakening 
considerably in the course of the 20th century. Part of its industry 
benefited from a protected market and steady export facilities that did 
little in the way of motivating enterprises to keep up with the pace of 
modernization (Woronoff, 1994). However, the independence of its 
former colonies has forced France to implement important political and 
economic transformations. Big firms have increased their numbers of 
branch offices abroad but—contrary to the Japanese and Americans, for 
instance—they have privileged the countries of the former colonial empire 
as well as the nearest European countries. The French state has intervened 
in order to accelerate the pace of modernization and concentration of 
firms, create industrial groups of international dimensions, and enlarge the 
scale of international exchanges beyond the boundaries of the old empire. 
Also the construction of a united Europe has played an important role in 
the prosperity of the post-war period. 

Faced with the lasting crisis that hit the world economy after the first 
oil shock of the 1970s, companies in France as in other industrialized 
countries have responded with an increased integration in international 
exchanges and a re-allocation of industrial activities back to the OECD 
rather than with a further expansion of the number of their branch offices 
in South-East Asia.1 Given the increased uncertainty on the French labor 
market that resulted from this, companies have opted for a more flexible 
and parsimonious management style. This has translated into a shift of 
stable job positions towards the most experienced and qualified 
employees, the installation of early retirement schemes and, for the 
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youngest and least qualified, a growing dependence on precarious, short-
term labor contracts. 

In order to mitigate the social consequences that this has had for the 
young and least qualified, the French state multiplied its interventionist 
policies. Apart from its attempts at the redeployment of laid-offs and 
promotion of early retirement agreements, it has taken a series of 
measures to counteract the negative influences of rising youth 
unemployment, in particular for the least qualified. For instance, certain 
measures have favored the system of vocational training by alternating 
theoretical classroom learning with on-the-job training, whereas others 
were dedicated to alleviating the salary costs of particular firm jobs. The 
efficiency of these measures, which were aimed at rendering labor 
contracts for young entrants more flexible at the risk of higher 
professional precariousness, is still a subject of debate among specialists. 
Nonetheless, their success in certain cases is beyond any doubt, in 
particular when their implementation coincided with periods of economic 
recovery. In any case, the employment by the government and certain big 
businesses of various tens of thousands of youngsters under specific 
contracts called “emplois-jeunes” that had a duration of 5 years and which 
allowed for on-the-job training, has been a decisive element in the 
reduction of youth unemployment since 1997–98. Similar state 
interventions in the mid-1980s were aimed at a partial deregulation of the 
labor market. Apart from the young it was in particular the immigrants 
and women who were exposed to the tight labor market conditions that 
resulted from it. At constant prices, the salaries of young men and women 
under 30 years of age are nowadays lower than what their older peers 
earned twenty years ago. Also their prospects of making a career within 
the same firm are often also less bright (Baudelot and Establet, 2000). It is 
the impact of these changing conditions in the professional, social and 
family domains of young people on their transition to adulthood that is at 
the chore of this chapter. 

Education: quantitative democratization 

The rise in enrollment figures between 1985 and 1995 results from a 
threefold development. It is partly due to family strategies that—in the 
face of rising unemployment and precariousness—seek to provide 
children with diplomas that are more profitable on the labor market. But 
the rise is equally a response to the growing awareness of the importance 
of formal knowledge for professional activity, in the sense that it gives 
children a better general capacity to appreciate how jobs have changed 
intrinsically. Finally, the rise in enrollment figures has been actively 
supported by state reforms that are fully in line with those that have 
favored educational expansion all along the 21st century. Even if it may be 
still true that there is an upward shift of social disparities, the result of this 
threefold development has been a democratization—particularly in 
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quantitative terms—of the educational system (Duru-Bellat and Kieffer, 
2000). Thus, whereas only 10 in 100 children born in the 1950s to blue-
collar workers obtained a high school diploma, this figure rose to 20 for 
the generations born between 1964 and 1968 and to 46 for those born 
between 1974 and 1978. Furthermore, between 1984 and 1993 
opportunities for higher education have multiplied by a factor of 2.2 on 
average, and 3.6 times for children from blue-collar families. 

At the same time, gender inequalities in enrollment figures have 
diminished and even reversed, as illustrated by the absolute and relative 
improvement of female certificates (Table 5.1). Nonetheless, the 
educational expansion has hardly altered the gendered nature of chosen 
curricula. Thus, even if women are nowadays professionally better trained 
and have higher diplomas than men, they still are a minority in industrial 
training programs and other so-called “hard” curricula (mathematics, 
physics, engineering, etc.). After high school more women than men (47.3 
versus 37.3 percent) enter the university, but fewer of them enroll in the 
very restrictive and selective tracks of higher technical  

Table 5.1 Gender- and cohort-specific 
changes in educational attainment in 
France (in percent)a 

  <1929 1929–38 1939–48 1949–53 1954–58 1959–63 1964–73 

  F M F M F M F M F M F M F M 

1 ab no 
qualif., 
diploma, 

77.3 69.3 68.0 57.8 49.3 46.4 43 37.77 36.4 33.2 23.4 27.3 18.7 21.3 

1 c CAP, 
EFAA 

8.7 13.8 15.4 25.4 14.9 21 14.7 25.4 9.7 20.8 9.5 19.5 11 16.7 

II a BEPC 4.4 2.6 4.3 2.1 9.6 7.3 9.5 8 13.9 11.4 14.2 11.1 10.5 11 

2 b BEP 2.5 4.3 4.2 5.7 5.7 3.6 9.1 7.1 13.7 11.5 18.3 17.7 13.6 11.5 

2 c 1 Bac 
Academic 

4.2 3.7 4.6 2.9 3.9 5.2 4.4 4.3 4.2 4.1 5.9 4.8 15.5 12 

2 c 2 Bac 
Voc., 
Tech.. 

0.1 0.8 0.2 1.1 6.6 4.2 7 4.7 7.5 5.6 12.6 9.1 10.5 10.8 

III a BTS-
DUT 

0.8 0.8 0.7 1.2 7.4 8.0 8.6 7.8 9.0 6.9 8.5 5.0 9.5 9.0 

III b 
Upper 
Tertiary 

2.0 4.7 2.6 3.8 2.6 4.3 3.7 5.0 5.6 6.5 7.6 5.5 10.7 7.7 

All 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
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Sources: Duru-Bellat et al., 2001. Own calculations from FQP Surveys (up to 1949), FQP 85 (up to 
1964), FQP 93 (afterwards). 
Note: The Casmin nomenclature is used here. The CEP is the primary school leaving certificate (7 
years’ compulsory education). The CAP is a vocational qualification awarded after 2–3 years’ 
study by lower-secondary school completers (end of 5th, 4th and recently end of 3rd years) school-
leaving classes. The BEPC is the lower secondary school leaving certificate. The BEP is a 
vocational qualification awarded after two years’ further study by lower secondary school-leavers. 
The general or technical baccalauréat is the upper secondary school leaving qualification which is 
also the higher education matriculation certificate. Higher technical education here is both short-
course (2–3 years) and longer (engineering qualifications). 

education (BTS and DUT)2 or in the preparatory classes for the “grandes 
écoles”.3 Still, better educated as they are than their peers in previous 
times, young French women of today have a higher propensity to enter 
professional life and to stay there. Given the context of a tighter and more 
flexible labor market, this raises the question to which extent these 
characteristics will play a role in the start of their occupational career. 

A longer and more difficult entry into the labor force 

Although better trained and educated, young people have been 
increasingly hard-put to find work since the end of the 1970s. They bear 
the brunt of unemployment and economic insecurity in France, especially 
in the post-school period (or national service completion for males).4 
Unemployment amongst first-job seekers rose steadily throughout the 
1990s before the economic upturn of 1997, affecting 4 in 10 labor force 
entrants in March 1996 compared with under 3 at the end of the 1980s. 
The access of school leavers to the labor force is anything but certain, 
however: in the latter half of the 1990s, 65 percent of a school-leaver 
cohort experienced at least one spell of unemployment, and half were in a 
short-term job.5 Instability and unemployment affect in particular the less 
qualified and the less skilled young workers. The “Young People and 
Careers 1997” Survey6 found that 16 percent of unqualified men and 20 
percent of unqualified women born in 1978 were still unemployed 7 years 
after leaving school, compared to only 4 and 6 percent, respectively, 
among those with higher education qualifications. 

And yet unemployment, insecurity and growing instability are not 
driving young women away from the world of work. The same survey 
found that only 6 percent of women aged 30–45 in 1997 had been 
completely economically inactive since completing their education, 
compared to 53 percent who had had no spells of inactivity. Furthermore, 
half or nearly half of those who had never worked were unqualified young 
women, which is twice the rate for the population as a whole. Thus, 
notwithstanding an uncertain and insecure labor market situation for 
young women, including those living in a union, only a very small 
minority of them choose full-time homemaking after leaving the 
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educational system, and complete non-participation in the labor force is 
rare. 

A steadily rising female labor force participation rate 

Since the turn of the 1960s, participation rates among women aged 15–64 
have risen steadily from 46.8 percent in 1962 to 61.7 in 2000. But part of 
this growth in female employment was part-time work (see Table 5.2) that 
developed from the mid-1970s on hand-in-hand with the employment 
slump and which hit the retail and service sectors hardest (Kergoat, 1984; 
Maruani, 1996; Coutrot et al., 1997; Kergoat and Nicole-Drancourt, 
1998). Two periods can be distinguished in this respect (Angeloff, 1999). 
The first concerns the years 1982–86 when the legal framework was put in 
place to permit and define part-time work.7 The  

Table 5.2 Age- and gender-specific 
changes in part-time work in France 

  1972 1977 1982 1987 1992 1997 2000 

No. (000s) 1202.5 1876.8 1996.8 2546.8 2798.6 3726.9 3962.7 

Index 100 156 166 212 233 310 330 

% among workforce in employment 5.8 8.7 9. 2 11.8 12.7 16.7 16.8 

% women among part-timers 82.5 79 83.7 82.1 83.7 81.9 82.5 

% among women in employment 13.1 16.7 17.9 22.6 24.5 30.8 31.1 

% among men in employment 1.6 1.6 1.7 3.0 3.1 4.7 5.4 

Sources: French Labor Force Surveys (INSEE), 1972 to 2000. Own calculations. 

second period (1992–95) reflects government policy to extend it by 
cutting the social security costs of part-time workers. This made it more 
advantageous for employers to hire two part-time workers for one full-
time position and so undermined the status of part-time work, which 
eventually became generally synonymous with job insecurity, non-
standard working times, low-skilled jobs, and poverty (Angeloff, 2000; 
Meurs and Ponthieux, 1999). With the economic upturn in 1998, this type 
of work pattern leveled-off or even began to decrease, especially among 
young people (35 percent of women and 13.8 of men aged 15–24 working 
part-time in 2000). As in all European countries, part-time work in France 
mainly affects women (81 percent of part-time workers). 

But working women with children have a more unbroken and full-time 
activity status than in other European countries (for a comparison of 
France with Sweden, see e.g. Corman, 2002). The most spectacular rise is 
among mothers with two children: their participation rate between ages 25 
and 49 rose from 26.1 percent in 1962 to 75.9 in 2000. Of mothers 
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surveyed by INSEE in 19898, 30 percent in the 1919–29 cohorts had 
always worked against 45 percent in the 1945–1959 cohorts (Nétumières, 
1994). But the proportion of French women who stop working after their 
first birth remained constant in all cohorts (at around 20 percent), with 
childbirth always holding back women’s labor force participation, 
especially among women with children under the age of three. So, in 
March 2000, the participation rate among women of parity two was 57.6 
percent when the youngest child was under 3 years of age, rising to 83.7 
percent when it was older than 6. Many observers have jumped to 
conclusions about the causal relationship in the correlation between labor 
force participation and family life cycle. The mother’s withdrawal from 
the labor force in connection with the birth of a third child (Desplanques 
et al., 1991) is a case in point; in fact, this generally happens with the first 
birth (Nétumières, 1994). The differentials by age at first birth that 
Battagliola et al. (1997) found for economic inactivity illustrate the 
importance attached to the role of mother and homemaker: 34 percent of 
the women of parity one who gave birth under the age of 24 are already 
economically inactive, compared to just 13 percent among those aged 
between 24 and 29 at first birth. Other female biography findings make it 
increasingly hard to attribute long-term career suspensions to childbirth 
alone (Kempeneers and Lelièvre, 1991). However, most of their spells out 
of employment are related to family circumstances.9 Career breaks are 
temporary for most mothers, who start working again once their child has 
started school. As a form of labor force participation of mothers in 
general, part-time work among women with children is less widespread in 
France (in 1996, 17 percent of mothers aged 20–39 worked part-time and 
44 percent full-time in 1991) than it is in Germany (28 and 20 percent, 
respectively) or Great Britain (35 and 18 percent, respectively).10 French 
family and employment policies on creches, day care centers, and “full-
time” preschool from the age of two11 (Jenson and Sineau, 1997; Letablier 
and Lurol, 2000) are generally more supportive of working mothers than 
those in many other countries, which may go some way to explain these 
pro-work behaviors. 

Labor force participation by mothers has been sustained by public 
family policies that since the end of the second world war have always 
been pro-natalist and pro-active in this respect.12 The last twenty years of 
the 21st century have seen a reinforcement of these policies. Apart from 
creches and kindergartens, it is nowadays also the parental leave system in 
France that allows mothers as well as fathers to interrupt their professional 
life and fall back on various forms of state subsidies. On top of all this 
there are also fiscal benefits for those who have to hire domestic help for 
baby-sitting, child-minding, etc. Taken all together these measures have 
certainly served to ease the barriers that used to stand in-between 
women’s aspirations for combining family life with a professional career. 
What has not changed that much, however, is the traditional labor division 
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at home: domestic tasks are still predominantly performed by women 
(Kieffer et al., 2000). 

In the following we will try to empirically investigate and answer the 
question whether unemployment delays first union formation, and how it 
affects the decision to have a first child. Before doing so, however, we 
will first briefly introduce our data, methods and variables. 

DATA, METHODS AND VARIABLES 

The survey “Young People and Careers” on which the following analyses 
are based was carried out by INSEE13 in 1997. It is based on a sample of 
some 20,000 individuals aged 19–45 years from the last round of the 1997 
national employment survey of around 9,000 households. This sample 
consists of the following two sub-groups: (1) those younger than 30 who 
were born in 1968–78 or who have finished their studies less than 7 years 
ago (N=8,373); and (2) those older than 30 who were born before 1968 
(N=12,397). The survey “Young People and Careers” was a retrospective 
survey collecting biographic information on the professional, relational 
and residential trajectories. 

One of the main themes of the survey concerned the occupational 
history of the respondents. Thus, a first part of the questionnaire was 
devoted to unravel the various transition paths from school to work 
(defined as the first employment that lasted more than six months). A 
second part inquired about the current activity status of the respondent, 
whether employed or not, as well as about opinions and future intentions. 
Another main theme concerned family events and other hallmarks of the 
life course. 

The semi-parametric proportional hazard model that we have used in 
our two substantive analyses has the general form: 

h[t, Z1, Z2(t)]=h0(t) exp [b1Z1+b2Z2(t)]   

where h0(t) is the baseline hazard, Z1 a vector containing time-constant 
covariates only, and Z2(t) a vector containing time-vary ing covariates. 
Our dependent variables are the time elapsed since school completion for 
the study of union formation, and since union formation for the study of 
first motherhood. Our explanatory variables are principally birth cohort, 
occupational category, level of education, labor market activity status and 
type of job, as applicable. Certain variables—labor force activity status in 
particular—change values over time, others like birth cohort do not. 
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DOES UNEMPLOYMENT DELAY FIRST UNION 
FORMATION? 

Given the integration of women in professional activity as their preferred 
family model, and given the fact that their human capital is by now at 
least as good as that of men, one may ask: how are dual-income couples 
adjusting to the worsening labor market conditions? More specifically, 
how is first union formation affected by job insecurity and 
unemployment? If the partner is working, then living in a union can be an 
insurance against risk for the unemployed, but joblessness may also imply 
an imbalanced relationship from the outset. 

Job insecurity, first job pay and first union formation 

As indicated, a semi-parametric proportional hazard analysis (Cox model) 
was performed over the period between completion of studies and first 
union formation. Table 5.3 shows that a blue-collar or agricultural 
background makes for a later first union. Furthermore, both unqualified 
and highly qualified women are less likely to form a union, while for men 
the probability rises almost monotonically with educational attainment 
(see also Ekert-Jaffé and Solaz, 2001). 

Using these survey data, the concept of insecurity can be defined in 
terms of the pay and nature of the first job (permanent contract, agency 
work, short-term contract, paid training, etc.), its actual duration and cause 
of severance, if any. The first secure job can then be defined as one that 
lasted for more than six months, was based on a permanent contract, held 
uninterruptedly either prior to the first union or at the survey date, or 
“voluntarily” interrupted by resignation, parental leave or resumption of 
studies. By contrast, insecure first jobs would then be all other types of 
job or those interrupted by severance before the first union for exogenous 
reasons (dismissal, call for national service, end of short-term contract, 
etc.). As the results for professional status in Table 5.3 indicate, 
joblessness and job insecurity thus defined are seriously adverse to first 
union formation for both men and women, but in particular for men. 

As far as wages are concerned, starting pay was present-discounted for 
between-cohort comparability.14 Classes 1–4 in Table 5.3 are presented in 
ascending order.15 Results indicate that a man on very low pay (class 1) 
has a lower probability of forming a union, while a very low pay has the 
opposite effect among women. What we are undoubtedly seeing here is 
the entrenched traditional model, i.e., different career plans for men and 
women. Presumably it is in this class of low-wage earners that trade-offs 
between family and working life are felt most sharply, especially among 
earlier generations of women.16 
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On the one hand, a very low starting pay offers few prospects for 
career advancement, thus distracting women more readily from the labor 
market. On the other, these women could also have a weaker relation with 
work to begin with, finding domestic life more attractive. In this sense, 
qualitative (Nicole-Drancourt, 1989) and quantitative (Marry et al., 1995) 
surveys on young women have shown that actually two groups of low-
educated women exist. Some of them have a weak attachment to the labor 
market and begin their first partnership and maternity soon, maybe 
because of a traditional family model that they inherited from their 
parents. Others have a strong work attachment and are still working in 
spite of the difficulties on the labor market, preferring this activity to 
living as a housewife. 

The traditional family model among the youngest cohorts, therefore, 
seems to be a thing of the past. By contrast, for women in well-paid jobs 
that enable them to live alone, it is apparently the type of job that counts 
most. If insecure, it will delay their first union (e−.213=.808), because the 
financial autonomy that their high wages provide them with—at least 
temporarily—enables them to put it off. For men, the probability of first 
union formation rises steadily with the level of their starting pay. 

Recent birth cohorts: the importance of the work 
insertion path 

From the population in the “Young People and Careers” survey, we can 
distinguish those under age thirty (born between 1968 and 1978), for 
whom the information on the annual timing of career and family events 
since the date of completing their training17 is more detailed. This 
eliminates potential cohort effects, at the risk of introducing a possible 
selectivity bias.18 However, there are two advantages to be had from 
restricting the study to young people under age thirty. One is to be able to 
distinguish unemployment from economic inactivity19; the other is to 
account for the whole career by including different instances of economic 
insecurity (recurrent unemployment, paid training, subsidized jobs). This 
allows us for the youngest cohort (Table 5.4) to address the question: 
which degree of insecurity is the most adverse to first union formation? 
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Table 5.3 Probability of first union 
formation in France (survey “Jeunes et 
Carrières” 1997)—Cox model on the 
duration between the end of studies 
and the first partnership (global 
population) 

  Females Males 

Covariates Parameter Risk 
ratio 

Standard 
deviation 

Parameter Risk 
ratio 

Standard 
deviation 

Age group             

Under 26 0.043 1.044 0.042 −0.073 1.167 0.053 

26–32 0.023 1.023 0.030 0.049 0.127 0.032 

33–39 0 (ref.) 1 – 0 (ref.) 1 – 

40–46 −0.141** 0.868 0.031 −0.002 0.959 0.033 

Age at end of studies        

9–16 −0.131** 0.850 0.031 −0.137** 0.872 0.032 

17–20 0 (ref.) 1 – 0 (ref.) 1 – 

21–24 −0.007 0.993 0.035 0.339** 1.404 0.042 

25–35 −0.183* 0.833 0.109 0.400** 1.492 0.095 

Wages        

Class 1 (below 30% of 
the mean) 

0.192** 1.212 0.034 −0.111** 0.895 0.039 

Class 2 (between 30% 
below the mean and the 
mean) 

0 (ref.) 1 – 0 (ref.) 1 – 

Class 3 (between the 
mean and 30% above 
the mean) 

0.015 1.015 0.040 0.035 1.036 0.037 

Class 4 (30% above the 
mean) 

−0.058 0.944 0.045 0.071* 1.073 0.038 

No response –0.061 0.940 0.073 −0.166** 0.847 0.067 

  Females Males 

Covariates Parameter Risk 
ratio 

Standard 
deviation 

Parameter Risk 
ratio 

Standard 
deviation 

Professional status        
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No employment −0.327** 0.721 0.049 −0.922** 0.398 0.051 

Insecure job −0.213** 0.808 0.032 −0.169** 0.844 0.028 

Secure job 0 (ref.) 1 – 0 (ref.) 1 – 

Farmer or manual 
worker 

−0.065** 0.938 0.031 −0.121** 0.886 0.030 

Likelihood: -2log 
L 

121869   101937    

Observations 8770   8462    

Notes 
* Effect significant at p<0.10 
** Effect significant at p<0.05 

Table 5.4 Probability of first union 
formation in France among people 
born after 1968—Cox model on the 
duration between the end of training 
and the first partnership (population 
less than thirty in 1997) 

  Females Males 

Covariates Parameter Risk 
ratio 

Standard 
deviation 

Parameter Risk 
ratio 

Standard 
deviation 

Age group             

18–22 −0.101 0.904 0.080 −0.373** 0.689 0.123 

23–25 0 (ref) 1 – 0 (ref) 1 – 

26–30 −0.049 0.952 0.057 0.152** 1.164 0.068 

Education        

No qualification −0.201** 0.818 0.069 −0.148* 0.863 0.081 

BEP, CAP, BEPC 0 (ref) 1 – 0 (ref) 1 – 

Baccalaureat −0.106 0.899 0.072 0.051 1.053 0.094 

Baccalaureat+2 −0.038 0.962 0.074 0.212** 1.237 0.101 

Employment status        

Long-term contract, 
full time 

0 (ref) 1 – 0 (ref) 1 – 

Long-term contract, 
part-time 

0.023 1.024 0.110 −0.467 0.627 0.293 

Short-term contract −0.109 0.897 0.073 −0.211** 0.810 0.080 
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Self-employed −0.137 0.872 0.186 −0.596** 0.551 0.197 

  Females Males 

Covariates Parameter Risk 
ratio 

Standard 
deviation 

Parameter Risk 
ratio 

Standard 
deviation 

Unemployment before 
first job 

−0.346** 0.708 0.106 −0.628** 0.505 0.160 

Unemployment after 
first job (wage < half-
mean) 

−0.360** 0.698 0.115 −1.115** 0.315 0.216 

Unemployment after 
first job (wage > half-
mean) 

0.515 1.674 0.417 −0.067 0.935 0.364 

Integration, contract, 
training period 

−0.285** 0.752 0.115 −0.805** 0.447 0.187 

Further training, free 
training period 

-0.406* 0.666 0.205 −0.956** 0.384 0.254 

National service – – – −0.424** 0.654 0.117 

Inactive −0.165* 0.848 0.100 −1.065** 0.345 0.338 

Others −0.389** 0.619 0.111 −0.978** 0.376 0.206 

Manual worker or 
farmer 

0.058 1.060 0.078 0.085 1.089 0.945 

Likelihood: −2log L 22729   15135    

Observations 2483   2443    

Notes 
* Effect significant at p<0.10 
** Effect significant at p<0.05 

We control for cohort effects20 using qualification level and age at training 
completion as measures of educational attainment and time spent in 
education.21 Generally speaking, a low diploma will diminish one’s 
chances to form a union. But oddly enough, as Table 5.4 demonstrates for 
women and men alike, qualification level has little impact on the 
probability of first union formation; it is only the lack of qualifications 
that is adverse. For this young generation, employment status is much 
more important and, where this is clearly defined, it eliminates the 
qualification effect.22 What is expected of young people, and what they 
delay their union formation for, is a source of income as recognition from 
the labor market rather than from the educational system: qualification 
levels operate through labor market opportunities. However, men’s high 
qualification levels remain statistically significant (e.212=1.237). Their 
possibilities for couple formation are defined by both educational 
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attainment and employment status, as opposed to females for whom the 
career path is the most important factor. 

The total number of the unemployed among these younger cohorts was 
adequate enough to clarify the unemployment effect by distinguishing 
between unemployment spells before the first job and those thereafter. For 
the latter it was furthermore possible to differentiate according to the 
wage level of the first job (below and above half of the mean). As the 
results in Table 5.4 demonstrate, unemployment for women is equally 
adverse no matter whether it occurs before or after the first job if that is 
low-paid, because they will be entitled to only a low or no unemployment 
benefit at all. For men, however, unemployment is more adverse if it 
occurs after a first low-paid job (e−1.115=0.315). This gender disparity 
clearly bespeaks differences in social perceptions. It is harder for men to 
deal with unemployment after a first low-paid job because the main 
benchmark for their worth (including family values) is paid work. The 
incidence of first union formation among unemployed men is significantly 
lower than among women. On the other hand, unemployment after a first 
well-paid job is not adverse for both sexes (but the total numbers are quite 
low). 

Career path was introduced dynamically.23 Interestingly, there is no 
significant difference between permanent part- or full-time employment, 
neither among women nor among men. The adverse effect for young 
males who are in self-employment is low (e−0.596=0.551), and nil for 
young females. Other insecure situations like work experience training 
(paid placement or subsidized jobs) are also adverse, but their effect on 
first union formation differs for men and women. For instance, a short-
term contract is not adverse for women but strongly so for men. More 
extreme insecurity (subsidized jobs, training-for-work schemes, unpaid 
training, etc.) is adverse for both sexes, thus promoting social exclusion. 

Large question marks, therefore, now hang over the economic theory 
of marriage, according to which the male purchases the female’s domestic 
labor. Female labor force participation is always an advantage, even for 
the pre-1968 birth cohorts (see below). Labor force participation offers 
opportunities to extend one’s network of relationships outside the 
immediate circle of relatives and friends, thus increasing chance 
encounters. This network can also profit the career of the prospective 
partner (Bernasco et al., 1998). Unemployment for women remains more 
adverse than economic inactivity, but in the latter case it is not known 
whether union formation is delayed by the woman’s own choice (until she 
finds work) or by a lack of interest from men (with a preference for 
working women). 

Pre-1968 birth cohorts: the role of women’s inactivity 

A similar study24 (Table 5.5) was carried out on men and women older 
than 30 at interview time (born between 1952 and 1967). As was the case 
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in the younger generation, qualification level and employment status are 
both significant for men, but less so for women. The male but not the 
female probability of first union formation rises monotonically with 
educational level. Other gender differentials are also discernible for the 
variables under study. For instance, unemployment is adverse to males but 
not to females for whom it is neutral. 

Contrary to what we found for the younger generation, inactive women 
appear advantaged on the marriage market (e.378=1.459). In combination, 
these two findings seem to suggest that the traditional family model 
according to which an inactive woman should be advantaged, is on its 
way out. Nowadays it is a woman’s activity—not inactivity—that is one 
of the conditions for starting a partnership relation. 

To sum up, the two cohorts that we have studied formed their first 
unions at different times—in the 1990s for the younger one, in the mid-
70s for the older one—and in different labor market contexts (10 and 6 
percent unemployment, respectively). In a globalization context of rising 
unemployment, qualification levels—previously an important factor—
become less important as a determinant of delayed first union formation in 
the post-1968 birth cohorts than career path and employment since 
completion of studies. Naturally, this raises the question whether growing 
labor market uncertainty will have a similar postponement effect on 
parenthood. 

DOES UNEMPLOYMENT AFFECT THE FIRST 
CHILD DECISION? 

There are many important cohort- and training-specific differentials in 
women’s fertility experience and exposure to the risk of unemployment. 
Even when one attempts to factor in all these differentials, current 
statistical analyses do not always permit a clear linkage between 
fluctuations in unemployment rates and the mother’s age at first birth. 

Biographic analysis (Courgeau and Lelièvre, 1989) at least enables one 
to study individual life courses in all their diversity. We applied this 
method first to the timing of first births to more than 5,500 women aged 
31–45 years who were or had been in a conjugal relationship. These were 
interviewed in 1997 by INSEE as part of the nationally representative 
survey “Young People and Careers”, the same data source that was used 
for the previous analysis. Thereafter we examined whether the observed 
trends continued among young people (aged 24–29), in a sample of 1,600 
women taken from the same survey (Meron and Widmer, 2001). 
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Table 5.5 Probability of first union 
formation in France among people 
born between 1952 and 1967—Cox 
model on the duration between the end 
of training and the first partnership 
(population more than thirty in 1997) 

  Females Males 

Covariates Parameter Risk 
ratio 

Standard 
deviation 

Parameter Risk 
ratio 

Standard 
deviation 

Age group         

30–35 0.053* 1.055 0.032 −0.035 0.966 0.035 

36–39 0 (ref) 1 – 0 (ref) 1 – 

40–45 −0.092** 0.912 0.033 −0.012 0.988 0.035 

Education         

No 
qualification 

−0.188** 0.828 0.038 −0.162** 0.850 0.039 

CEP, BEP, 
CAP 

0 (ref) 1 – 0 (ref) 1 – 

CAP, BEPC −0.040 0.961 0.043 0.055 1.057 0.044 

Baccalaureat 0.061 1.063 0.043 0.152** 0.164 0.052 

Baccalaureat+2 −0.032 0.968 0.042 0.338** 1.403 0.049 

  Females Males 

Covariates Parameter Risk 
ratio 

Standard 
deviation 

Parameter Risk 
ratio 

Standard 
deviation 

Employment status        

Job (more than 6 
months) 

0 (ref) 1 – 0 (ref) 1 – 

Unemployment −0.056 0.945 0.066 −0.504** 0.604 0.096 

Insecure job −0.123** 0.884 0.051 −0.361** 0.697 0.059 

Studies (after 
discontinuation), 
apprenticeship, 

−0.244** 0.783 0.067 −0.745** 0.475 0.104 

training        

Homemaker, Inactive 0.378** 1.459 0.043 −0.821** 0.440 0.161 

Others −0.174 0.840 0.117 -0.509** 0.601 0.075 

The case of France       119



Farmer or manual 
worker 

−0.008 0.992 0.034 −0.055** 0.946 0.036 

Likelihood: -2log L 91098   79292    

Number of observations 6212   5764    

Notes 
* Effect significant at p<0.10 
** Effect significant at p<0.05 

Women were followed from the starting time of their first union up to a 
maximum of eight years after the start of that union. Our analysis focuses 
on the gap between the starting time of the first union and the date of the 
first birth or the survey date, if earlier. Women whose unions dissolved 
while they were still childless are treated as “right-censored”. As before, 
changes in economic activity status were identified dynamically from the 
woman’s annual work event schedule (studies, unemployment, continuous 
employment, intermittent employment, economic inactivity, etc.). 
Initially, the life courses of 5,506 women born between 1952 and 1966 
who were or had been in a union were analyzed. Before we report on 
these results, we first briefly discuss some relevant literature and/or 
descriptive statistics. 

Rising female labor force participation 

In France the mean age of mothers at first birth rose from under 24 years 
in 1972 through 25 in 1983 to 26 in 1989. The spread of new 
contraceptive technologies from the 1970s onward brought improved 
fertility control, which enabled couples to postpone parenthood until later 
ages. But additional mechanisms are behind the continued increase in the 
duration of voluntary childlessness during the 1980s and 90s. The 
weakening of partner relationships and rise in non-marital unions were 
some of them (Prioux, 1996; Toulemon, 1994). 

More education and labor force participation are also often offered as 
explanations for women’s postponement of motherhood. A later age at 
first birth can be observed amongst a growing number of educated women 
(Galland, 2000; Galland and Meron, 1996). Finally, there is a clear 
linkage between parity and female labor force participation rates, which 
have steadily risen since the turn of the 1970s. But little study has yet 
been made about the effect of women’s employment status. 

Risks of exclusion delay family formation 

No direct link can be made between unemployment and fertility from a 
comparison between economic trends and family events. To the contrary, 
whereas during 1975–89 women with hardly any education delayed the 
birth of their first child to more or less the same extent—although at much 
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lower ages—as those with (much) more education (Figure 5.1), they were 
nonetheless the most affected by the general increase in youth 
employment during this same period (Figure 5.2). Some case studies 
based on personal life course accounts by young women living in 
economic insecurity tend to show that those who have difficulties finding 
work may refocus their lives on the family, hope for the long-term best, 
and use the opportunity to take a first child decision (Nicole-Drancourt, 
1989). These case studies also found that unemployment affects family 
life in many different ways, depending on the unemployed person’s 
position in the household and the type of unemployment involved. 
Furthermore, young women’s (childbearing) intentions vary with age, 
social background, partner’s employment status, and the duration of the 
union. 

 

Figure 5.1 Mean age of 
French mothers at birth of 
first child, by major 
diploma 

Source: Enquête famille 1990. 
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Figure 5.2 Unemployment 
rate of French women 
aged 15–29, by major 
diploma 

Younger, better-qualified women remain longest 
voluntarily childless 

One in two women of the 1952–66 cohorts had a first child during the first 
3 years of their conjugal life. But the median is only 2.1 years for women 
with no qualification or only primary school completed, and rises to 3.7 
years for secondary school completers and to 4.7 for women with a 
qualification level higher than 2 years post-secondary education. 

 

Figure 5.3 Transition to 
first child for French 
women aged 31–45; 
grouped by birth cohort 
and qualification (survivor 
function) 

Source: Survey “Jeunes et carrières 1997”, 
INSEE. 
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Figure 5.4 Transition to 
first child for French 
women aged 24–29; 
grouped by birth cohort 
and qualification (survivor 
function) 

Source: Survey “Jeunes et carrières 1997”, 
INSEE. 

The median duration of voluntarily childless unions also increases in line 
with the women’s birth date. One in two women born between 1952 and 
1954 postponed her first child for at least 2.4 years after the starting time 
of her first union, whereas among the youngest women in this sample 
(born between 1961 and 1966) the interval was one and a half times 
longer: 3.7 years. The survivor functions in Figures 5.3 and 5.4 illustrate 
the differences in delayed childbearing in the older, respectively, younger 
samples of women, according to their years of birth and qualification 
levels. 
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Table 5.6 Semi-parametric analysis of 
the duration between the start of the 
union and the first child according to 
situations experienced since the start of 
the union (France, 1952–1966 cohorts) 

  Parameter Multiplier Effect 

Birth cohort     

1952–1954 0.1141** 1.21 

1955–1960  1 

1961–1966 −0.1227*** 0.884 

Qualification    

Higher than bac+2 −0.4991*** 0.607 

From bac to bac+2 −0.2182*** 0.804 

BEPC, CAP, BEP  1 

No qualification or CEP 0.1861*** 1.205 

Activity**    

Experienced unemployment −0.4071*** 0.665 

Not experienced unemployment . 1 

Experienced inactivity 0.1468*** 1.158 

Not experienced inactivity . 1 

Sources: “Young People and Careers 1997” survey by INSEE. 
Notes 
reference category 
* Effect significant at p<0.05. 
** Effect significant at p<0.005. 
*** Effect significant at p<0.001. 
Interpretation: 
A woman with no qualification or only CEP has (all else being equal) an e.1861=1.205 greater 
probability of birth since the start of the union than a woman in the reference group with a 
qualification equivalent to the BEPC, CAP or BEP. 

Women exposed to unemployment postpone first births 

For women of the same cohort and qualification level, those in the labor 
force delayed their first child for longer after the starting time of their first 
union. But this increase in the childless period of union duration is longer 
for women who have experienced spells of intermittent employment than 
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for those who report only periods of continuous employment, while 
periods of continuous unemployment delay first births longest of all. The 
latter is illustrated in Figures 5.5 and 5.6 for women at comparable levels 
of education and birth cohorts. 

These results clearly vary with birth cohort and qualification level. 
Again, in the semi-parametric proportional hazard analysis (Table 5.6), 
the unemployment effect remained highly significant. 

By contrast, women who had experienced spells of inactivity had 
shorter childless periods in unions than others (Figures 5.7 and 5.8). This 
confirms that the behavior of unemployed women differs from that of full-
time homemakers (Marry et al., 1995). 

The under-30s follow in their elder sisters’ footsteps 

Although the variables are not wholly identical, the impact of employment 
status on first birth was also tested for women aged 24–29 as interviewed 
in the same survey of “Young People and Careers”. The employment 
statuses of 1,565 women born between 1968 and 1973 who were or had 
been in a union were analyzed by the same method. 

One in two of these women had postponed their first birth for more 
than 4.4 years, with persisting differences between the cohorts: women 
born at the end of the 60s had a first child sooner after the start of their 
conjugal life (4.1 years) than those born in the early 1970s (4.9 years). 
Female secondary school completers always remain longer in voluntarily 
childless unions than unqualified women (5.8 years against 3.5 years), 
regardless of employment status. 

These women under age 30 have borne even more of the brunt of the 
job shortage than their elder sisters: twice as many of them remain in 
education after the starting time of their first union. On the other hand, 
increasingly fewer drop out of the labor market. 

Like their elders, women of the younger cohorts who remain in 
education or are on the labor market have significantly later first births 
than those who experience spells of economic inactivity. The influence of 
unemployment is more discernible among young women from failed 
educational backgrounds. The sample cannot be regarded as complete for 
the best-qualified, however, because at the ages concerned (24 to 29 
years) many are still in education and have not yet formed a first union. 
The Cox analysis confirms the influence of labor force participation status 
on the birth of the first child also for these youngest cohorts (Table 5.7). 
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Figure 5.5 Unemployment 
experience among French 
women born in 1952–66 
with upper-secondary 
school-leaving certificate 
born in 1952–66 

Source: Survey “Jeunes et carrières 1997”, 
INSEE. 

 

Figure 5.6 Unemployment 
experience among French 
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women born in 1952–66 
without upper-secondary 
school-leaving certificate 

Source: Survey “Jeunes et carrières 1997”, 
INSEE. 

 

Figure 5.7 Inactivity 
experience among French 
women born in 1952–
1966 with upper-
secondary school-leaving 
certificate 

Source: Survey “Jeunes et carrières 1997”, 
INSEE. 
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Figure 5.8 Inactivity 
experience among French 
women born in 1952–
1966 without upper-
secondary school-leaving 
certificate 

Source: Survey “Jeunes et carrières 1997”, 
INSEE. 

Table 5.7 Semi-parametric analysis of 
the duration between the start of the 
union and the first child according to 
situations experienced since the start of 
the union (France, 1968–1973 cohorts) 

  Parameter Multiplier Effect 

Birth cohort    

1971–1973 −0.1910* 0.826 

1968–1970 . 1 

Qualification    

Above bac+2 −1.2983*** 0.273 

From bac to bac+2 −0.4633*** 0.629 

BEPC, CAP, BEP . 1 

No qualification or CEP 0.2215* 1.248 
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Activity    

Experienced unemployment −0.4537*** 0.635 

Not experienced unemployment . 1 

Experienced inactivity 0.4644*** 1.591 

Not experienced inactivity . 1 

Sources: “Young People and Careers 1997” survey by INSEE.  
Notes 
Reference group 
* Effect significant at p<0.05 
** Effect significant at p<0.005 
*** Effect significant at p<0.001  
Interpretation: 
A woman with no qualification or only CEP has (all else being equal) an e.2215=1.248 greater 
probability of birth since the start of the union than a woman in the reference group with the BEPC, 
CAP or BEP. 

CONCLUSION 

The economic context that surrounds the transition to adulthood in France 
during the 1990s is characterized by continued learning, a labor market 
that is increasingly difficult to enter, and high youth unemployment. 
Globalization can explain these tendencies to a large extent. But there are 
other co-existing phenomena that are specific to France and its societal 
history and which either mitigate or aggravate these influences, such as 
the work attachment of women or the prevailing system of social 
protection. 

Globalization—that is to say, a labor market becoming both more open 
and flexible—is one of the main causes that explains the increasing 
insecurity in work, the rise in part-time jobs (mainly for women) and 
unemployment rates, especially for the young people of the 1990s. These 
phenomena have contributed to exacerbate all sorts of inequalities, such as 
those between the qualified and unqualified, the employed and 
unemployed, etc. The access nowadays to higher education for a majority 
of school-leavers means that those without any diploma are henceforth all 
the more marginalized: they see themselves excluded from both the labor 
and marriage market. Unemployment rates among the unqualified are 
extremely high. True, they are the first to benefit from job creation 
programs but, paradoxically, such jobs are often precarious and without 
perspective. It is in this way that the gap between the unemployed and 
employed widens. Those excluded from the labor market accumulate 
health and marginalization problems, and they have more difficulties to 
establish a family. 

These growing inequalities notwithstanding, a specific feature of 
French culture is the resilience of women both in the educational system 
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and on the labor market. They perform better in the former, from which 
they exit with higher qualifications than men do. In spite of a persisting 
gender discrimination on the labor market, women continue to wish to 
work, preferably full-time. Female participation rates remain quite high, 
including those among mother of two children. Although the number of 
part-time jobs has expanded considerably, they are not always chosen and 
they are less of a norm than in many other countries (see e.g. Liefbroer on 
the Netherlands, or Bygren et al. on Sweden, this volume). 

Thus, high unemployment does not keep women away from the labor 
market in France. They have integrated their labor force participation into 
their family model. Hence, unemployment and insecurity that delay the 
entry into a first stable job also tend to postpone the various stages of the 
family life cycle. 

The spread of the dual-income couple model has brought men and 
women’s first union formation behaviors more closely into line. 
Unemployment for females is now almost as adverse to union formation 
as it is for males but other than that, the impact of significant job 
insecurity still differs by gender. For instance, short-term contracts are 
equivalent to a secure job for women of the younger cohorts, while an 
insecure job delays couple formation among men. That being said, there 
remain a few inconsistencies which are probably a hangover from the 
traditional model. For example, a high qualification level encourages 
earlier first union formation among men but later among women, whereas 
very low-paid entry jobs have a positive effect for women but negative for 
men. The career pathways after completion of training become a key 
explanatory factor of first union formation for women and men alike, in 
the younger cohorts even more so than education. Recurrent spells of 
unemployment combined with increasing job insecurity delay the first 
union decision. 

Unemployment also delays the arrival of the first child to young 
women born between 1952 and 1973. This trend is even more discernible 
amongst the least qualified in the youngest cohorts. By contrast, full-time 
homemakers tend to have their first child earlier, which presumably 
reflects precipitated decisions. This finding confirms that a spell of 
unemployment is not the same as a period of economic inactivity. 

The rather protective welfare framework of French society, which aims 
to compensate for the handicaps of less-educated and unemployed young 
people, does not manage to erase the main effects of globalization. 
Economic insecurity and unemployment negatively influence the 
transition to adulthood. 

NOTES 
1 In 1992 exports represented 35.7 percent of the national product and the 

penetration rate of the internal market was 36.7 percent. France is the 
second largest industrial investor after the USA (Woronoff, op. cit.). 

Globalization, uncertainty and youth in society      130



2 Brevet de Technicien Supérieur and Diplôme Universitaire de Technologie, 
obtained after two years of preparatory courses. 

3 These classes last two years and give access to the competition for entering 
the “grandes écoles”, which specialize mainly in scientific but also in 
economic and literary subjects. 

4 The 10-month duty of national service has been abolished for males born in 
or since 1979. 

5 Source: Cereq “Generation 92” survey. 
6 Supplementing the 1997 Employment Survey, which tracks the careers and 

life courses of people aged 30–45 at survey date. 
7 A provision of the Labour Code (L.212.4.2) defines part-time work as 

working hours that are at least one-fifth below the statutory number of 
working hours or those fixed by agreement for the workplace or industry 
segment. 

8 In the “Carrières” survey supplementing the 1989 Employment Survey. 
9 Three in ten young women stopped work at least once between 1979 and 

1992, three-quarters of them for family reasons: 53 percent to look after 
their children, 8 percent to be closer to or move with their spouse, and 15 
percent for some other family reason. 

10 Source: Women and Employment in the European Union, Newsletter No. 6, 
April 1995. 

11 The preschool enrolment ratio in 1998–1999 was 35.2 percent from age 2 
and 99.9 from age 3, rising to 100 thereafter (source: Ministry of Education, 
2000, Repères et references statistiques, p. 22). 

12 First the reconstruction, then the modernization of the French productive 
machinery necessitated lots of labor. During this period there was therefore 
a massive recourse to foreign labor (from Poland, Italy, Spain, Portugal, 
North and later sub-Saharan Africa) for the industry and construction 
sectors, followed by an influx of women in the service sector and public 
domain. 

13 In collaboration with INED, CEREQ, CNRS, CEE and various ministerial 
departments. 

14 An indicator was developed to compare first-job pay between different 
cohorts. We compared the individual starting pay with the average private 
sector pay for young people (either in the 18–20 or 21–25 age group) in the 
year of their first job. These data result from continuous pay series (1998 
edition) and give thus relative rather than fully present-discounted pay 
figures. 

15 Class 1 represents a starting pay below 30 percent of the then-current 
average, class 2 is from 30 percent below average to the average itself, class 
3 runs from average up to 30 percent above it, while class 4 contains the 
very top. 

16 This is confirmed if the cohorts are split into two populations. The positive 
coefficient of the first pay class is more significant for women aged thirty 
and above (at 2 percent) than for those of lesser age (at more than 10 
percent). 

17 By this we mean the latest date at which education was interrupted or at 
which education, training or national service was completed. The actual 
date can then be factored in, which is more relevant to the study of first 
union formation than the date of completing education itself, especially for 
unqualified populations undergoing a protracted job transition period. 
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18 The sample may then be biased because the better-educated young people 
will be more easily excluded, as they are less likely to have completed their 
education at the survey date or to have been in a union before completion. 
Nevertheless, they are also the least affected by unemployment and 
exclusion from work. 

19 The measurement of life course events was more detailed for those under 
age 30. 

20 The rising coefficients of age group parameters for both men and women 
may be due to an under-representation of members of collective households 
in the survey, but more probably to the selectivity effect mentioned above. 
Because the highest-qualified individuals were more often excluded from 
our sample, the cohort variable corrects this effect but it is not interpretable. 

21 Qualification level was preferred here to age at education completion: the 
steadily rising age at education completion within a fairly narrow age group 
is increasingly less discriminatory. 

22 In a regression analysis performed only on age, social background and 
qualification level, qualification level came out statistically significant for 
women. This clearly confirms that including the career path eliminates the 
education effect, except for those without qualifications who are also more 
excluded from the labor market. 

23 Thus, in each year after training completion the employment status variable 
can change. Employment, unemployment, economic inactivity, work 
experience and training can all be differentiated from each other. If a person 
has a job, its type can be identified: fixed-term contract, permanent part-
time or full-time contract, self-employed. The main employment status in a 
given year is defined as that economic activity that lasted more than six 
months. If there was no economic activity lasting that long, an ancillary 
activity lasting more than three months was used. Thus defined, 20 percent 
of the women had no main employment status, and fewer than 10 percent 
no ancillary activity. 

24 The measurement of employment status does not follow exactly the same 
path as for the younger cohorts. Two situations may be reported in the same 
year. In such a case, we have prioritized employment (necessarily over six 
months), then unemployment, insecurity (defined by the survey as 
alternating spells of unemployment and short periods of employment), 
training and resumption of studies. 
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6  
Elements of uncertainty in life 

courses  
Transitions to adulthood in Sweden  

Magnus Bygren, Ann-Zofie Duvander and Mia Hultin 

INTRODUCTION 

According to the idea of a globalizing world, modern society is 
characterized by intensified demands on productivity, competition, and 
flexibility, whereby individuals have come to face increased uncertainty 
about future outcomes of their choices and investments. However, 
globalization neither takes identical routes nor has the same consequences 
in all modern societies. Nation-specific structures, institutions, and 
traditions condition the impact of globalization on societal development 
(see Mills and Blossfeld, this volume). The current study takes the 
Swedish case as a starting point for analyzing instances and consequences 
of uncertainty in people’s major life transitions. Have processes of 
globalization implied a gradual postponement of transitions into 
adulthood also in a welfare state like Sweden? 

Sweden is a welfare state of a “social democratic” kind (Esping-
Andersen, 1999), with comprehensive societal programs stretching out to 
a number of life spheres. From a political perspective, Sweden shows a 
strong tradition of homogeneity and stability. From 1932 onwards save for 
nine years, the social democratic party has been in office. One important 
function of the welfare state that developed during this time has been to 
mitigate major life transitions, mainly through redistribution between 
individuals and between individuals’ various life stages. Sweden’s high 
degree of unionization, collective bargaining system, active employment 
policies, and job protection legislation have arguably given to Swedish 
workers a sense of security about their labor market prospects (van den 
Berg et al., 1997). However, there are reasons to believe that this sense of 
security prevails mainly among those who have a reasonably stable 
attachment to the labor market. The generosity of the unemployment 
insurance and parental leave programs is heavily dependent on previous 
labor market activity. Thus, individuals with no, or only a loose 
attachment to the labor market (e.g. the young) may during certain periods 
experience a high degree of uncertainty about their future prospects. 



In this chapter, we examine in what ways growing general uncertainty 
about future prospects may manifest itself in three major and interrelated 
life transitions in Sweden, namely, from education to work, to living in a 
co-residential union, and to first parenthood. We begin by describing the 
Swedish institutional framework related to the educational system, the 
labor market, and the family sphere. Thereafter, we discuss and examine 
empirically patterns of transitions to adulthood for different Swedish 
cohorts. Finally, we summarize and discuss the main findings. 

MODERN BEHAVIORAL AND INSTITUTIONAL 
CHANGES IN SWEDEN 

The educational system 

Since the early 1960s, the Swedish educational system is made up of four 
major elements, namely, compulsory primary school, voluntary secondary 
school, university or university college education, and adult education. 
During the last 50 years, enrollment in higher education has expanded 
tremendously in Sweden. The number of newly enrolled students at 
undergraduate levels has increased from about 4,000 in 1950 to almost 
67,000 in 1998 (Öckert, 2001). The expansion was most accentuated in 
the 1960s, a period during which the number of students in higher 
education increased around three times (National Agency for Higher 
Education, 1999). From the end of the 1970s and during most of the 
1980s, the number of students remained relatively constant. Towards the 
end of the 1980s, a new expansion started that continued throughout the 
1990s. 

In Sweden, university studies are free of charge and the state offers 
fairly generous student assistance in the form of allowances and loans. 
Loans are only means-tested on the basis of the individual student’s own 
income, thus disregarding partners’ or parents’ economic resources 
(Aronsson and Walker, 1997). Hence, young students’ dependence upon 
their parents in terms of economic support and housing is relatively 
limited. Traditionally, admission to higher education in Sweden was 
formally unrestricted, but since the late 1970s—pari passu with 
increasing cohort sizes and periods of higher unemployment—potential 
students must fulfill certain eligibility requirements. 

Another specific feature of the Swedish school system is its relative 
lack of educational dead-ends (Erikson and Jonsson, 1998). Students 
finishing a vocational training are in principle eligible for studies at higher 
levels, although additional qualifications must sometimes be taken, for 
instance, within the encompassing Swedish system of adult education. 
Adult education has a strong tradition in Sweden, expanding markedly 
from the end of the 1960s onwards. It is also important to note that a fairly 
large fraction of all university students does not enter directly from 
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secondary school, but has first worked for some time before enrolling in 
higher education. One important distinction is to what extent educational 
systems emphasize general and transferable qualifications, on the one 
hand, versus specific vocational education, on the other. In Sweden, 
educational institutions are to a high degree subject to state intervention 
and standardization, and employers have not been directly involved in 
curricula development (Erikson and Jonsson, 1998). This has implied that 
the element of specialized vocational training is relatively modest, and 
firm-specific training has been almost entirely left to the employing 
organizations (cf. Jonsson, 1994). 

The labor market 

The Swedish model of industrial relations has often been internationally 
applauded for conveying economic growth as well as a high degree of 
equality and low unemployment. From the mid-1950s to the beginning of 
the 1980s, wages were to a large extent determined through centralized 
collective bargaining at the national level. Partly as a result of an 
egalitarian bargaining strategy on behalf of the blue-collar unions, wage 
inequality decreased markedly from the mid-1960s throughout the 1970s 
(Hibbs, 1991). By 1980, Sweden showed the lowest level of income 
inequality and one of the highest living standards in the whole Western 
world (Edin and Topel, 1997). 

This favorable picture of the Swedish economy and labor market has 
become continuously less unequivocal, however (e.g. Freeman et al., 
1997). After a period of overheating in the 1980s, the Swedish economy 
got into a severe recession in the beginning of the 1990s. From 1990 to 
1993, GDP dropped every single year for a total of about 5 percent, while 
unemployment rose from less than 2 to 8 percent. Young people were 
especially hard-hit by the employment crisis. The downturn of the 
economy in Sweden was more accentuated than in most other Western 
economies. Since the mid-1990s, the national economy and the labor 
market situation have gradually improved again. 

The focus on full employment has been an important element in 
Swedish labor market policies. Figure 6.1 gives a picture of men’s and 
women’s labor force participation during the period 1963–2000. We can 
safely conclude that the total employment growth since the 1960s is 
entirely attributable to women’s intensified labor market participation (cf. 
Edin and Topel, 1997). From the late 1960s, the demand for labor in 
traditionally female occupations in the public sector grew considerably, 
and women of all ages—single or married, mothers or childless—flocked 
into the labor market (Axelsson, 1992). In terms of labor force 
participation, men’s and women’s rates have clearly come to approach 
each other. 

The Swedish labor market is, however, markedly segregated by gender 
in that men and women to a great extent work in different occupations and 
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sectors (Jacobs and Lim, 1992; Nermo, 1996). Although Sweden is often 
put forward as the guiding nation with regard to women’s labor market 
situation, women still face inferior opportunities for promotion and for 
reaching supervisory positions. A gendered wage inequality is a 
consequence of this (e.g., Hultin, 2001). 

As shown in Figure 6.2, unemployment has been quite low in Sweden 
up to the beginning of the 1990s (ranging from 1.5 percent in 1970 to 3.5 
in 1983). Hence, even during the 1970s and 1980s when large parts of the 
industrialized world experienced the adverse effects of oil shocks and 
rising unemployment, Swedish unemployment remained fairly low. 

 

Figure 6.1 Percentages in 
the labor force of men and 
women (aged 16–64) in 
Sweden, 1963–2000 

Source: Statistics Sweden 
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Figure 6.2 Percentages 
unemployed among men 
and women (aged 16–64) 
in Sweden, 1963–2000 

Source: Statistics Sweden 

It is a well-known fact that young people are especially vulnerable to 
unemployment (e.g. Lundborg, 2000). Young people often end up with 
the shortest stick, not least because the principle of “last in, first out” is 
widely institutionalized and adopted in the Swedish labor market. In 1994, 
for instance, almost 35 percent of those aged 16–23 had experienced 
unemployment sometime during the year. Corresponding figures for 
people aged 24–55 and 56–65 were 15 and 9 percent, respectively. 

The young population not only has problems keeping a position during 
hard times, they also face problems entering the labor market to begin 
with. And their labor market problems are not particularly softened by the 
design of the Swedish unemployment insurance. It may be true that the 
trade unions administer unemployment benefit funds that at present 
(2001) compensate for 80 percent of prior earnings, up to a certain ceiling. 
But the coverage of this insurance is conditioned upon fund membership 
and earlier labor market experience. This makes it difficult for first-time 
labor market entrants such as young people and immigrants to qualify for 
compensation from this schema. For those who are not covered by this 
insurance, an alternative compensation system exists, but this is nowhere 
as generous as the fund schema. 
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Family policies and patterns of union formation and 
childbirth 

One aspect of the transition to adulthood is the establishment of more or 
less enduring partnerships. Sweden is a clear-cut example of the 
development towards pluralization of private living arrangements. Since 
the 1960s, non-marital cohabitation has become highly widespread in 
Sweden, whereas marriage rates have declined. Over time, consensual 
unions have come to start at earlier ages (Etzler, 1984; Hörnqvist, 1994), 
to last longer (Hoem and Rennermalm, 1985), and to include childbearing. 
More than half of all first-born children are born out-of-wedlock 
(Statistics Sweden, 1999), with the overwhelming majority of them being 
born in consensual unions. One of the more important factors behind this 
development is the fact that since the end of the 1980s the legal status of 
non-marital and marital unions has become very similar in Sweden, with 
inheritance rights as an important exception. Also the moral status of non-
marital unions is rarely questioned (Duvander, 1998). 

Another step on the road to adulthood, normally taken after union 
formation, is that of becoming a parent. Swedish fertility shows strong 
fluctuations over time and has even been characterized as a “roller-coaster 
fertility” (Hoem and Hoem, 1999). In the mid-1960s, the total fertility rate 
was around 2.4, a figure comparable to those in other European countries 
at the time. Thereafter, fertility steadily decreased to around 1.6 at the end 
of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s. But the subsequent dramatic 
increase from the mid-1980s was unique both for Sweden and in 
comparison with other countries (Hoem and Hoem, 1999). For instance, in 
1990, the total fertility rate had reached 2.1, one of the highest figures in 
Europe at that time. It is important to note that this “baby boom” around 
1990 occurred at the same time that Swedish society showed a flourishing 
economy with close to full employment among both men and women. 
During the  

 

Figure 6.3 Total fertility 
rates in Sweden, 1962–
1999 
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Source: Andersson (1999) 

1990s, however, fertility plummeted again to record low levels. These 
trends in the Swedish fertility pattern are illustrated in Figure 6.3.  

Women in Sweden have continuously come to postpone first birth to 
older ages (Hoem, 1998). The proportion of women at the age of 25 who 
are childless increased from 43 percent in 1975 to 62 in 1985 (Hoem, 
1998). Despite the postponement of childbearing to older ages, the 
proportion of women who are still childless at ages above their 
reproductive years has not increased substantially over time (Duvander, 
2000). 

The Swedish case is interesting not only because family-related 
welfare institutions are more extended than in most other countries, but 
also because welfare policies in general are intimately connected to 
recipients’ labor market activity. The system’s generosity heavily hinges 
upon the extent to which parents have been active in the labor market 
before childbirth. Thus, the fertility pattern in Sweden is comparatively 
sensitive to general opportunities in the labor market. Hence, the 
discussion of the connection between fertility trends and women’s labor 
market participation has been especially vivid in Sweden (e.g. Hoem, 
1998; Andersson, 2000; Santow and Bracher, 2000). 

One of the most important institutional factors enabling and even 
stimulating the combination of work with parenthood was the introduction 
of the parental leave program in 1974 which granted both mothers and 
fathers the right to temporary retreat from the labor market after the birth 
of a child. Originally, this program included six months of leave with a 
wage replacement level of 90 percent of prior earnings, up to a certain 
ceiling. The length of the leave period was gradually extended to 15 
months in 1989. Parents without earnings prior to childbirth are 
compensated according to a low flat rate (note the similarity with the 
unemployment benefit policy). Hence, the design of the parental leave 
system implies a strong incentive to work before childbirth until a 
sufficiently high earnings level has been reached. This pertains especially 
to mothers, who use the overwhelming part of all leave days (cf. 
Sundström and Stafford, 1992; Sund-ström, 1996). Taken together, these 
various features of the Swedish parental leave program reduce the costs of 
having children by encouraging the combination of paid labor with 
childbearing (Sundström and Stafford, 1992). 

It is common to see postponement of family formation as an effect of 
prolonged education and increased labor force participation among 
women (Blossfeld and Huinink, 1991). In the case of Sweden, however, 
education has not been extended by nearly as much as childbirth has been 
postponed. From the 1970s onwards the “postponing effect” of being a 
student on union formation has become less and less important (Hoem, 
1995). 

Elements of uncertainty in life courses       141



TRANSITIONS TO ADULTHOOD IN SWEDEN 

From education to work 

Leaving the educational system and entering the job market is one of the 
most crucial transitions that people make during their lives. In 
industrialized societies, although they differ in the ways in which 
education is organized and in how transitions between education and work 
are made (Müller and Shavit, 1998), education is one of the key 
determinants of an individual’s labor market career. Especially for young 
people, the institutional connection between the educational system and 
the labor market is of paramount significance (cf. Rosenbaum et al., 
1990). Sweden has a long tradition of strong labor movements whose 
influence on negotiations has implied a marked prevalence of “closed” 
employment relationships, at least when compared with the US or Great 
Britain (cf. Sørensen and Kalleberg, 1981). This means that competition 
has revolved a great deal around vacancies and that seniority has been of 
huge importance for allocation processes, with “insiders” being 
advantaged in comparison to “outsiders”. Although the extent of job 
mobility has increased over time in Sweden (see Bygren, 2001), there may 
be more obstacles to young people’s entry into the labor market than in 
societies with stronger elements of “open” employment relationships. 

There are reasons to believe that the transition between school and 
work has become more problematic over time, in Sweden just as in many 
other Western countries. The enormous expansion of higher education 
over the last decades has brought about a general postponement of young 
people’s entry into the labor market. This development has occurred 
alongside with rising educational requirements in the labor market. 
During recent decades, the proportion of jobs with low demands on 
education has declined in Sweden (Åberg, 2001). Interestingly, however, 
the number of people with low educational attainment appears to have 
decreased more than the number of jobs with low educational demands, 
with the result of rising over-education in unskilled jobs. It appears as if 
the share of people in unskilled jobs who have more education than 
normally required has increased from the mid-1970s to the late 1990s 
(ibid.).1 
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Figure 6.4 Percentages of 
qualified and over-
qualified among Swedish 
employees, by birth 
cohort 

Consistent with these results, it can be observed in Figure 6.4 that the 
proportion of overqualified employees is substantially higher in younger 
than in older Swedish cohorts.2 

The proportion of overqualified among those born in 1940–45 is 13 
percent, and this figure rises gradually for each younger cohort to around 
26 percent among those born in 1960–65. It can also be seen that the 
group of unskilled workers with only basic education has become smaller 
over time, whereas the group of all salaried employees with matching 
education taken together remained fairly constant.3 

The continuous expansion of education has raised the question whether 
modern societies are experiencing an “educational inflation”. If people in 
fact become more educated than “needed”—considering the structure of 
available jobs in the labor market—then increasing proportions of the 
educated will have difficulties finding a job that matches their 
qualifications. During times of unemployment, competition for existing 
jobs becomes intensified because the better educated are induced to take 
jobs below their formal credentials, at least until prospects get better 
(Åberg, 2001). In whatever ways this process of over-education is brought 
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about, it is reasonable to assume that over time the well educated have 
come to face more difficulties in finding a “good job”. 

There are also reasons to believe that the matching mechanisms behind 
young people’s transitions from education to work are a bit different for 
men and women. To the extent that women are disadvantaged in those 
recruitment processes in which selection is primarily based on informal 
qualifications, women are restricted to make use of their formal 
credentials only, whereas men can rely on alternative career routes. If men 
more easily reach good jobs by means other than formal education, the 
matching quality between education and occupational attainment should 
be greater for women than for men. This assumption is supported by 
Erikson and Jonsson’s (1998) analyses showing that (i) the connection 
between education and class position is stronger for women than for men, 
and (ii) labor market experience pays off more for men’s than for 
women’s occupational attainment. 

Table 6.1 shows the rate at which people with various social 
characteristics have obtained a job commensurate with their highest level 
of education.4 Compared to those in the older birth cohorts, people in 
younger cohorts tend to need more time to find a job matching their 
educational level, as indicated by the negative coefficients for the cohorts 
born from 1950 to 1965. However, it seems as if this cohort effect is 
mostly accounted for by heterogeneity in educational attainment between 
different cohorts. The educational expansion has implied that people in 
general are more highly educated in younger than in older birth cohorts. 
Ceteris paribus, having an education above compulsory schooling is 
associated with lower chances for attaining a job with qualifications 
matching the education. Since the reference category is constituted by 
those with compulsory education who by definition cannot be 
overqualified, the sign of the effect is hardly surprising. Nevertheless, 
judging by the size of the effects, it is primarily those with secondary and 
tertiary education who run risks of being overqualified, whereas those 
with vocational education differ only slightly from the reference group. 
Men tend to need more time than women to attain a job that is 
commensurate with their education. 

To see whether the chances of finding a job that matches the 
educational level have deteriorated over time for those with higher 
education, we estimated interaction terms between education and cohort 
affiliation. Indeed, there is a trend indicating that difficulties with finding 
a good job match have increased for later cohorts (see Table 6.1, columns 
3 and 6). Those with secondary education appear to have seen their 
chances substantially worsening over the cohorts, whereas no such trend 
can be revealed for those with tertiary education. Hence, the former group 
appears to have suffered the most from a general educational inflation in 
Swedish society. As expected, the matching quality for women is higher 
than for men: their proportion of events as well as their baseline rates are 
in general higher.5 
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To sum up, later cohorts (i.e., those born in the 1950s and 1960s) seem 
to be disadvantaged compared with those born in the 1940s when it comes 
to finding a job that matches their education. Larger shares of individuals 
in the younger birth cohorts experience a delay in the job-matching 
process. This is primarily a result of them being more educated than 
earlier cohorts, which per se heightens their risk of being overqualified. 
For those with an intermediate level of education, however, there also 
seems to be an educational inflation effect present. 

Table 6.1 Piecewise constant 
exponential hazard rate estimates for 
transitions to first job matching highest 
education attained in Sweden (episodes 
pertaining to women and men aged 
15–35 separately) 

    Men     Women   

Baseline rate             

1–12 months −2.955** −2.608** −2.726** −3.051** −2.786** −2.883** 

13–24 months −3.718** −3.271** −3.375** −3.672** −3.330** −3.418** 

25–36 months −4.501** −4.009** −4.109** −4.103** −3.718** −3.806** 

37–48 months −4.649** −4.127** −4.222** −4.411** −3.999** −4.088** 

49–59 months −5.173** −4.628** −4.721** −4.809** −4.381** −4.469** 

60-months −5.373** −4.832** −4.925** −4.967** −4.492** −4.581** 

Birth cohort        

1940–49 (ref.) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

1950–59 −0.279** −0.136 0.024 −0.275** −0.091 0.075 

1960–65 −0.396** −0.215* 0.195 −0.112 −0.020 0.238 

Education        

Compulsory educ. (1) (ref.)  0.000 0.000  0.000 0.000 

Vocational educ. (2)  −0.266** −0.047  −0.170* −0.068 

Secondary educ. (3–4)  −1.141** −0.793**  −1.444** −0.849** 

Lower tertiary educ. (5)  −1.167** −0.947**  −0.894** −0.811** 

Higher tertiary educ. (6)  −1.278** −1.045**  −0.632** −0.412** 

    Men     Women   

Birth cohort * education        

(B-coh. 1950–59)*Educ. 2   −0.195   −0.115 
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(B-coh. 1950–59)*Educ. 3–4   −0.564*   −1.047** 

(B-coh. 1950–59)*Educ. 5   −0.315   −0.158 

(B-coh. 1950–59)*Educ. 6   −0.543   −0.376 

(B-coh. 1960–65)*Educ. 2   −0.758**   −0.342 

(B-coh. 1960–65)*Educ. 3–4   −0.893*   −0.861* 

(B-coh. 1960–65)*Educ. 5   −0.557   −0.241 

(B-coh. 1960–65)*Educ. 6   −0.204   −0.534 

Number of events 792 792 792 960 960 960 

Number of episodes 1077 1077 1077 1189 1189 1189 

Likelihood ratio 795.72 999.92 1019.32 600.52 781.16 796.78 

Df 2 6 14 2 6 14 

Notes 
** p≤0.01 for the estimate to be 0, 
* p≤0.05 for the estimate to be 0. 

Entering the first co-residential union 

In the last decades, non-marital cohabitation has taken over as the starting 
state of union formation in Sweden, even though a majority of couples 
eventually get married. As many as 92 percent of the women born in 1964 
started their first union in this manner (Statistics Sweden, 1995), and this 
proportion is likely to be even higher for younger cohorts. Cohabitation is 
seen as a more gradual, and less definite, transition than marriage (Hoem, 
1995). The separation risk is higher for unmarried than for married 
couples (Hoem and Hoem, 1992), implying that cohabitation may involve 
less commitment. 

Non-marital unions can in a sense be seen as a “rational” reply to 
growing uncertainty. They permit the postponement of long-term 
commitments, but they still include most of the advantages of co-
residential living. The trend towards cohabitation at younger ages together 
with the use of effective family planning devices have made the link 
between union formation and childbirth weaker over time (Finnäs, 1995). 
Nevertheless, completed studies and economic independence still often 
act as prerequisites of union formation (Hoem, 1986). Traditionally, 
men’s economic self-sufficiency has been recognized as a factor that 
increases rates of union formation, and analyses based on Swedish data 
reveal the same pattern for women (Bracher and Santow, 1998). The 
Swedish pattern of a gradual entry into union life may, however, dampen 
the effect of uncertainty and insufficient economic resources that 
otherwise would act to postpone union formation. 
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Our analysis indicates a trend towards earlier union formation in 
younger cohorts (see Table 6.2).6 We also find that both educational level 
and labor market activity are important predictors for union formation. 
Both women and men have higher propensities to start a union if they 
have more than compulsory education. More specifically, those with 
lower secondary education have the highest propensities, which then 
decrease slightly for those with educational levels above that. Once 
current activity status is accounted for, men with higher tertiary education 
have similar entry rates as those with only compulsory education, whereas 
women with a relatively high education have lower transition rates than 
women with lower education. 

Those without attachment to the labor market (students, and those in-
between education and their first job) have dramatically lower 
propensities for starting a first union. Specifically, the period intervening 
studies and work appears to be connected to a high degree of uncertainty 
that prevents individuals from engaging in union formation until more 
certainty can be reached. It should be noted that being unemployed 
appears to have no effect on union formation. Unemployment spells often 
occur after labor market entry, and may be regarded as reflecting only 
temporary uncertainty. 

It could be argued that people outside the labor force lack the economic 
resources required to start a new household. However, as the normative 
climate and policy developments in Sweden have made it easier to start 
co-residential unions, also in life stages during which people lack a stable 
income from work, such a connection may have grown less salient over 
time. This expectation, however, is only weakly supported by our analyses 
of the interaction effects between  

Table 6.2 Piecewise constant 
exponential hazard rate estimates for 
transitions to first cohabitation in 
Sweden (episodes pertaining to women 
and men aged 15–45 separately) 

    Men     Women   

Baseline rate             

1–12 months −5.348** −5.736** −5.216** −5.293** −5.620** −5.200** 

13–24 months −5.363** −5.726** −5.222** −5.341** −5.638** −5.211** 

25–36 months −5.543** −5.877** −5.341** −5.539** −5.797** −5.344** 

37–48 months −5.655** −5.971** −5.413** −5.604** −5.842** −5.361** 

49–59 months −5.826** −6.115** −5.523** −5.856** −6.079** −5.563** 

60-months −7.268** −7.441** −6.545** −7.387** −7.494** −6.572** 
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Birth cohort        

1940–49 (ref.) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

1950–59 −0.022 0.003 0.064 0.128 0.119 0.126 

1960–65 0.062 0.198* 0.296** 0.263** 0.203 0.299* 

Education        

Compulsory educ. (1) (ref.)  0.000 0.000  0.000 0.000 

Vocational educ. (2)  1.009** 0.475**  0.836** 0.385** 

Lower secondary educ. (3)  1.012** 0.575**  0.968** 0.565** 

Higher secondary educ. (4)  0.764** 0.267  0.865** 0.457** 

Lower tertiary educ. (5)  0.745** 0.279*  0.813** 0.487** 

Higher tertiary educ. (6)  0.480** −0.103  0.109 −0.352* 

    Men     Women   

Employment status         

Employed (ref.)    0.000   0.000 

Unemployed    0.715   0.425 

Student    −1.779**   −2.142** 

Between education and work    −1.238**   −0.577** 

B-coh.*employment status         

(B-coh. 1950–59)*unemployed    −0.804   −0.260 

(B-coh. 1950–59)*student    0.166   0.518 

(B-coh. 1950–59)*between    0.333   0.064 

(B-coh. 1960–65)*unemployed    −0.695   −0.564 

(B-coh. 1960–65)*student    0.371   0.898* 

(B-coh. 1960–65)*between    −0.772   −0.185 

Number of events 811 811 811 774 774 774 

Number of episodes 6360 6360 6360 5701 5701 5701 

Likelihood ratio 442.86 577.82 840.28 472.46 599.69 785.04 

Df 2 7 16 2 7 16 

Notes 
** p≤0.01 for the estimate to be 0, 
* p≤0.05 for the estimate to be 0. 

activity status and cohort membership (Table 6.2, columns 3 and 6). In 
fact, the only statistically significant difference between cohorts is that 
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female students in the youngest cohort start their first cohabitation earlier 
than women in the oldest cohort.  

In sum, even though union formation has come to take place at earlier 
ages for younger cohorts, economic uncertainty—more prevalent among 
men and women with only compulsory education and among those who 
have not yet entered the labor market—still acts to postpone union 
formation. Also those with the highest education tend to do so, either 
because they require relatively more certainty in their life course before 
taking the step to form a first union, or because they can make use of or 
prioritize other ways of reaching stability in life. 

Entering into first parenthood 

A general trend in Europe since the 1960s is that more and more women 
have come to combine childbearing with labor market activity. Sweden is 
perhaps the most clear-cut example of this development. Today, over 80 
percent of women with children under the age of seven are active in the 
Swedish labor force, although many of them work part-time. 

The issue of (un)certainty in decision processes related to entry into 
parenthood has been lively discussed in the fertility literature. One 
important question is whether individuals prefer to achieve a certain 
amount of certainty and stability in their lives before deciding to have 
their first child or, conversely, whether a child can rather be seen as a 
compensation for a lack of certainty and stability experienced in other 
spheres of life. The first assumption implies a positive relationship 
between stability in, say, career terms and first-birth fertility, whereas the 
second assumption implies a negative one. 

Having children, being in a stable job career, and being married are 
examples of global strategies for reducing uncertainty (cf. Friedman et al., 
1994). Such commitments place actors in recurrent social relations that in 
turn augment predictability in people’s lives. Friedman and her colleagues 
argue that the propensity to enter the parenthood status should be 
strongest among people who have limited or blocked alternatives to 
reduce uncertainty in their lives. Since a stable and successful career is an 
important source of certainty, people with good prospects for a career 
should therefore have relatively low propensities to enter this status. 
However, Friedman and her collaborators’ reasoning has met with 
considerable criticism from other researchers in the field (e.g. Lehrer et 
al., 1996; Myers, 1997). Also the Swedish fertility pattern appears to 
contrast with the main predictions generated by Friedman and colleagues. 
Swedes with a strong labor market attachment and successful in career 
terms, it seems, show relatively high fertility rates, notwithstanding the 
fact that over time people have come to postpone entry into parenthood. 
For instance, Swedish research findings indicate that first-birth rates are 
positively affected by income level (Andersson, 2000; Hoem, 1998) and 
work experience (Santow and Bracher, 2000). This would thus imply that 
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in Sweden there is a positive relationship between various aspects of labor 
market resources and first-birth fertility, which is quite the opposite of 
what Friedman and her collaborators’ general uncertainty reduction theory 
suggests. The Swedish parental leave policy may have enforced this 
positive relationship between labor market status and first-birth rates over 
time. As indicated before, payment during parental leave is based on prior 
earnings and couples are therefore likely to wait with children until 
earnings are sufficiently high. 

Our empirical analyses indicate that certainty is indeed an important 
incentive for childbearing in Sweden (see Table 6.3).7 As regards 
education, we expected that relatively high levels would bring certainty to 
people’s lives in the form of enhanced chances for job attainment, more 
stable positions, and sufficient economic resources to support a child. 
Indeed, those who have attained high educational levels have relatively 
high childbearing propensities. 

As was the case for union formation, this education effect is partly 
accounted for by current activity status. People outside the labor market—
students and those in-between education and their first job—have 
dramatically lower propensities for entering into parenthood than the 
employed. This finding is entirely consistent with a rational adaptation to 
the economic incentives offered by the Swedish parental leave system. 
The effects are, as expected, stronger for women because they use the 
larger part of the parental leave days. Interestingly, the unemployed do not 
differ significantly from the employed as regards first-birth rates. 
However, under the assumption that those who are unemployed will 
generally have gathered at least some work experience with which to 
qualify for a reasonable replacement level during parental leave, this 
pattern is not entirely unexpected. 

The general postponement of childbearing across birth cohorts is most 
evident when we consider men’s first-birth rates: those in the youngest 
cohort (1960–1965) have especially low rates of transition to parenthood. 
For women this cohort pattern cannot be confirmed, presumably due to 
large period variations in Swedish fertility rates and due to the fact that 
current activity status is more important for women than for men. 

To sum up, the analysis does neither reveal any general patterns of 
postponement of childbirth across cohorts, nor does it indicate that 
activity status has become a more important predictor over time (cf. Table 
6.3, columns 3 and 6). What stands out, however, is that economic 
certainty—in part reflected by employment and higher education—is a 
very important prerequisite for entering first parenthood in Sweden. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

In this chapter we have studied how aspects of (un)certainty influence 
major transitions to adulthood in Sweden. We have performed 
longitudinal analyses of processes behind: (i) matching one’s educational 
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qualifications to the occupational requirements of a first job; (ii) entering 
a first co-residential union; and (iii) choosing to become a parent for the 
first time. The underlying assumption behind these analyses was that over 
time young people have come to experience more uncertainty regarding 
major choices and their outcomes during the life course. 

Table 6.3 Piecewise constant 
exponential hazard rate estimates for 
transitions to parenthood in Sweden 
(episodes pertaining to women and 
men aged 15–45 separately) 

    Men     Women   

Baseline rate             

1–12 months −5.659** −6.152** −5.507** −5.577** −6.070** −5.299** 

13–24 months −5.581** −6.047** −5.422** −5.339** −5.793** −4.996** 

25–36 months −5.687** −6.128** −5.480** −5.468** −5.875** −5.047** 

37–48 months −5.515** −5.941** −5.277** −5.591** −5.977** −5.129** 

49–59 months −5.851** −6.244** −5.549** −5.447** −5.816** −4.954** 

60-months −6.965** −7.200** −6.209** −6.884** −7.096** −5.866** 

Birth cohort        

1940–49 (ref.) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 

1950–59 −0.107 −0.103 0.052 0.026 −0.036 0.040 

1960–65 −0.507** −0.359** −0.352** −0.189 −0.305** −0.068 

Education        

Compulsory educ. (1) (ref.)  0.000 0.000  0.000 0.000 

Vocational educ. (2)  1.034** 0.333**  1.192** 0.266* 

Lower secondary educ. (3)  1.088** 0.474**  1.050** 0.237* 

Higher secondary educ. (4)  0.623** −0.064  0.967** 0.093 

Lower tertiary educ. (5)  1.079** 0.457**  0.858** 0.096 

Higher tertiary educ. (6)  1.138** 0.404**  1.258** 0.368** 

    Men     Women   

Employment status         

Employed (ref.)    0.000   0.000 

Unemployed    0.757   0.496 

Student    −2.158**   −3.066** 
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Between education and work    −1.330**   −1.750** 

B-coh.*employment status         

(B-coh. 1950–59)*unemployed    −7.593   0.085 

(B-coh. 1950–59)*student    −0.487   0.337 

(B-coh. 1950–59)*between    −0.384   −0.191 

(B-coh. 1960–65)*unemployed    −0.072   0.168 

(B-coh. 1960–65)*student    −0.624   0.055 

(B-coh. 1960–65)*between    −0.687   −0.651 

Number of events 748 748 748 817 817 817 

Number of episodes 7493 7493 7493 6597 6597 6597 

Likelihood ratio 241.14 432.81 789.49 270.38 505.21 1011.53 

Df 2 7 16 2 7 16 

Notes 
** p≤0.01 for the estimate to be 0, 
* p≤0.05 for the estimate to be 0 

Although the Swedish welfare state is known for its capacity to mitigate 
major life transitions, young people in Sweden seem to have responded to 
the growing general uncertainty through delaying their entry into 
adulthood roles, both in the public and private sphere. Our analyses 
indicate that their transition between education and work has become 
more problematic. The time that it takes them to find a job matching their 
attained education has been prolonged, meaning that the proportion of 
overqualified employees has grown larger. This pattern should partly be 
seen in the light of the general educational expansion in Sweden during 
recent decades. Quite naturally, the general risk for “over-education” in 
the population increases as more and more people attain higher 
educational levels. But apart from this, we also found that nowadays 
having an intermediate level of education is more strongly associated with 
lower chances to find a good job than before. Not unlikely, educational 
inflation has implied that jobs previously attained by people with 
intermediate qualifications now require tertiary education. 

The second life transition under study in this chapter was the entry into 
the first co-residential union. Sweden is a clear-cut example of the 
pluralization of living arrangements, and it is at the same time a country 
where non-marital unions are in principal and in practice equal to 
marriages. In many other countries where marriage is still the only 
feasible alternative for people who want to live together (see Simó et al.; 
Bernardi and Nazio, this volume), growing uncertainty as a result of 
globalization has implied a gradual postponement over time of union 
formation in general. In Sweden, however, the relative simplicity with 

Globalization, uncertainty and youth in society      152



which consensual unions can be started (and ended) has rather brought 
about a trend towards earlier union formation, at least among the youngest 
cohorts. In a sense, this development can be seen as a rational reply to 
growing uncertainty. That is to say, young people can reap the advantages 
that living together implies both economically and socially, while at the 
same time it allows them to postpone long-term commitments such as 
marriage and parenthood, attaining these goals more gradually. It should 
be mentioned, however, that also in Sweden the entry into co-residential 
unions involves command over resources. This is illustrated by the fact 
that those with relatively high education and active in the labor market 
have greater propensities than others to enter a co-residential union. Being 
outside of the labor market is evidently a condition of high uncertainty, 
which prevents people from partnering until a higher degree of stability is 
reached. 

Finally, becoming a parent is no doubt one of the most important single 
events in many people’s lives. Over time, Swedish policy has created and 
reinforced incentives for people to combine paid work with childbearing. 
Our analyses show that certainty in terms of labor market attachment and 
educational level indeed affects both men’s and women’s first-birth rates 
positively. Interestingly, however, this effect is absent among men and 
women with higher secondary education. This result should be seen in 
light of the fact that people with this level of education face the greatest 
difficulties in finding a job that matches their diploma. This instance of 
uncertainty vis-à-vis the labor market apparently acts as to delay 
childbearing, too. In other words, a smooth entry into the labor market 
seems to be a prerequisite for entry into parenthood. 

Also interestingly, men and women with the highest levels of 
education have relatively low propensities to enter a first union, while at 
the same time they show comparatively high first-birth rates once they 
have done so. One interpretation of this finding thus is that for them union 
life and parenthood are more closely connected than for other educational 
groups. Those with high education are likely to postpone union formation 
but once they start to cohabit, they tend to have their first child quite soon. 
Earlier studies have found that highly educated people who cohabit non-
maritally are also the ones most likely to get married (Duvander, 1998), 
which may indicate a relatively accentuated stability in their unions. 

In some respects, these patterns of entry into adulthood in Sweden 
differ considerably from those often found outside Scandinavia. For 
instance, the processes of the transition to adulthood in Sweden are very 
similar for men and women. We found no dramatic gender differences as 
regards the impact of (un)certainty on young people’s job attainment, their 
entry into cohabitation, or their transition to parenthood. Higher education 
and good economic resources increase both men’s and women’s 
propensities of entering parenthood. 

To conclude, young people in Sweden have come to postpone some 
salient transitions into adulthood. People in younger cohorts need more 
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time to find a job that matches their educational attainment, and they 
become parents at older ages. This pattern of postponing adulthood can be 
seen as part of a more general trend pertaining to a large part of the 
Western world. When it comes to young Swedes’ entry into first co-
residential unions, however, the pattern is rather the opposite: they have 
started to cohabit at continuously lower ages. Presumably, this finding 
reflects nation-specific institutional and normative changes that have 
conveyed a certain redefinition of private living arrangements. 
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NOTES 
1 However, the “overeducated” leave unskilled jobs quicker than those who 

have lower education (ibid.). 
2 If a person has a job below that of its commensurate education, over-

qualification is at hand. Commensurate is: 

a Compulsory education Unskilled workers 
b Vocational education Skilled workers  
c Secondary education (2–4 year theoretical gymnasium) 
Low-level salaried employees 
d Lower tertiary education (short university education) 
Mid-level salaried employees 
e Higher tertiary education (long university education) 
High-level salaried employees 

3Of course, these results may be an effect of the older cohorts having had more 
time to attain jobs commensurate with their education. Whether this is true 
or not is examined in the multivariate hazard rate analysis reported below. 
Older cohorts have also had more time to attain necessary educational 
credentials for higher-level jobs, which may account for the stable 
proportion of matched salaried employees over birth cohorts. 

4We have conducted multivariate hazard regressions estimating the time 
elapsing from the point in time at which the highest level of education is 
attained up until a match is realized, implying that the individual attains a 
job with qualifications commensurate with his or her education. Selected 
for the analysis are those who were born between 1940 and 1965 and who 
were not in education at the time of the interview. The episode duration 
starts once the highest level of education is reached, and censoring occurs 
when the first “matching” job is attained, or when the age of 35 is reached. 
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If not otherwise stated, all empirical analyses in this chapter use data from 
the 1991 Swedish Level of Living Survey’s retrospective economic activity 
histories (for details on the data set, see Jonsson and Mills, 2001). For more 
details on the piecewise constant exponential model estimated here, see 
Blossfeld and Rohwer (1995). 

5When the effect of sex is estimated without other controls (results not shown), 
this assertion is also confirmed: women have significantly higher transition 
rates than men. 

6For these analyses we have selected those individuals who are born between 
1940 and 1965. The episode duration starts at the age of 15, and censoring 
occurs when the respondent starts his or her first cohabitation, or when age 
45 is reached. 

7For these analyses we have likewise selected those who are born between 
1940 and 1965. The episode duration starts at the age of 15, and censoring 
occurs when the age of 45 is reached or at respondent’s first childbirth. In 
order to come closer to the time of the decision to have a child, we have 
subtracted 9 months from the child’s birth month. 
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7  
Transitions to adulthood in 

Norway  
Øivind Anti Nilsen 

INTRODUCTION 

During their early lives, adolescents encounter major changes in their 
lives such as completing education, getting a first job, going through 
frequent job turnovers, building a family and becoming parents. 
Furthermore, increased globalization is likely to make the future of an 
adolescent today less secure relative to what older cohorts experienced. 
This is due to several reasons. First, when it comes to deciding which type 
of education to follow, students can choose among a wide range of 
options that vary in length and quality. This may make choices less secure 
with regard to the returns to education. At the same time, the reduced 
barriers for citizens of different nationalities to take a job in a foreign 
country, at least within Europe, may increase competition in the labor 
market. This again makes the returns to education today less secure than 
some decades ago. However, the openness of the contemporary labor 
market gives eager individuals a lot of new choices, and thus may increase 
their labor market success. “Success” in this context includes the returns 
to human capital investment (wages), and also the time spent in and 
(involuntarily) out of employment. 

From the perspective of firms, globalization increases competition 
between countries (see Mills and Blossfeld, this volume). Thus, only the 
best, the most productive, flexible and competitive firms will survive. 
This increased competition induces the need for a more educated work 
force, since increased education will improve each employee’s 
productivity and flexibility. Firms’ survival is also dependent on being 
able to attract the more qualified workers. The least qualified will lose in 
the competition for jobs and, thus, education becomes a more and more 
important factor for both the individual worker and the economy as a 
whole. 

In several European countries an increasing amount of resources have 
been invested in the educational system in order to improve its quality and 
to keep the young longer at school. The early histories of new entrants 
into the labor market may turn out as important for their early as for their 
prime-aged labor market behavior. This may be particularly relevant for 
the lowly educated. As several empirical studies have shown, these young 



lowly educated persons with little work experience have higher risks of 
unemployment and particular problems in finding a permanent job. 
Authorities, however, also invest in the educational system to correct for 
potential market inefficiencies. If the returns to education do devolve less 
on the individuals receiving education than on the society at large, 
individuals may take too little education relative to what is found to be 
optimal for the economy as a whole. To counteract such market failures, 
the authorities will find it necessary to finance and encourage young 
individuals to take more education. 

In this chapter we summarize empirical findings from a number of 
studies about Norwegian youth and their early labor market career, and 
discuss these findings in the light of increased globalization. From these 
studies we learn about a number of issues that are related to education. 
Bratberg and Nilsen (2000), for instance, analyze how searching for a job 
after completing education is connected to the accepted wage level and 
the subsequent employment period. Nilsen and Risa (1999) focus on the 
early employment history of school-leavers and pay particular attention to 
the duration of employment in order to examine whether there is duration 
dependency. Nilsen et al. (2000) focus more on the early labor market 
career, not only for school-leavers but also for young individuals with 
some years of work experience. In this latter study, particular attention is 
paid to the importance of education for the transition from employment 
into various states, such as unemployment, education, and “other”, a 
residual category. It has been documented that young individuals are over-
represented among the unemployed, not because of long unemployment 
spells but because of high inflow rates (see Layard et al., 1991:297). An 
open question, therefore, is whether unemployment leaves a “scar” in the 
form of an increased probability of future unemployment. Grasdal (2001) 
investigates this issue by looking at the short-and long-term relationship 
between past and current unemployment for young graduates. 

Just as a higher educational level will positively affect the labor market 
success of young individuals, so it may also lead to changes in the fertility 
pattern. Therefore, we also give a brief description of fertility in Norway 
and pay particular attention to the importance of education for the 
postponement of maternity. The descriptive statistics reported by 
Lappegård (1998; 1999) and the results of a more thorough econometric 
analysis by Naz (2000) indicate that an increased level of education leads 
to a postponement of the first birth. However, in order to overcome some 
of the limitations in these studies, we present a supplementary empirical 
analysis using data drawn from the so-called Database of Generations 
(Generasjonsdatabasen). These unique and previously unutilized 
Norwegian data are collected from public registers and include 
information about every individual born in every fifth year during the 
period from 1950 to 1990. The data also contain information about 
parents and grandparents. For this study we have sampled women from 
the 1955, 1960 and 1965 cohorts. As we will see, the empirical findings 
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confirm that there is indeed a negative effect of the time spent in 
education on the time until the first childbirth. Furthermore, this negative 
effect seems to become more important over time. 

This chapter is organized as follows. First, we give a brief survey of 
the institutional features of the Norwegian education system and labor 
market together with a description of the fertility patterns in Norway over 
the last decades. Sec-ond, the Norwegian data sources are described. In 
the remainder we discuss each of the studies in more detail. Here we focus 
on the importance of education, but also try to look upon the empirical 
results in the light of increased globalization. Finally, we summarize and 
conclude in the last section. 

INSTITUTIONAL BACKGROUND 

The educational system and labor market features 

Norwegian children attend primary school for six years from the age of 
seven, and continue with three years in comprehensive (lower-secondary) 
school. There is very little specializing at this level. Upon completion of 
these nine years of compulsory education, pupils typically go on to upper-
secondary school. In 1995, 96.7 percent of all pupils went from lower-
secondary to upper-secondary school (Statistics Norway, 1999). In 
October 1977 there were approximately 157 000 pupils in upper-
secondary school (secondary general schools and vocational schools); the 
corresponding figure for 1995 was 210 000. There are several areas of 
study in the upper-secondary school, the most important distinction being 
between vocational and general orientations. The most general education 
lasts for three years and prepares the students for further studies at 
universities or other institutions of higher education.1 Most university 
studies take between four and seven years. College educations, such as 
nursing, primary school teaching, and engineering, last three years. In 
1997 there were roughly 172 000 students at universities and other 
institutions of higher education. 

In 1995 the number of males and females in the secondary school is 
almost the same. However, at the graduate schools and the universities 
(below the Ph.D. level) the fraction of females attending is higher. We 
should also note that females are underrepresented in apprenticeships and 
vocational training. 

Figure 7.1 shows the labor force participation rates from 1980 to 1995 
(percentages of the total number of persons in each age group). The 
participation rate for young people aged 16–19 peaked in the economic 
boom years of 1987–1988. We see a similar pattern for individuals aged 
20–24 as well as for those of all ages (16–74), however, the fluctuations 
are most pronounced for the youngest group. The development of the 
unemployment rates is shown in Figure 7.2. After the boom period, the 
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unemployment rate for the youngest group increases sharply to stay 
relatively constant at a high level thereafter. For individuals aged 20–24, 
we also see a significant growth in the unemployment rate, at least when 
compared to the total unemployment rate (age 16–74). 

Most of the studies discussed in this survey are from the late eighties 
and early nineties. This was a time of a cyclical downturn in Norway’s 
economy. For instance, aggregate employment in the construction 
industry was reduced by as much as 25 percent from 1988 to 1993, while 
manufacturing industries shrunk by 10 percent. On the other hand, 
employment in public and private services increased by 10 percent. From 
1994 to 1998 the Norwegian economy has been booming again, and seen 
a sharp increase in manufacturing and construction employment. The 
differences in occupational and educational choices among males and 
females persisted in the nineties, and it is to be expected that the increased 
education levels of females will have a lasting impact. A survey of the 
Norwegian labor market situation in the period from the late 80s to 1995 
is given in Torp (1996). 

 

Figure 7.1 Labour force 
participation rates in 
Norway, 1980–1995 

Source: Statistics Norway. 
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Figure 7.2 Unemployment 
rates in Norway, 1980–
1995 (LFS) 

Source: Statistics Norway. 

Fertility in Norway2 

Figure 7.3 gives the development in the period total fertility rate for 
Norway since 1960. The figure indicates that fertility has slightly 
increased since 1983. Note, however, that this pattern hides the fact that 
women seem to postpone their childbirths. For instance, the fertility 
among young females—25 years and younger—has dropped significantly 
from the early 70s, while the fertility for older cohorts has increased since 
1977. 

 

Figure 7.3 Total fertility 
rate in Norway, 1960–
1999 
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Source: Statistics Norway. 

 

Figure 7.4 Median age at 
first birth in Norway, 
cohorts 1950–1970 

Source: Statistics Norway. 

If we look at the median age at first birth (Figure 7.4), i.e. the age at which 
50 percent of a cohort has got their first child, we find that this age has 
increased from 22.8 years for the 1950 cohort to 26.7 for the 1970 cohort. 
The postponement of first births can also be seen from Figure 7.5. In 
addition, we find that cohort fertility has dropped: completed fertility for 
younger generations seems to be small relative to older generations. 

 

Figure 7.5 Accumulated 
birth rates *1000 in 
Norway, cohorts 1950–
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1980 (the last years are 
extrapolated) 

Source: Statistics Norway. 

The level of governmental transfers to parents has improved over time. 
For instance, the current Norwegian maternity leave system is quite 
generous, compensating for 100 percent of work income for 42 weeks or 
80 percent for 52 weeks (in addition to universal child benefits).3 

DATA SOURCES 

Most of the studies discussed in this paper are based on data from the 
“KIRUT” (a Norwegian acronym) database, which contains detailed 
individual information from public registers for a random 10 percent 
sample of the Norwegian population aged 16–67. This information is 
merged from several different public registers, with the consent and under 
the supervision of the Norwegian Data Protection Agency. Currently, data 
for the period 1989–1996 are available and the total sample includes more 
than 300 000 individuals. The data provide information on socio-
economic background, labor market participation by industrial branch as 
well as working hours, and social insurance payments. 

The data used for the supplementary study of the postponement of first 
births, presented towards the end of this chapter, are drawn from the so-
called Database of Generations (Generasjonsdatabasen). These unique and 
previously unutilized data are collected from Norwegian public registers 
and include information about every individual born in every fifth year in 
the period from 1950 to 1990. In this database there is information about 
family characteristics, education and labor market attachment of the 
individuals, together with information about their income and wealth. All 
this information is given for the sampled individuals and their parents and 
grandparents. Thus, information across three generations can be linked. 
Not all of the variables in the database are collected with the same 
frequency, however. For instance, family status, the length and type of 
education, wealth and variables describing the labor market attachment 
are given in every tenth year, while income and childbearing are recorded 
annually. 

TRANSITIONS FROM SCHOOL TO WORK 

Bratberg and Nilsen (2000) consider the transitions from school to work 
together with early market experiences. An individual who has finished 
school is assumed to search for jobs and, if s/he eventually gets a job 
offer, it is accepted if the associated wage exceeds his/her reservation 
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wage. The probability of leaving unemployment any day is thus the 
product of the probability of getting a job offer that day and the 
probability that the wage offer is above the reservation wage. The three 
measures of educational outcomes are unemployment, wage, and job 
duration. These are treated as interrelated in the analysis. The length of the 
unemployment period and the duration of the first job may supplement the 
information in a wage equation. In addition, the accepted wage is related 
to the reservation wage and, hence, the employment hazard rate. 
Therefore, a wage equation must be estimated in such a way that the 
dependence between wages, unemployment, and job duration are taken 
into account, and the duration of post-school unemployment, accepted 
wage, and job duration are estimated simultaneously. 

The individuals considered finish their education and begin to work if 
they get a job. They are followed until they part from their jobs or are 
censored. The sampled individuals are all school-leavers in the period 
from 1989–1991. In the study, 11 239 school-leavers aged 16–33 were 
extracted from the KIRUT database. 

The average time from school completion to the first job is 30 weeks 
for the individuals with 12 years of education (sample means for the 
uncensored observations). This seems to be quite a long period of non-
employment. However, the education coefficients are negative, implying 
that the time taken to find a job is shorter for those with higher levels of 
schooling. For instance, those with 15 years of education (except for 
nurses and teachers) have a 16 weeks shorter search time. The 
unemployment spell is even shorter for nurses and teachers. The 
difference in search times between the ones with 15 years of education 
and those with the longest educations is marginal and statistically 
insignificant. 

There is a non-monotonic relationship between education and job 
duration. Those with relatively low education levels (less than 12 years) 
and those with high education (15 or more) keep their job somewhat 
longer than those with an intermediate length of education. Teachers and 
nurses are among those with 12–15 years of education, and it seems 
reasonable that the probability of a good match in the first job is higher 
for such specialized educations. Note, however, that this positive effect of 
education on job duration is partly due to industry attachment. Individuals 
with highly occupation-specific education are over-represented in the 
governmental sector. Thus, returns to education may be biased in that it is 
not a pure effect but may also reflect industry attachment and the degree 
of specializing. Another finding worth mentioning is that apprentices get a 
job at a rate that is 20 percent faster compared to individuals with other 
types of education at the same educational level, i.e. 12 years. Apprentices 
also tend to stay 10 percent longer in their first job. There are several 
possible reasons for this. First, uncertainty and information asymmetries 
are lower for apprentices if they start to work in the firm where they 
received their training. In addition, if an apprentice leaves the firm where 
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he received his training, a portion of the acquired human capital and firm-
specific skills is lost. Thus, apprentices have incentives to stay in the firms 
where they were trained. 

Turning to gender differences, females have shorter search periods, 
lower wages and longer job durations than males. These findings are 
consistent with the notion that female labor force entrants have a lower 
reservation wage than men. In part, this may be explained by the 
Norwegian maternity leave system that—as said before—is quite 
generous, but it requires a minimum of 10 months’ paid work previous to 
giving birth for eligibility. Females who plan to have a child may 
therefore accept lower paid jobs. The fact that the first job lasts longer for 
women than for men is consistent with a lower degree of on-the-job 
search, but this may also in part be explained by the strong protection 
against dismissals during maternity leave. Another explanation for these 
gender differences is the gender segregation in the Norwegian labor 
market. Women are over-represented in the governmental sector, where 
wages are relatively low but where job protection and flexibility are better 
than in private industry. Thus, working in the governmental sector makes 
it easier to combine a job and taking care of children. Such job 
characteristics may be more important for women than for men. 

TRANSITIONS FROM EMPLOYMENT 

Nilsen et al. (2000) analyze the importance of education for the transitions 
from employment early in the career to unemployment, education and 
other exits. In their study they also use data from the KIRUT database. 
They analyze 32 202 workers aged 18 to 29 who are followed from 
January 1989 to December 1990. This was a period of a cyclical downturn 
in Norway, such that quite a few youngsters lost their jobs due to layoffs. 
The authors analyze the gross exits to unemployment, education, and 
“others” by means of a reduced form multinomial logit model. This 
captures the competing risk aspect of the inflow into youth unemployment 
from employment. 

All effects relating to education are statistically significant for both 
males and females. Education is a good insurance for staying employed 
and, at the same time, it decreases the probability of becoming 
unemployed.4 For instance, one additional year of education reduces the 
probability of becoming unemployed by 1.5 percentage points. Thus, with 
the average probability of becoming unemployed equal to 5.8 percent 
(sample mean), one extra year of education reduces the probability of 
becoming unemployed to 4.3 percent, which is 25.9 percent lower. 

There are some important gender differences. Having children is not 
affecting males’ behavior, only females’. It is found that for married 
women the number of children increases the probability of staying 
employed, while it decreases the probability of transiting to the residual 

Globalization, uncertainty and youth in society      166



group, “other”. This result may be partly due to non-random self-
selection. For instance, labor force participation by mothers with several 
children is probably an indication of a high endowment of personal human 
resources. Non-participating mothers with many children may on average 
not be as fortunate. Thus, if such self-selection effects are present, we may 
find that children have the described positive effect on labor market 
attachment. 

The early labor market experience of adolescents is also analyzed by 
Nilsen and Risa (1999), who focus on the job duration of school-leavers 
completing their education between October 1989 and October 1990. Out 
of the 4 723 sampled school-leavers, 2 172 have a full-time job (defined 
as more than 20 hours worked per week) in the beginning of 1991. These 
full-time workers are followed until the end of 1993 and are defined as 
either “working”, “unemployed” or “other” during the sample period. 
Note that the sampled individuals in this study are a highly selected group 
where unobserved characteristics may affect the job duration positively. 
Thus, care should be taken when generalizing the findings to the total 
population of school-leavers. The model used is a reduced form Weibull 
duration regression. With this model the authors are able to address 
questions regarding duration dependence in the work experience of the 
school-leavers. Properties of duration models are interesting for public 
policies aiming to facilitate the integration of school-leavers into the labor 
market. It is sometimes argued that gaining some initial experience 
supports the integration process. A process where the gain of some initial 
experience improves later labor market attachment corresponds to a 
negative duration dependence in models of unemployment duration. That 
is to say that the hazard rate out of employment decreases over time. 
Negative duration dependence indicates that labor market attachment 
increases with job duration. If this is the case, a public policy aimed at 
providing labor market training to youngsters may be an effective remedy 
against youth unemployment. With their duration model the authors are 
also able to estimate differences in exit routes to unemployment and the 
residual end-state, “other”, which most often are exits to part-time work or 
out of the labor force. The summary statistics reveal that during the three-
years period from 1991 to 1993 there are 505 exits to unemployment and 
786 exits to “other”. 

Nilsen and Risa find that the introduction of various covariates leads to 
the elimination of duration dependence, i.e. they end up with a constant 
hazard. This finding suggests that the strong negative duration 
dependence found in the (misspecified) parsimonious model only reflects 
sampling effects. Hence, one may conjecture that a policy of labor market 
training in the sense of providing work experience will have scant effects 
on the youth labor market. However, one may keep in mind that the 
sample contains only individuals who managed to enter full-time work by 
the end of 1990. It may well be that labor market policies are directed 
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primarily towards school-leavers that fail to secure a job at an early stage. 
Therefore, results may differ for those who did not manage to get a job. 

Compared to those with the highest level of education, the hazard rate 
to unemployment increases for both females (165 percent) and males (114 
percent) that leave school with only 9–11 years of education. For females 
leaving with 12–14 years of education the increase in the hazard rate is 
even greater. 

Nilsen and Risa (1999) also find other gender differences. Females 
experience fewer exits to unemployment than males. The fraction of 
females remaining in full-time work across the total observation period is 
41.3 percent against 39.6 percent for males. Nilsen and Risa conclude that 
the descriptive statistics suggest that females have a higher entry rate to 
employment after school and a higher probability of staying in work. 
Furthermore, it is the type of education that plays a significant role for 
females, while it is the industry of occupation that is most important for 
males. 

UNEMPLOYMENT PERSISTENCE 

In general young individuals demonstrate a high turnover in the labor 
market, which in turn exposes them to a higher risk of experiencing 
unemployment. If state dependence creates unemployment persistence 
among labor market entrants, policies reducing short-term unemployment 
are important to prevent negative demand shocks to have negative long-
term consequences on young workers. 

Grasdal (2001) investigates how much of the observed persistence in 
unemployment is attributed to previous experience of unemployment. The 
sample used covers school-leavers with 10 years of education or more 
who were aged 16–29 in 1989 and left the educational system in the fall 
of 1989 or spring of 1990, and who are observed for at least the six 
months from July 1990 to December 1990. For each month during this 
observation period the final sample of 4 521 individuals is observed to 
determine whether or not they are registered as unemployed. These 
individuals are followed until they leave the labor force due to either 
childbirth, education, emigration or death. It is assumed that they are 
working as long as they are not registered as unemployed or temporarily 
out of the workforce. 

Different from the studies discussed above, Grasdal does her analysis 
separately for various educational groups, conditioning on the years of 
schooling for each individual. Summary statistics show that those with 
higher education on average experience fewer and shorter spells of 
unemployment than school-leavers with less education. On average, 60 
percent of school-leavers from the sec-ondary education level (10–12 
years of education) and about 26 percent of school-leavers with higher 
education (13 or more years of education) have at least one spell of 
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unemployment during their sample periods. These results indicate that 
education is an insurance against unemployment. 

Grasdal analyses both short- and long-term state dependence by 
comparing work states, first, in two subsequent quarters and, then, in the 
4th quarter with the state one year back. The results show that state 
dependence accounts for a substantial part of the observed persistence in 
unemployment at all educational levels. However, state dependence 
becomes less important for higher educated individuals. The short-term 
state dependence for individuals with lower and secondary education (9–
12 years) is 0.5. This means that compared to someone who was 
employed in the previous month, an individual who was not so has a 50 
percent higher probability of being still unemployed in the present month. 
Short-term state dependence for those with higher education (13 or more 
years of education) is 0.4, but this decreases over time. Although Grasdal 
concludes that the types of educational qualifications are important in this 
respect, this may actually be due to a mixture of sectoral and educational 
effects. For instance, she finds that secondary school graduates (10–12 
years of education) with an industry- and craft education have a 
significantly higher probability of experiencing unemployment than 
secondary school graduates with health related studies. 

As expected, ranging from 0.111 to 0.146, the long-term state 
dependence is lower than the short-term. However, the average long-term 
state dependence is very similar for the various educational levels (with 
the exception of those with 17 years or more). This latter finding indicates 
that once an individual has entered the labor market, its education level is 
not very important for subsequent labor market behavior. This result is 
consistent with the ones in Nilsen and Risa (1999), who found that the 
state dependence disappears once covariates are taken into account. 

POSTPONEMENT OF FIRST BIRTH 

As stated in the introductory section of this chapter, education becomes 
increasingly important in a more globalized world (see also Mills and 
Blossfeld, this volume). From a policy point of view it is also important to 
know what the effect is of increasing educational levels on fertility rates. 
This is so because extra years of schooling are likely to induce significant 
changes in the fertility patterns of modern females. For instance, their 
increased educational level may affect the average age at first birth. For 
Norway this pattern has been described by Lappegård (1999). 

When we look at the median age at first birth by educational length for 
various cohorts (Figure 7.6), we see that the age at first birth is higher for 
the more educated groups, and also that it has increased over time for all 
educational groups. Furthermore, the older the mother is at first birth, the 
more likely it is that subsequent births will be closely spaced in-between, 
unless of course her total demand for children is small to begin with. As is 
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well known, changes in the timing of childbearing can lead to strong 
annual fluctuations in overall fertility rates. 

 

Figure 7.6 Median age at 
first birth, by educational 
groups in Norway 
Source: Statistics Norway. 

From a theoretical point of view, education affects fertility in several 
ways. First, and perhaps the most direct, is the effect of education related 
to time use: most women postpone childbearing until after their education 
is finished, leaving them less (of their fertile) time for having children. 
Obviously, this suggests a negative relation between fertility and 
education.5 Second, higher education most likely affects fertility 
positively through higher wages (the income effect), but negatively 
through cost of time.6 

Various sociological studies have shown a remarkable pattern of 
“assortative mating”, in the sense of a strong positive correlation between 
the levels of education of partners living as couples.7 This correlation 
gives rise to another effect of education on fertility: if a highly educated 
woman expects her future husband to be of similar level, then this would 
amount to a free-free income that should have a positive effect on fertility. 
Moreover, the higher the husband’s wage is, the lower the wife’s free 
market participation will tend to be and, therefore, the lower the 
opportunity cost of bearing children.8 This substitution effect clearly 
increases fertility. Still, we believe that the income effect is more 
important for total fertility than for the timing of the first birth.9 

Naz (2000) investigates the relationship of education and the timing of 
first births in Norway based on data from the KIRUT database. Using a 
hazard rate model (a Cox proportional hazard specification), she finds a 
strong negative effect of educational level on the timing of first births for 
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young women aged 20–24 years, and a positive effect for women aged 
35–39 years. The explanation is that women in education postpone first 
birth. Another interesting finding in the study is that there is a strong 
negative relationship between local unemployment rates and the 
probability of a first birth. Interpreting (high) unemployment as an effect 
of globalization and a cause of increased uncertainty, this latest finding 
suggests that globalization may induce further postponement of the first 
birth. Note, however, that in a generous welfare state like Norway, with 
substantial public funded childcare and other forms of family support, 
having a child may be seen as a way of reducing financial uncertainty. 

A limitation of the study by Naz is that it includes only married 
women. Aggregate statistics from Norway reveal that the average age at 
first marriage in the period 1990–1995 was approximately 26.9 years. 
Furthermore, higher educated individuals tend to get married later than 
those with lower education. Using a highly selected sample of married 
women may give biased estimates, since those with higher education are 
more likely to be excluded from the sample. 

Due to this limitation of the study by Naz (2000), we analyze the 
correlation between education and age at first birth using another sample, 
where also unmarried and previously married women are included. (The 
latter category includes the separated, divorced, and widowed.) To test 
which of the competing hypotheses about the correlation between 
education and age at first birth dominates, we estimate a duration model 
where we use educational length as one of the explanatory variables. 

DATA 

In the empirical analysis of the postponement of maternity we use data 
from the Database of Generations. Due to data limitations, we are only 
able to analyze the duration of time since the woman turned 18 years. We 
have sampled women from the 1955, 1960 and 1965 birth cohorts. These 
individuals we follow until their first child is born, or until 1991. Thus, 
the right censoring varies for the three cohorts from ages 36 through 31 to 
26. In the data there is information on the educational level in 1970, 1980, 
and 1990. Based on this information, we have constructed a variable that 
measures years of schooling when the first child was born (assuming that 
women go to school without any interruptions). The educational level of 
the women’s fathers is based on their highest level of education as 
reported in 1970, 1980 or 1990. Changes in marital status are also known 
from the data, with both the new state and the year of the transition given. 
From this information we have defined the marital status of the women as 
either unmarried, married, or previously married, measured at the time of 
the first birth. 

The final sample consists of 90 870 individuals, of whom 30 066 were 
born in 1955, 29 598 in 1960, and 31 206 in 1965. The mean educational 
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lengths for the 1955, 1960 and 1965 cohorts are, respectively, 11.5, 12.0, 
and 12.1 years. Note, however, that the sample from the 1965 cohort is 
censored at age 26, i.e. before those women with the longest educations 
have completed their education. Thus, the average reported educational 
length for the 1965 cohort is smaller than the true one. 

EMPIRICAL RESULTS 

We estimate a Weibull model to analyze the duration of time until the first 
birth. The estimation results are reported as hazard ratios in Table 7.1. 
This ratio tells us the relative effect on the hazard rate, i.e. the effect of 
one unit increase in the explanatory variables. A hazard ratio equal to 1 
indicates that the covariate has no impact on the probability of getting a 
child, a hazard ratio larger than 1 implies a positive effect of the covariate, 
while less than 1 indicates a negative effect. 

We see that there is a negative effect of the educational length on the 
time until the first childbirth. This finding supports the hypothesis that 
higher educated women postpone their entry into motherhood, which is in 
line with other studies on Norway (see e.g. Noack, 2001; Kravdal, 1994; 
Naz, 2000) or other countries (see e.g. Blossfeld and Jeanichen, 1992; 
Gustafsson et al., 2001). Compared to the results by Naz (2000), however, 
we find a much stronger negative effect for the level of education. This 
might be due to the fact that we included unmarried women in our study. 
It seems likely that marriage gives access to more financial resources. 
This increased access to funding may reduce the importance of women’s 
own education. Furthermore, the time constraint that childcare will have 
on time spent on education (and vice versa) may be less binding for 
married women. 

Another interesting finding is that the negative effect of education 
seems to become more important over time. As expected, marriage has a 
positive effect of the probability of becoming a mother. That previously 
married women in the two oldest cohorts have a lower probability of 
becoming a mother relative to unmarried individuals is somewhat 
surprising. One explanation might be that marital dissolution is such a 
dramatic experience that forming a family and becoming a mother is not 
on the agenda anymore. If we interpret the length of father’s education as 
a proxy for social status, we see that females of high social status 
postpone their first birth longer than women of lower classes. The cohort 
dummies in the last column of Table 7.1 are greater than unity, which is 
consistent with the pattern described in Figure 7.4: more recent cohorts 
have their first birth later. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The accelerated speed of change in modern societies, including 
economical, social and political changes, may be seen as effects of 
increasing globalization. At the same time, authorities have interests in 
increasing the average educational level, namely, in order to have a more 
productive and flexible labor force. It is likely that in the long run a better-
educated labor force will be an advantage in the intensified competition 
among nations. From an individual’s point of view, education may be 
seen as an insurance against unemployment and declining income, effects 
that could be the consequences of intensified globalization. The 
Norwegian empirical studies discussed in this chapter show that education 
plays an important role in getting youth established in stable jobs and 
prevents them  

Table 7.1 Duration of time since age 
18 until first birth in Norway (hazard 
ratios) 

  1955 cohort 1960 cohort 1965 cohort All cohorts 

  Hazard 
ratio 

z-
values

Hazard 
ratio 

z-
values 

Hazard 
ratio 

z-
values

Hazard 
ratio 

z-
values 

Education at 
birth 

0.891 −31.60 0.888 −39.88 0.812 −48.13 0.876 −54.23 

Married 2.914 50.53 2.437 55.71 3.274 3.27 2.840 97.90 

Previously 
married 

0.837 −4.02 0.837 −3.84 1.520 7.24 0.934 −2.44 

Father’s 
education 

0.977 −7.22 0.969 −10.02 0.947 −14.20 0.966 −17.93 

1960 cohort        1.327 29.28 

1965 cohort        2.286 70.93 

Log L −31233.84  −25254.129   −19973.527  −78366.974   

Nr. of 
observations 

30066  29598   31206  90870   

Nr. of 
censored 
obs. 

4525  7391   15350  27266   

from experiencing long unemployment spells. Thus, the evidence is in 
accordance with policies adopted in most European countries, to increase 
resources put into the educational sector to fight youth unemployment 
(see also Layte et al., this volume). 
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There are also clear indications of the changing role of gender both in 
the educational system and in the free market. Change becomes evident 
from the fact, for example, that presently a majority of Norwegian 
university students are females. In addition, compared to many other 
countries (see Klijzing, this volume), the female labor force participation 
rate in Norway is high. Finally, Norwegian family policy is aimed at 
bolstering female labor force participation through generous regulations 
for maternity leave and ample provisions for subsidized childcare. 
Norway may therefore be an interesting case to study when it comes to 
changing gender roles and differences, and this for several reasons. 

Even though these results support the policy of the free market 
authorities of increasing the educational level, it is not clear that the 
importance of education will be the same in a youth population where 
everyone is highly educated. To be able to shed light on the long-term 
effect of an increased educational level, and thus to determine whether 
potential job competition will reduce the aggregate effect of increased 
education, one would need longer individual data series. However, until 
the most recent years, such data have been hard to get hold of. Thus, the 
results of the utilization of such datasets in the near future will be 
interesting. Note that with such long individual time series one may also 
be able to analyze whether individuals are “scarred” by unemployment 
spells early on in their careers. 

Other empirical findings discussed in this study indicate that the 
educational expansion during the most recent decades will postpone the 
arrival of the first birth. It also seems evident that increased uncertainty, as 
approximated by rising unemployment, induces postponement of first 
births, which may reduce cohort fertility and thus total fertility. 
Globalization is, therefore, likely to have important effects on the 
transition to adulthood. 

One final comment should be given. With an increased degree of 
globalization, the importance of education and early market experience 
may change. One conceivable scenario would be that education becomes 
more and more important to secure a stable and well-paid job. However, if 
increased globalization causes higher levels of turbulence in the free 
market, it may also have the effect that early free market experiences are 
wiped out in the long run due to high depreciation of human capital. 
Which one of these two competing hypotheses dominates empirically is 
still an open question. 

NOTES 
1 Compared to other countries, the number of apprenticeship positions in 

Norway is quite small. A reform of the system of upper-secondary 
education and training came into effect in 1994 (Reform-94). Among the 
most important aims of the new law were improving the quality of the 
vocational training and increasing the number of pupils taking vocational 
education, up to a third of their cohort size. 
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2 Most of the information in this sub-section stems from NOU (1996:13) and 
Lappegård (1998; 1999). 

3 This compensation requires for eligibility a minimum of 10 months’ paid 
work previous to giving birth. 

4 The material reveals that 70 percent of those that occupied a job in the end 
state had held that same job during the two years, while 80 percent of the 
unemployed became unemployed within the last six months before our time 
of final observation. These figures indicate that round tripping is not a very 
significant problem in the sample used. 

5 Note that unless one has rich enough data it is difficult to empirically 
distinguish this effect from the reverse effect of fertility on education: some 
women drop out of education because they become pregnant. This also 
suggests a negative correlation, but the causality is reversed. 

6 Although intuitively perhaps reasonable, theoretically it is actually not at all 
clear that, even if children are a normal good, the income effect is 
necessarily positive, as pointed out by Becker and Lewis (1973). If children 
are a normal good, normality only requires the family to spend more money 
on their children as income rises. However, this increase can be taken out in 
other directions than an increase in the number of children, depending on 
the income elasticities of the number of children vs. the “quality” of the 
children (i.e., the money spent on each child). See also Willis (1973). 

7 Cf. e.g. Blossfeld et al. (2000). Economic explanations of this observed 
pattern come in three categories. First, if education is regarded as a 
sufficiently important good for everybody, then all women will want men 
with high education as will all men want women with high education, with 
the result that those with the most education will tend to form a couple, and 
so will those with the second most education, etc. This kind of sorting is 
referred to as “assortative mating” (cf. e.g. Becker (1991, Ch. 4)). Second, 
joint consumption of family public goods is one of the economic important 
determinants of who marries whom, and similarity of tastes is necessary to 
exploit the gains from sharing public goods. If persons with similar 
educational backgrounds have similar tastes, they will tend to marry each 
other for this reason. (Weiss (1997), among others, develops the family 
public goods argument in some detail.) Third, search models predict that the 
probability of ending up with a specific partner is related to the probability 
of meeting that specific partner, and similarity of education increases the 
probability of such encounters. (Weiss (1997) also surveys this strand of the 
literature.) 

8 Some degree of specialization according to comparative advantages is 
predicted by practically any kind of model of infra-family decision-making, 
cf. e.g. Weiss (1997). 

9 From an econometric point of view, it is also hard to fully take into account 
the endogeneity problem of income and fertility, i.e. in what direction the 
causality goes. 
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8  
The effects of the globalization 

process on the transition to 
adulthood in Hungary  

Péter Róbert and Erzsébet Bukodi 

INTRODUCTION 

In modern societies, there is a growing uncertainty concerning the 
outcome of different individual choices including educational decisions, 
those pertaining to the (first) job, partner selection, or the timing of 
parenthood. In a “runaway world” (Giddens, 1999), structural conditions 
and social norms provide less and less support or guidelines for taking 
decisions. As a result of this, individuals face increasing uncertainties, 
particularly during the process of the transition to adulthood. This analysis 
investigates the impact of globalization on this complex process in a post-
communist country, Hungary. 

The transition to adulthood involves several interrelated changes in 
social and individual states like labor market entry, partnership formation, 
or first parenthood, which influence each other reciprocally (Marini, 
1985). In a regular sequence of the life course, completion of education 
and beginning of an occupational career are generally the first major steps 
in the transition to adulthood, followed by establishing stable family 
relations including partner selection and childbearing. As far as the 
transition from dependent “child” to independent “earner” is concerned, 
this process has become much longer and more flexible during the last 
decades. As it is increasingly difficult to consider a large variety of 
options, educational choices have become much harder to make. More and 
more information needs to be processed for an optimal selection among 
the many alternatives nowadays offered by the educational market as well 
as by the labor market. Since individuals have serious doubts about the 
necessary amount of information to be collected before making a good 
decision, they feel that their educational choices as well as the selection of 
their first job become more and more risky. In such a “risk society” (Beck, 
1992), it is ever more difficult to calculate the different possible outcomes 
of any decision concerning type of school, educational track, subject of 
study, sort of occupation, kind of employer, etc. 

Increasing uncertainty on entry into the labor force, flexible forms of 
employment as well as their financial consequences such as unfavorable 



or doubtful material prospects have all a strong influence on family 
formation. These economic factors go hand-in-hand with a decline in 
norms about legal marriage being the only stable form of a partnership. 
Thus, establishing a traditional family relationship is frequently postponed 
because individuals prefer more flexible forms like non-marital 
cohabitation for their first partnership. Partner selection is also a matching 
process where individuals evaluate and consider various types of 
attractiveness of the other, including physical characteristics as well as 
economic prospects. But under conditions of increasing global risks, 
youngsters of both sexes are less and less able to show firm signals to 
each other. Choosing less stable family relationships then seems to be the 
most rational thing to do. Child-bearing requires even more responsibility 
from both partners, which they can hardly afford if their economic 
position is unstable. This in turn leads to more and more postponement of 
the first birth and therewith to a general decline in fertility in modern 
societies.  

Without going deeper into the description of these phenomena and 
their conceptual background as summarized by Klijzing and by Mills and 
Blossfeld (this volume), we now turn to the present Hungarian context 
surrounding the transition to adulthood. Then we portray research 
questions and hypotheses. The descriptive results and the findings from 
the causal analysis are presented in the section “The main characteristics 
of the transition to adulthood as process” and “The causal determinants of 
the transition to adulthood as process”, respectively. The chapter ends 
with a concluding discussion of the transition to adulthood in Hungary. 

THE HUNGARIAN CONTEXT OF THE 
TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD 

Institutional changes in the educational system and in 
the labor market 

Both the institutions of the educational system and those of the labor 
market in Hungary have undergone significant changes during the 1990s. 
These institutional changes were embedded in an economic depression. In 
fact, economic difficulties started already in the 1980s but the collapse of 
communism has brought about a further significant fall in the economic 
performance of the country. The economic problems resulted in a decline 
in labor force participation (especially for women), an increase in 
unemployment (especially among young adults), and a drop in GDP with 
obvious consequences for the state budget and welfare spending. 

With respect to the educational system, tracking was already a typical 
feature under communism, and this has only increased during the 1990s. 
Emerging types of private and religious education have made the system 
more complex. Nevertheless, the two main tracks of secondary schooling 

Globalization, uncertainty and youth in society      178



continued to exist: the vocational secondary and the academic secondary 
(grammar) schools. The curriculum of the former is more practical and 
provides more job-related skills, which enhances the labor market value of 
this type of education. The academic secondary school has much more the 
function of preparing students for further learning than of meeting the 
requirements for labor market entry. Tertiary education consists of two 
levels as well. The colleges with a 6-semester curriculum are more 
practical oriented; engineers, primary and secondary school teachers are 
some of the typical diploma holders from this sort of tertiary education, 
but the increasingly fashionable business schools also belong to this type. 
The universities with an 8–10-semester curriculum have a stronger 
emphasis on professional training in arts, science, law, or medicine. 

The 1990s saw an educational expansion at both the secondary and 
tertiary level, but especially at the latter. There is a danger that increasing 
participation in education may result in an inflation of certificates and 
diplomas and that such a “credential inflation” may have negative 
consequences for the transition to work (Shavit and Müller, 1998). Indeed, 
the variation in the labor market value of different diplomas has already 
started to widen in Hungary. Thus, there is a rising uncertainty about the 
exact educational investments that will provide good returns, and this 
makes educational decisions more risky. On the other hand, the system 
has grown more flexible. Compared to secondary vocational or grammar 
schools, paths leading to a “dead-end street” like apprenticeships (which 
provided no route to tertiary education) have become much less of a 
typical choice for youngsters. For those in post-secondary training it is 
nowadays also much easier than in earlier times to correct wrong 
decisions but, obviously, at the cost of losing time. 

Abolishing the planned economic system was one of the most 
important institutional modifications after the collapse of communism. 
The former routine solutions for the planned pathways from school to 
work hardly exist anymore. The Hungarian system used to be meritocratic 
in the sense that the educational prerequisites of the different jobs were 
well described, there was a strong link between education and occupation, 
and mobility space was typically qualificational in nature (cf. Maurice 
and Sellier, 1979). This feature of the system, however, started to change 
slowly in the direction of an organizational mobility space, where the 
curriculum of the educational institutions is more general and where the 
match between the type of qualification and the type of job is not so 
strong anymore. This means that for one and the same job employers can 
select from people with different qualifications, but also that one and the 
same qualification can entitle people to different jobs. This may make the 
transition from school to work more flexible but at the same time, young 
job seekers who entered the labor market after 1990 faced an increasing 
risk of a mismatch between their type of qualifications and their type of 
first jobs. 
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Structural changes in the Hungarian economy over the last decades 
have strongly influenced the demand side of the labor market. 
Agricultural employment decreased continuously and, on the whole, the 
country moved in the direction of an industrial society. Whereas these 
processes took place mostly during the 1960s and 1970s, employment in 
the service sector only started to increase in the 1980s and 1990s when 
more and more jobs became available in the tertiary sector compared to 
the traditional secondary (or even primary) sector. This process sped up in 
the 1990s when especially the demand for unskilled service jobs rose 
(class IIIb of Erikson and Goldthorpe, 1992). 

As mentioned above, due to the economic depression there was a 
strong decline in employment possibilities in Hungary in the first part of 
the 1990s. Under socialism unemployment had been completely 
unknown, and it is no wonder then that the society was shocked by two-
digit unemployment rates which reached their highest level (13 per cent) 
in 1992. During the second half of the 1990s, however, the unemployment 
rate dropped to one-digit figures (around 7–8 per cent). Economic 
circumstances combined with the political inclination to support private 
initiatives have led to a rapid increase of self-employment, which can be 
seen as just another form of flexible employment (see Bernardi and Nazio, 
this volume). After the nationalization program in the 1950s, the 
proportion of the self-employed had been as low as about 3 per cent of the 
total labor force. This percentage rose to 10–11 per cent in the 1990s1, 
whereas other forms of flexible employment remained relatively low. For 
instance, the proportion of fixed-term employment was just about 6 per 
cent in 1999. Occasional and seasonal work is characteristic of certain 
branches only, like the food industry or trade. Like in the other post-
communist countries, part-time employment hardly exists in Hungary (cf. 
Drobnič, 1997). 

The emerging cleavage between the growing private and shrinking 
public sector is another new development of the post-communist era. 
Trends of employment in these two spheres have moved in opposite 
directions, with employment in the public sector down to 36 per cent 
while that in the private sector up to 58 per cent by the year 2000 (6 per 
cent of employment cannot be entirely classified according to this 
scheme). The private sector dominates in manufacturing, construction and 
a large part of services, whereas typical public employers can be found in 
administration, education and health. Although the private sector is more 
selective, in public employment there are strong budget constraints, new 
job openings are scarce and, consequently, fixed-term employment is 
more frequent. 

Globalization evidently leads in all modern societies to a decline of the 
national character of the economy, and this process was especially rapid in 
Hun-gary during the 1990s. Starting from nothing (considering the 
socialist period before 1990 as a baseline), the share of partially or totally 
foreign-owned enterprises was already 43 per cent in 1995, and 65 per 
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cent in 1997 (Árva, 1999). This means that young job seekers are entering 
a labor market where both local and foreign multinational employers exist 
with different expectations and wage compensation offers. Learning to 
meet the requirements of this new type of global labor market in the 1990s 
increases the risk and uncertainty for members of the globalization cohort. 

Institutional context of family formation and related 
welfare policies 

One of the most important demographic trends in Hungary during the last 
two decades was the decline and delay of first marriage and first birth. In 
fact, the marriage rate had already been decreasing since the beginning of 
the 1970s (Csernák, 1992). The age at first marriage is traditionally lower 
in Hungary than in Western European countries, but in the last decades 
there has been a tendency to postpone marriages until ever higher ages. 
Vital statistics show, for instance, that the female mean age at first 
marriage rose from 21.4 in 1989 to 25.7 in 2002. This increase is partly 
due to the increase in women’s educational attainment and, consequently, 
their longer time spent in education. 

During the socialist period when favorable opportunities for labor force 
participation and high governmental support for childcare co-existed 
together with traditional cultural values, the propensity to enter into non-
marital cohabitation was relatively low. Not only the rates but also the 
nature of non-marital partnerships were completely different from those in 
other countries. As Carlson and Klinger (1987) have shown, cohabitation 
was most widespread among poor-educated individuals and only a small 
part of cohabiting unions involved persons who were never-married; in 
other countries the size of this group was much larger. In short, 
cohabitation in Hungary was chosen to a large extent by persons who 
could not get married for socioeconomic reasons. 

Similarly to the age at first marriage in the socialist period, the age at 
entry into motherhood was also relatively low, with little difference 
between the two. However, in the last two decades there have been a 
significant rise in the age at first birth and a substantial decline in the birth 
rate. In 1975 the total fertility rate2 stood still at 2.3 children per woman, 
the “second peak” according to this measure since World War II. 
Thereafter it has decreased almost continuously to only 1.31 in 2002. This 
tendency is confirmed by the number of live-births per 1,000 females: 160 
among the 21 years-old in 1980 as opposed to 65 in 1999. Remarkable 
changes are detectable in women’s mean age at first childbirth as well, 
increasing from 22.8 in the mid-1970s to 25.7 in 2002. 

In terms of family support, Esping-Andersen (1990) distinguished 
originally three types of welfare regimes: conservative, liberal and social-
democratic. With its socialist tradition of state-dominated welfare during 
the first four decades after the World War II, Hungary is perhaps closest 
to the social-democratic regime. More recently, Esping-Andersen (1999) 
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re-examined his classification and discussed the possibility of a fourth—
Mediterranean or East-Asian—regime. However, Blossfeld and Drobnic 
(2001) extended this typology even further and introduced the “former 
state socialist” welfare regime. It is characterized by a strong 
egalitarianism as well as by a de-emphasis of the family, with the state 
playing a dominant role in the entire system. 

The developments in the era of globalization and system 
transformation in Hungary after 1990 did not bring about fundamental 
changes to this regime, though a definite move towards familialism and a 
decreasing role of the state could be observed.3 In the dual-breadwinner 
family system under socialism, public childcare was an important welfare 
institution. Many of these nurseries and kindergartens were operated by 
local municipalities, others by firms where working parents could bring 
their pre-school children for day care. This system has largely collapsed in 
the 1990s. The budget of the local municipalities has been cut so that 
nowadays they can spend much less for such purposes. Further-more, 
many firms were privatized and, consequently, more profit-oriented so 
that they hardly finance such childcare facilities anymore. 

But despite the decline in employment in the 1990s (especially for 
women), the dual-breadwinner family system in Hungary has largely 
survived the collapse of communism. The most important changes in the 
welfare system were caused by the decrease in GDP and the economic 
difficulties that the country had to face in the 1990s. These developments 
have strongly influenced the safety net in general, but particularly those 
who came from disadvantaged families had difficulties with starting their 
own life. Changes in the originally quite generous Hungarian welfare 
system were relatively minor in the first half of 1990s. In fact, new 
measures like unemployment benefits were introduced, and families with 
children were granted special tax exemptions as from 1992 onwards. Later 
on, between 1995 and 1997 when the country was governed by a social-
liberal coalition, a small “shock therapy” was applied. That is, the tax 
exemption for families with children was abolished and childcare benefits 
were reduced or partly withdrawn. But when a conservative coalition 
came to power again in 1998, the new government re-installed several 
elements of the previous welfare system, such as a universal allowance 
and tax exemptions for families with children. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND HYPOTHESES 

How does the globalization process influence the 
transition from school to work? 

As demonstrated by Becker (1975), human capital investments have a 
strong influence on labor market success. Although his strict economic 
approach mainly focuses on the returns to education in terms of earnings, 
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the latter is also determined by the type of job and contract that one is able 
to obtain in the labor market. The first decision to be made in this respect 
relates to finishing school, continuing studies or entering the labor force. 
A relevant part of the recent literature on this question puts the problem 
into a rational choice framework (cf. Goldthorpe, 1996; Breen and 
Goldthorpe, 1997). However, a critical argument in this reasoning is that 
increasing uncertainty under conditions of globalization may undermine 
the rationality of any calculation. The essence of a risk society is that one 
cannot predict the outcomes of decisions. 

Nonetheless, the main argument of human capital investment theory, 
namely, that young people have better chances to find a good job with an 
appropriate contract and promising financial arrangements if they are 
higher educated, still holds. In fact, tertiary school and especially 
university diplomas signal an individual’s abilities and efforts, which in 
most societies where meritocratic principles dominate are highly 
appreciated by employers. On the other hand, a typical feature of modern 
employers (especially multinational companies) is that education is just 
one of the prerequisites to be considered. They are similarly interested in 
the motivation, ambition, and other personal characteristics of the job 
seekers. Indeed, the skills and knowledge that many jobs require 
nowadays can mostly be gathered through on-the-job training. Therefore, 
employers do not look so much for employees who know everything but 
for employees who are willing and able to learn what the job requires. But 
even a very careful selection process, in-depth interviews with the job 
seekers, and full familiarity with what a company can get from a person 
with certain qualifications cannot guarantee that the employer will choose 
the best candidate for a given position. Under such conditions, when both 
the employer and the employee need time to get to know each other better, 
fixed-term employment is probably a good solution. 

General conditions on the labor market have a strong impact on 
individuals’ chances of finding a good job. Post-industrial labor markets 
are segmented in the sense that—in addition to highly specialized jobs 
with special requirements—there is also a strong need for less qualified 
labor, especially in the service sector. Young job seekers searching for 
first employment with a fresh school qualification but without any 
experience or “good record” from previous employment have frequently 
to be satisfied with precarious jobs at the beginning of their occupational 
career. 

In order to find a better job, members of the globalization generation 
seem to follow different strategies. One of the possibilities is to stay in the 
educational system as long as possible. Another is to postpone final 
decisions, which makes the transition from school to work only longer. 
During this search period young adults are in a state of “not in education, 
not in the labor force”. A third possibility is when youngsters start to work 
already during their years of (higher) education, thus combining the role 
of a full- or part-time student with that of a labor force participant. The 
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whole process of the transition from school to work becomes in this way 
more flexible and, with emerging forms of flexible employment (fixed-
term contracts, part-time work, self-employment), so does the labor 
market. 

On a descriptive level, it is therefore expected that participation in 
education has expanded in particular for the globalization cohort. We also 
assume that more students start to work during their studies. On the other 
hand, finding a proper job takes longer, especially for those who search 
for their first employment in the 1990s. 

Several analytical research questions with respect to transition from 
school to work could be derived at this point but the availability of 
information in our data allows us to focus on only three. First, we consider 
the probability of entering the labor market within a ten-year period after 
completing day-time education. We assume that chances of finding a job 
within this period are worst for members of the globalization cohort. We 
further assume that those with higher levels of schooling have better 
chances. Applying a cohort perspective, we will test the hypothesis of 
credential inflation as well. We allow for the possibility that somebody 
returns to education, which will obviously decrease the odds of entering 
the labor force. Supposing that a long search period will have a negative 
impact on the success of finding a job, we also consider the length of the 
job search. 

Second, we turn to investigating the entry class of youngsters’ first job. 
In this case we predict the probability on entering into various class 
positions after the completion of daytime education. This analysis thus 
focuses on selected class positions. It is expected that the odds of labor 
market entry in the upper service class is smaller for the globalization 
cohort. However, young job seekers have higher chances of becoming 
self-employed in their first job. They are also more likely to start their 
occupational career in precarious jobs in the unskilled service or worker 
class. Educational attainment is again assumed to influence first class 
positions. Higher (tertiary) levels of education provides for higher odds of 
ending up in an upper service class position, while the probability of 
getting a precarious job in the unskilled service or worker class is higher 
for the lower educated. 

Third, the probability of fixed-term employment is investigated as a 
competing risk of permanent employment among employees (not 
considering the self-employed). We assume that the odds of entering into 
a fixed-term job have grown larger for the globalization cohort. 
Distinguishing between private and public sector will allow us to test the 
hypothesis that fixed-term jobs are more frequent in the public sphere, 
where job openings are very limited due to funding problems. It is also 
presumed that fixed-term employment is more typical in low status, 
precarious jobs. 

For the analysis of the transition from school to work two data sets are 
being used, both taken from the Hungarian Central Statistical Office. The 
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Way of Life and Time Use Survey, carried out in 1999–2000, is based on 
a random sample of about 10,000 respondents aged 15–85 years. The 
General Youth Survey, fielded in 2000, is based on a random sample of 
about 8,000 respondents aged 15–29 years. These two data sets have been 
pooled together resulting in a file of exactly 18,476 cases. This design is 
particularly appropriate for the research purpose at hand because the 
globalization cohort (respondents born between 1971 and 1985) is over-
represented, while a sufficient number of respondents remain to serve as 
reference group. 

How does the transition from school to work as a 
process influence first partnership formation? 

The consequences of the fundamental changes that have taken place since 
1990—increasing uncertainties about career entry, quite high 
unemployment as well as the collapse of the “old” family system—
together with the effects of the “globalization shock” may result in a 
substantial increase in non-marital cohabitation. It is to be expected that 
not only the rate but also the underlying causal factors of union formation 
are influenced by these recent socioeconomic and cultural changes. 

In line with the results of many other studies, the most recent analysis 
of marriage in Hungary (Robert and Blossfeld, 1995) found that school 
enrolment had a tendency to postpone union formation, thus confirming 
the hypothesis that school completion is a key marker of the transition to 
adulthood. Their predictions concerning the effect of school participation 
on marriage may apply to non-marital cohabitation as well. The two types 
of unions resemble each other in many ways: they both involve a time-
intensive relationship between the partners, a shared living arrangement, 
etc. It is reasonable to expect, therefore, that they carry similar 
implications of economic independence. Thus, we anticipate that school 
attendance has a negative influence on the rate of non-marital as well as of 
marital cohabitation. However, because cohabitation is better compatible 
with full-time education than marriage, it may be predicted that the 
magnitude of this influence is smaller for a non-marital partnership than 
for legal marriage (Hoem, 1986; Thornton et al., 1995; Liefbroer and 
Corijn, 1999; Berrington and Diamond, 2000). Non-marital unions do not 
necessarily involve the same commitments and investments as those 
associated with marital unions. This means that the opportunity costs of 
cohabitation may be lower than those of marriage, so that students may be 
more willing to enter into a consensual union than to get married. 

It may be expected that cohabitation is also the best choice for students 
who combine school attendance with employment. Individuals who are in 
full-time education are hardly able to support themselves. In addition, the 
demands of school participation may limit their amount of time available 
for other roles such as those implied by marriage or parenthood. Thus, we 
hypothesize that the negative effect of school enrollment on the 
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cohabitation rate is smaller for individuals attending school and working 
than for students not being employed. 

The activity status “not in school, not working” deserves particular 
attention. Because of the career uncertainties attached to this status, we 
expect that young individuals who are not in school and not working tend 
to postpone first partnership formation—particularly marriage—until they 
manage to establish a steady job career. For those who have left school 
and are currently working, however, the story is different. Difficulties to 
enter the labor force as a result of the substantial changes in economic 
conditions as well as of the insecurity arising from the globalization 
process may lead to the emergence of various atypical forms of 
employment such as low-paid routine service jobs, fixed-term contracts, 
occasional work, etc. The impact of employment on first partnership 
formation is therefore supposed to depend on the kind of job, i.e., 
individuals in precarious employment may be inclined to choose 
consensual unions, whereas persons with a steady job may rather prefer 
marriage. 

The economic theory of marriage predicts a gender-specific effect of 
economic resources—educational qualifications, earnings—on the 
propensity of family formation (Becker, 1981). Men with higher 
educational attainment and good labor market prospects would have a 
greater attractiveness on the marriage market. For women, however, labor 
force participation and increased earnings reduce the gains they could 
have from marriage, since the division of labor within the family would 
become less advantageous to them. Previous studies on couples’ 
employment careers in Hungary (Róbert et al., 2001; Róbert and Bukodi, 
2002), however, have questioned the validity of this argument of a 
“traditional” sexual division of labor. In the framework of employment 
patterns based on a family model with two earners, strong evidence was 
found for the positive effects of the spouse’s resources on the labor force 
success of both the husband and the wife. In addition, no negative effect 
was found for women’s level of education on their odds of getting 
married—as would be predicted from Becker’s theory (Róbert and 
Blossfeld, 1995). Taking these results into account, we therefore expect an 
event-specific—instead of a gender-specific—impact of economic 
resources on partnership formation. That is, educational attainment and 
earning potentials have only a delaying effect on entry into marriage: 
better educated individuals tend to postpone it until they finish their 
education and establish a steady employment career. 

How does the process of the transition from school to 
work influence first parenthood? 

As far as the impact of different activity statuses on the propensity of 
becoming a parent is concerned, we expect similar effects as those on the 
transition rate of first marriage. The only exception is the influence of not 
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working among women. The theory on the traditional division of labor in 
the household yields two hypotheses concerning fertility behavior 
(Becker, 1981). On the one hand, men who do not work are supposedly 
unable to support their families and are thus expected to postpone 
fatherhood. Females’ non-employment, on the other hand, would 
encourage couples to have children because it decreases the time costs of 
childbearing. This would make it reasonable for women who are neither in 
school nor in the labor force to give birth. 

However, this neoclassic framework does not involve fertility 
decisions in the context of females’ careers. According to the human 
capital approach, women (with children) show a resource investment 
behavior that is different from men’s (Mincer and Ofek, 1982). The life 
cycle of women with children can be divided into several stages which 
differ in the degree of labor force versus home involvement. Generally, 
there is continuous participation in the labor force up to the birth of the 
first child. The second phase in the life cycle is a period of non-
participation in the labor force due to childbearing. This is followed by a 
third period in which there is a permanent return to the labor market. In 
contrast to this, the “conventional” type of employment pattern is one in 
which women leave the labor market before their first childbirth and they 
never return thereafter. But this pattern applies less and less in modern 
societies, where mothers tend to go back to the labor force. Today also in 
Hungary a large majority of wives return to work, either before their last 
childbirth or after it, and only 12 per cent of married women remain 
homemaker after a break for childbearing (Robert et al., 2001). These 
facts imply that if a woman decides to have a child while not employed, 
she may experience a substantial deterioration in her acquired knowledge 
and skills. This would seriously reduce her chances of returning to the 
labor market, let alone of experiencing upward career mobility. 

These arguments concern only well educated women who have enough 
human capital “to deteriorate”. However, in a society where starting a 
professional career becomes more and more difficult for larger numbers of 
individuals, women may increasingly face a choice between two 
alternatives: an employment career or a motherhood career. Females with 
poor employment prospects may tend to choose the latter because it offers 
a predictable and secure future instead of unpredictable and unsuccessful 
labor market participation. Thus, we hypothesize that the impact of non-
employment is mediated by economic resources. For females with good 
education and attractive earnings this impact may be negative, while for 
women without career resources unemployment may have an accelerating 
effect on childbirth. 

As for the impact of economic resources, we expect similar effects as 
those found in another recent study (Robert and Blossfeld, 1995). Namely, 
higher qualified women 1) have their first child later, and 2) are more 
likely to remain childless—at least until their thirties—because of the 
competing demands of a job career and childbearing. 
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For the analysis of family formation—entry into first partnership and 
parenthood—data of the General Youth Survey are being used. In this 
case we selected persons born between 1971 and 1980 (N=5,847). 

THE MAIN CHARACTERISTICS OF THE 
TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD AS PROCESS 

Transition from school to work 

We start our analysis by providing a descriptive view of the different 
phases of the school-to-work relationship. We follow a life course 
approach and display the different combinations of states between being 
in or out of school and in or out of work, at the ages of 19 and 23, for both 
men and women. Figure 8.1 shows the proportion of individuals who 
attend school and who are not in labor force, according to their year of 
birth. In line with the expectations about the educational expansion, the 
percentages of these individuals when 19 increase slightly for the cohorts 
born between 1931 and 1970 but steeper for the globalization cohort born 
thereafter. The proportion of the same individuals at the age of 23 
indicates more stability between 1931 and 1970, and the increase is less 
steep for the globalization cohort. Indeed, expansion of tertiary education 
under socialism was not as much as that of secondary education; it only 
sped up in the 1990s. 

Figure 8.2 exhibits the proportion of individuals who neither attended 
school nor worked at those ages. These percentages are falling, and 
steeper so for women. This proves that school enrolment and labor force 
participation increased to a higher degree for women, and that differences 
in levels of schooling between men and women diminished. This whole 
process was more pronounced during the first part of the socialist era, 
becoming less pronounced later. Data for the globalization cohort indicate 
a slight upswing in the proportion of these individuals, which 
demonstrates that this cohort faces growing difficulties with finding a job. 
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Figure 8.1 Proportion of 
individuals enrolled in 
school and not working at 
different ages (persons 
born in 1931–1980) 

 

Figure 8.2 Proportion of 
individuals not enrolled in 
school and not working at 
different ages (persons 
born in 1931–1980) 

Individuals not attending school and being at work, as presented in Figure 
8.3, represent an inverse pattern compared to individuals in Figure 8.1. 
That is, the trend is upward first, especially for women, but downward for 
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the globalization cohort born after 1970, although this is more marked at 
the age of 19. 

Next we investigate the proportion of individuals attending school and 
being in the labor force at the same time (Figure 8.4). At less than 7 per 
cent, this is a rather small group, even for the globalization cohort. The 
increase in this state is steeper at the age of 23, which reflects a normal 
aging effect: the combination of learning and working occurs mostly at 
older ages, namely, during tertiary education. 

Figures 8.5 and 8.6 outline the changes over time in the type of first 
employment for those members of the globalization cohort who do not 
attend school but who are in the labor force. Data indicate a steep and 
steady decline of permanent employment, especially at the age of 19. This 
result is the outcome of three developments: educational expansion, rising 
unemployment and increased flexibility in the job market. There is not 
much change over time in fixed-term employment for individuals aged 19. 
However, it increases for those aged 23, especially men. This is also an 
indication of growing uncertainty surrounding first employment. 

Finally, Figure 8.7 displays the change in the length of time devoted to 
searching for a first job. This length of time, measured in years, first 
decreased for those who left the educational system between 1950 and 
1985 but it increased again thereafter. This reversal started earlier for 
men, and theirs was also more pronounced than for women. 

 

Figure 8.3 Proportion of 
individuals not enrolled in 
school and working at 
different ages (persons 
born in 1931–1980) 
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Figure 8.4 Proportion of 
individuals enrolled in 
school and working at 
different ages (persons 
born in 1971–1980) 

 

Figure 8.5 Proportion of 
individuals not enrolled in 
school and working in 
permanent contract job at 
different ages (persons 
born in 1971–1980) 
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Figure 8.6 Proportion of 
individuals not enrolled in 
school and working in 
fixed-term contract job at 
different ages (persons 
born in 1971–1980) 

 

Figure 8.7 Time elapsed 
between the first exit from 
day-course education and 
the entry into labour force 
(in years) 

Family formation 

The intensity and timing of first marriage is radically different for persons 
born before and after 1970: the proportion of people married by the age of 

Globalization, uncertainty and youth in society      192



25 is much lower in the latter cohort. For instance, only some 50 per cent 
of all women born in the first half of the 1970s had married by their mid-
twenties, whereas this percentage was still 75 to 80 per cent for those born 
in the 1960s. This means that members of the youngest cohorts postpone 
marriage to later ages. 

For young individuals, the lower intensity of marriage is compensated 
by a higher incidence of non-marital cohabitation, which increases over 
time. For instance, only 7 per cent of single women born in 1955–59 had 
cohabited before the age of 29, but this figure rises to 25 per cent for 
women born in the early seventies. 

Figures 8.8.1 and 8.8.2 show the observed rates of entry into first 
cohabitation and first marriage for women and men born in the 1970s who 
had remained single until a certain age. Marriage rates peak at age 22 for 
females and at age 24 for males, whereas cohabitation rates at later ages 
but lower levels. Early partnership formation—particularly non-marital 
cohabitation—is more common among individuals in less advantageous 
social positions. The population remaining single in their mid-twenties 
constitutes a rather heterogeneous group consisting of people with 
attractive economic potentials as well as of unemployed persons with poor 
educational capital. The propensity to enter into cohabitation may be 
relatively high in both groups, but for different reasons. Individuals with 
good labor market prospects tend to choose this type of union as a 
temporary living arrangement in order to establish their occupational 
career. Persons in less advantageous positions, on the other hand, are 
forced to choose this form of partnership due to the lack of any sign of 
future labor market success. 

In terms of the possible outcomes of non-marital unions, 18 per cent of 
all cohabiting males born in 1971–80 had converted their partnership into 
marriage by the age of 29, whereas another 33 per cent had seen their 
partnership dissolved by that age. Corresponding figures for cohabiting 
females are 28 and 54 per cent, respectively. This means that half of 
males’ first non-marital unions had survived at least until their late 20s, 
while for females the corresponding figure did not even reach 20 per cent. 
As far as the duration of non-marital unions is concerned, they are usually 
short-lived: their mean duration is only 3.5 years. 

Similarly to marriage, first parenthood occurs much earlier among 
individuals born before 1970 than among those thereafter (Figures 8.9.1 
and 8.9.2). Among women born in 1961–65, around 70 per cent had 
become mothers by age 25 whereas this was only the case for some 45 per 
cent of females born ten years later. For males the general pattern is 
similar, only the percentages are lower. 
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Figure 8.8.1 The rates of 
entry into first 
cohabitation and first 
marriage, women born in 
1971–1980 

 

Figure 8.8.2 The rates of 
entry into first 
cohabitation and marriage, 
men born 1971–1980 
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Figure 8.9.1 Proportion of 
women who never had a 
child, according to birth 
cohort 

 

Figure 8.9.2 Proportion of 
men who never had a 
child, according to birth 
cohort 

THE CAUSAL DETERMINANTS OF THE 
TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD AS PROCESS 

Entry into labor force 

The first multivariate model refers to the probability of entering the labor 
market within a ten-year period after completing daytime education. 
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Results for men and women are displayed in the first columns of Tables 
8.1.1 and 8.1.2, respectively. In order to estimate the period effects of 
changes over time, the year of completing daytime education is grouped 
into five cohorts of 10 years each. Compared to the 1950s which is the 
reference category, the economic reforms apparently offered better 
opportunities for young men in the 1970s but not so in the 1980s, whereas 
the globalization cohort leaving school during 1990–2000 clearly had 
significantly worse chances for entering the labor market. In line with the 
increasing labor force participation of women, their chances for entering 
the labor market have gradually improved under the socialist era. 
However, also for them this favorable trend stopped with the arrival of the 
globalization cohort. 

Generally speaking, the higher the level of education that young job 
seekers have, the better their chances of finding a first job. Some gender 
differences appear in the effect of educational credentials: for men a 
university degree provides for the best odds, for women a college degree. 
But for both it is the grammar school with its academic curriculum that 
decreases the probability of labor force entry relative to apprenticeships, 
which constitute the reference category, while those with only primary 
education have the worst chances. The cohort analyses in the last three 
columns of Tables 8.1.1 and 8.1.2 do not support the assumption of 
credential inflation. In fact, a degree from tertiary education seems to 
improve the odds for entering the labor market over time. As more and 
more women complete university nowadays, gender differences in this 
respect tend to decline. 

If one returns to education after having left the school system, the odds 
for labor market entry will obviously deteriorate. This pattern seems to be 
particularly strong among the globalization cohort. Finally, the longer the 
time spent on a job search, the lower the chances of finding any work. The 
cohort analyses indicate that also this pattern is more pronounced for the 
globalization cohort than for those job seekers who completed daytime 
education under socialism. 

Entry class at first employment 

The second multivariate model investigates the probability of finding a 
first job in selected classes as compared to remaining out of the labor 
market. Estimates are shown in Tables 8.2.1 (men) and 8.2.2 (women). As 
far as changes over time are concerned, the chances of beginning a career 
immediately in the upper service class have significantly decreased for the 
globalization cohort, especially among men. However, the odds of self-
employment in a first job have increased  
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Table 8.1.1 Probability of entry into 
the labor market within a ten-year 
period after completing daytime 
education, Hungarian men 

  All Completion of education 

    1950–69 1970–89 1990–
2000 

Year of completion of daytime education      

1990–2000 −0.163* – – – 

1980–1989 0.115 – – – 

1970–1979 0.182* – – – 

1960–1969 0.115 – – – 

1950–1959 (ref.) 0     

Highest level of education      

University 0.539*** 0.254 0.399* 0.839*** 

College 0.504*** −0.128 −0.180 1.083*** 

Academic secondary (grammar school) −0.698*** −0.782*** −0.994*** −0.459*** 

Vocational secondary 0.043 0.392* 0.094 −0.025 

Apprenticeship (ref.) 0 0 0 0 

Primary education −1.588*** −1.384*** −1.708*** −1.684*** 

In education −3.194*** −2.690*** −3.238*** −3.409*** 

Time elapsed since completion of daytime 
education 

     

9–10 years −1.903*** −1.133*** −2.036*** −2.752*** 

7–8 years −1.370*** −0.796*** −1.406*** −1.614*** 

5–6 years −0.730*** −0.130 −0.859*** −0.931*** 

3–4 years −0.429*** 0.011 −0.201* −0.820*** 

0–2 years (ref.) 0 0 0 0 

Intercept 0.394*** 0.116 0.603*** 0.304*** 

−2 Log Likelihood (model) 16362.98 3374.29 5450.31 7404.53 

−2 Log Likelihood (initial) 21701.16 4019.31 7397.73 10255.46 

Number of events 4941 856 1731 2354 

Number of subepisodes 18875 3739 6282 8854 
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Results from discrete-time event history analysis; reference: not entering into the labor market 
Notes 
*** p<0.001 
** p<0.01 
* p<0.05 

Table 8.1.2 Probability of entry into 
the labor market within a ten-year 
period after completing daytime 
education, Hungarian women 

  All Completion of education 

    1950–69 1970–89 1990–
2000 

Year of completion of daytime education      

1990–2000 0.113 – – – 

1980–1989 0.432*** – – – 

1970–1979 0.353*** – – – 

1960–1969 0.294*** – – – 

1950–1959 (ref.) 0     

Highest level of education      

University 0.755*** 0.546+ 0.113 1.386*** 

College 1.159*** 0.664* 0.811*** 1.502*** 

Academic secondary (grammar school) −0.266*** −0.425** −0.075 −0.315*** 

Vocational secondary 0.151* 0.152 0.237* 0.110 

Apprenticeship (ref.) 0 0 0 0 

Primary education −1.562*** −1.493*** −1.443*** −1.924*** 

In education −3.161*** −2.548*** −3.154*** −3.486*** 

Time elapsed since completion of daytime 
education 

     

9–10 years −2.278*** −1.410*** −2.746*** −3.625*** 

7–8 years −1.854*** −1.050*** −2.142*** −2.560*** 

5–6 years −1.305*** −0.599*** −1.782*** −1.525*** 

3–4 years −0.731*** −0.243* −0.779*** −1.041*** 

0–2 years (ref.) 0 0 0 0 

Intercept 0.192* 0.041 0.596*** 0.453*** 
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−2 Log Likelihood (model) 22343.58 4499.62 5120.19 6672.98 

−2 Log Likelihood (initial) 16458.55 5249.08 7015.78 9873.23 

Number of events 4828 978 1594 2256 

Number of subepisodes 20432 5758 6113 8561 

Results from discrete-time event history analysis; reference: not entering into the labor market 
Notes 
*** p<0.00l 
** p<0.01 
* p<0.05 

Table 8.2.1 Probability of entry into 
the labor market within a ten-year 
period: effects on selecteda entry 
classes, Hungarian men 

  Upper 
service 

Self-
employed 

Unskilled 
service 

Unskilled 
manual 

Year of completion of daytime 
education 

     

1990–2000 −0.966*** 2.818** 0.499 0.190 

1980–1989 −0.516+ 2.711* 0.453 0.170 

1970–1979 −0.077 2.191* −0.689+ 0.346* 

1960–1969 0.130 1.210 −0.381 0.114 

1950–1959 (ref.) 0 0 0 0 

Highest level of education      

University 5.680*** 0.127 −2.820 −1.372*** 

College 5.053*** 0.372 0.623* −1.557*** 

Academic secondary (grammar 
school) 

2.139*** −0.411 0.250 −0.831*** 

Vocational secondary 2.815*** 0.292 0.920*** −0.078 

Apprenticeship (ref.) 0 0 0 0 

Primary education −0.730 −1.877*** −1.897*** −0.625*** 

In education −3.222*** −3.491*** −3.128*** −3.338*** 

Time elapsed since completion of 
daytime education 

     

9- 10 years −2.664*** −0.974 −1.614* −1.387*** 

7–8 years −1.111** −0.655 −1.265** −0.894*** 
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5–6 years −0.613* −0.612+ −1.143*** −0.252* 

3–4 years −0.541* −0.010 −0.745*** −0.060 

0–2 years (ref.) 0 0 0 0 

Intercept −4.790*** −5.658*** −3.041*** −1.544*** 

−2 Log Likelihood (model) 4063.79 4063.79 4063.79 4063.79 

−2 Log Likelihood (initial) 12741.16 12741.16 12741.16 12741.16 

Number of events 288 174 284 1143 

Number of subepisodes 18836 18836 18836 18836 

Results from discrete-time event history analysis; reference: not entering into the labor market 
Notes 
a Other class positions estimated but not reported. 
*** p< 0.001 
** p<0.01 
* p<0.05 
+ p<0.1 

Table 8.2.2 Probability of entry into 
the labor market within a ten-year 
period: effects on selecteda entry 
classes, Hungarian women 

  Upper 
service 

Self-
employed 

Unskilled 
service 

Unskilled 
manual 

Year of completion of daytime 
education 

        

1990–2000 −0.634+ 2.724* 0.958*** 0.384*** 

1980–1989 −0.136 2.897** 0.815*** 0.570*** 

1970–1979 0.372 1.855 0.693** 0.539*** 

1960–1969 0.270 1.980+ 0.322 0.343** 

1950–1959 (ref.) 0 0 0 0 

Highest level of education      

University 4.929*** −0.815 −1.390** −20.592 

College 4.264*** −0.238 −0.509* −2.243*** 

Academic secondary (grammar 
school) 

0.744+ −0.204 −0.833*** −1.202*** 

Vocational secondary 1.391*** −0.183 −0.304** −0.831*** 

Apprenticeship (ref.) 0 0 0 0 

Primary education −2.225*** −2.201*** −2.532*** −0.858*** 
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In education −3.993*** −2.898*** −3.084*** −3.518*** 

Time elapsed since completion of 
daytime education 

     

9–10 years −1.967*** −15.022 −2.097*** −2.161*** 

7–8 years −2.127*** −0.748+ −1.923*** −1.646*** 

5–6 years −1.517*** −1.128* −1.955*** −1.089*** 

3–4 years −0.987*** −0.887** −0.591*** −0.567*** 

0–2 years (ref.) 0 0 0 0 

Intercept −4.246*** −5.680*** −1.727*** −1.389*** 

−2 Log Likelihood (model) 4278.65 4278.65 4278.65 4278.65 

−2 Log Likelihood (initial) 13769.77 13769.77 13769.77 13769.77 

Number of events 175 106 760 1012 

Number of subepisodes 20394 20394 20394 20394 

Results from discrete-time event history analysis; reference: not entering into the labor market 
Notes 
a Other class positions estimated but not reported. 
*** p<0.001 
** p<0.01 
* p<0.05 
+ p<0.1 

over time, gradually for men but sharply for women. A straightforward 
interpretation of this finding is not immediately obvious. It may partly 
reflect the impact of growing uncertainty and flexibility on the labor 
market as a result of globalization, but it may also be a consequence of the 
gradual liberalization of the Hungarian economy, in which private 
initiatives were already better tolerated during later phases of 
communism. Finally, the hypothesis about the rise of unskilled service 
jobs at the beginning of the occupational career is confirmed for women 
but not for men. 

Entry into upper service class positions clearly requires high levels of 
schooling, in particular university degrees. Compared to finding 
employment as unskilled manual worker, more education is also needed 
for entering into unskilled service jobs. But educational attainment is 
insignificant as predictor for self-employment in a first job. 

The negative effect of returning to school is present in this case, too: it 
reduces the odds of entering into any class position. The same is true for 
extending search periods, except when self-employment ensues. 
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Permanent versus fixed-term contract at first 
employment 

Finally, in Table 8.3, the process of the transition from school to work is 
operationalized by means of the type of first employment. Models 1 and 2 
predict, for men and women separately, the probability of fixed-term 
employment (including occasional work) as compared to permanent 
employment. Only employees are investigated, the self-employed are 
excluded, and the analysis focuses on the experience of the globalization 
cohort. In line with the expectations set out above and the descriptive 
results presented in Figures 8.5 and 8.6, positive estimates for the 
members of the globalization cohort reveal that they have significantly 
higher chances to find fixed-term employment at labor market entry 
during the 1990s than the previous cohort that had completed their 
education in the 1980s. The effects are stronger for men. 

Also men with primary education only have significantly higher odds 
than those with an apprenticeship of ending up in fixed-term employment. 
But, contrary to expectations, education higher than that does not lower 
the probability of fixed-term employment. On the contrary, college 
education slightly raises it. The effect of the public vs. private sector is 
moderate (especially for men), but it suggests that fixed-term employment 
is somewhat more probable in the public sector. With respect to entry 
class, it is clear that fixed-term jobs are more likely—for both men and 
women—in the unskilled worker and service class. In addition, for 
women, they are also more likely in the lower service and non-manual 
class. 

Table 8.3 Probability of entry into 
fixed-term employment, Hungarian 
men and women 

  Men Women 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 

Year of completion of daytime 
education 

        

1990–2000 0.632*** 0.619*** 0.361* 0.425* 

1980–1989 (ref.) 0 0 0 0 

Highest level of education      

University −0.602 0.186 0.162 −0.088 

College 0.443+ 0.497+ 0.591** 0.046 

Academic secondary1 0.055 −0.082 0.202 −0.116 

Vocational secondary 0.006 −0.074 −0.242 −0.620*** 

Apprenticeship (ref.) 0 0 0 0 
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Primary education 0.945*** 0.697*** 0.349+ 0.286 

Employment in private sector  −0.227+  −0.396** 

Entry class      

Upper service (I)  −0.619  −0.389 

Lower service (II)  0.193  0.812** 

Non-manual (clerical) (IIIa)  0.231  0.635** 

Skilled worker (ref.) (V+VI)  0  0 

Unskilled service (IIIb)  0.519*  0.411* 

Unskilled worker (VIIa)  0.525***  0.433* 

Agricultural worker (VIIb)  0.476+  0.741 

Intercept −2.098*** −2.096*** −1.733*** −1.790*** 

−2 Log Likelihood (model) 1951.19 1928.52 1952.34 1916.66 

−2 Log Likelihood (initial) 1993.33 1978.21 

Number of cases 2000 1929 

Results from logistic regression analysis, performed on individual level. Reference: permanent 
employment, self-employed excluded 
Notes 
1 Grammar school 
*** p<0.001 
** p<0.01 
* p<0.05 
+ p<0.1 

Entry into first partnership 

Table 8.4 shows the effects of different explanatory variables on the rates 
of transition to non-marital and marital cohabitation, treated as competing 
risks. With respect to the impact of the transition from school to work on 
the propensity of first partnership formation, strong support for our 
hypotheses is found. 

Firstly, full-time school enrolment—without labor force 
participation—significantly reduces the hazard of forming any type of 
partnership, both among men and among women. A comparison of the 
effects of this particular status on non-marital versus marital cohabitation, 
however, confirms our hypothesis that full-time school enrolment reduces 
the odds of marriage much more than those of a consensual union. In 
other words, role incompatibility between school enrolment and marriage 
is larger than between school enrolment and cohabitation. 

Secondly, if full-time school enrolment is combined with labor force 
participation, then the reduction in partnership rates is less than it was for 
school participation without any labor force experience. As far as non-
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marital cohabitation is concerned, the status “in school/working” has even 
no significant effect at all. These results are consistent with the idea that 
role incompatibilities between school enrolment and union formation are 
smaller for students who participate in the labor force than for those who 
do not. The majority of students belonging to the former attend tertiary 
education, and their labor market experience makes it easier for them to 
establish a union, especially a consensual one. 

Thirdly, for individuals who are neither in school nor in the labor force 
it is fairly difficult to form a union regardless of its type. For women not 
studying and not working the odds of getting married are (e−2.301–1=) 90 
per cent lower than for females having a permanent job. For males not 
studying and not working the reduction in the marriage rate is smaller, 
only 25 per cent. In the case of non-marital unions the pattern is similar, 
but the magnitudes of the effects are lower. 

Finally, the dummy variable capturing the effect of fixed-contract 
employment on the propensity of partnership formation reveals a 
particularly interesting pattern of results. Working in a job with a fixed-
term contract show opposite effects on marital (−) and non-marital (+) 
cohabitation (even though the former ones are insignificant). Women 
working under a fixed-contract are (e+.181–1=) 20 per cent more likely to 
move into non-marital cohabitation than women in permanent 
employment; the corresponding figure for men is 6 per cent. These 
findings thus suggest that people with greater temporal uncertainty about 
their own economic prospects tend to choose non-marital cohabitation. A 
possible explanation for this could be that they need to spend some time in 
such a trial union in order to allow their career uncertainties to diminish. 

To capture the effect of economic resources on the entry into a first 
partnership we include two variables in our models: (1) educational 
accumulation, and (2) monthly earnings. Each additional year of 
schooling decreases for both sexes the  

Table 8.4 Hazard of entry into first 
partnership up to the age of 29, 
Hungarian men and women born in 
1971–80 

  Men Women 

  Cohabitation Marriage Cohabitation Marriage 

Age         

Log(age-14) 1.809*** 3.352*** 1.227*** 2.270*** 

Log(29-age) 0.803*** 1.249*** 0.923*** 2.214*** 

Transition from school to work       

In school/not working −1.651*** −2.082*** −1.214** −3.876*** 
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In school/working −0.893 −1.298** −0.840 −0.799** 

Not in school/not working −0.270* −0.293* −0.178* −2.301*** 

Not in school/working/ fixed- term job 0.060* −0.178 0.181* −0.074 

Not in school/working/ permanent job 
(ref.) 

0 0 0 0 

Economic resources       

Educational accumulationa −0.085** −0.043** −0.062** −0.041* 

Earningsb −0.106* 0.053 −0.044* −0.211*** 

Social origin       

Religious affiliationc −0.010 0.552*** 0.020 0.378*** 

Non-intact familyd 0.150 −0.262 0.591*** −0.119 

Intercept −7.262*** −12.998*** −6.774*** −8.976*** 

−2 Log Likelihood (model) 3761.49 4159.67 4833.14 6443.67 

−2 Log Likelihood (initial) (4169.80) (5159.70) (5295.30) (7734.80) 

Number of events 398 514 564 917 

Number of subepisodes 27915 28031 22970 23323 

Results from discrete-time event-history analysis 
Notes: 
a Number of completed classes after completion of primary school. 
b Natural log of mean monthly earnings. 
c Dummy variable which sets 1 if respondent belongs to any religion, otherwise it is 0. 
d Dummy variable which sets 1 if respondent was brought up in a non-intact family, otherwise it is 
0. 
*** p<0.001 
** p<0.01 
* p<0.05 

odds of marriage by 4 per cent, i.e., after controlling for age, temporal 
uncer− tainty and social origin. Educational accumulation has a negative 
effect on the rate of non-marital cohabitation as well. These results thus 
suggest that, regard− less of the type of first union, partnership formation 
is more likely among young people with less education than among well-
educated individuals. 
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Table 8.5 The effect of educational 
accumulation and earnings on the 
hazard of entry into first partnership 
according to age groups, Hungarian 
men and women born in 1971–80 

Age intervals Men Women 

  Cohabitation Marriage Cohabitation Marriage 

Educational accumulation      

14–19 years old −0.124** −0.123* −0.113** −0.143*** 

20–24 years old −0.053* −0.048* −0.046* −0.035 

25–29 years old −0.042* 0.014 −0.047* 0.024 

Earnings      

14–19 years old −0.011* 0.187 −0.023* −0.078* 

20–24 years old −0.105* 0.033 −0.068* −0.323*** 

25–29 years old −0.206* 0.089 −0.875** 0.054 

Results from discrete-time event-history analysis 
Note: 
a The estimates are controlled for the variables on the transition from school to work and social 
origin. 
*** p<0.001 
** p<0.01 
* p<0.05 

To investigate this pattern in more detail, we run separate models for 
several age intervals (Table 8.5). The impact of educational capital 
according to these estimates appears to be stronger at early ages than later 
on during the period of young adulthood. Educational attainment has a 
negative effect on first marriage for both men and women in their teens, 
but this effect lessens or disappears when they are in their (late) twenties. 
As for non-marital cohabitation, the pattern is a bit different: educational 
accumulation exerts a negative effect at each age interval. 

The gender specialization hypothesis implies that economic resources 
in terms of earnings have a negative effect on the rate of family formation 
among women but a positive one among men. Comparing the results on 
earnings in Table 8.4 shows that this hypothesis is only supported to a 
limited extent. Monthly earnings have indeed a negative effect on the rate 
of entry into first marriage for females, but the positive one for males is 
not significant. Furthermore, in the case of non-marital cohabitation, the 
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parameter estimates for earnings reveal no gender inequalities: they are 
negative for both sexes. 

As before, we rerun our models for the three age intervals separately 
(Table 8.5). According to the parameter estimates obtained, the older the 
individual is, the more negative is the impact of earnings on the odds of 
entering into non-marital cohabitation. In the case of women getting 
married, this trend is to some extent reversed: the negative earnings effect 
is the most salient at the age of 20–24 but it turns positive (although 
insignificant) by the age of 25–29. These results suggest that individuals 
with moderate earning power may be forced to choose non-marital 
cohabitation, while persons with higher earning power appear to have 
more options including marriage—at least in their late twenties. 

From premarital to marital cohabitation 

In addition to the type of first partnership, another important question 
concerns whether and when young people convert their consensual 
union—if still intact—into marriage. Table 8.6 presents information on 
these two competing risks, although we will mostly restrict our attention 
to union conversion rather than dissolution. 

Educational accumulation increases the odds of converting a 
consensual union into marriage for both sexes. With respect to 
characteristics of the transition from school to work, the outcomes of non-
marital unions are generally more dependent on the man’s than on the 
woman’s employment status. For instance, cohabiting couples in which 
the male is a full-time student not participating in the labor force are 100 
per cent less likely to get married than couples in which the man has a 
permanent job. This negative effect of the status “in school/not working” 
for women is only 77 per cent lower. If the male does not work and he 
currently does not attend school either, the probability of union 
conversion is 99 per cent lower. Also a fixed-contract employment 
reduces men’s chances of getting married. These findings thus support our 
prediction that developments in the economic situation of male rather than 
female partners—such as accumulating educational capital and 
establishing a labor market career—accelerate marriage. 

Entry into parenthood 

As a third step in the family formation process we now analyze the 
propensity of becoming a parent. As far as activity status is concerned, the 
expectation of a strong negative effect of participation in education is 
confirmed. The rate of conceiving the first child is lowest when 
individuals are enrolled in full-time education without labor force 
participation, and it remains fairly low when they have some employment 
experience while still in school. Not studying and not working has 
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opposite impacts on the first birth risk for men and women (Table 8.7, 
model 1). 

The negative impact for men (−0.354*) confirms the prediction of a 
traditional approach to the division of labor in the household. Namely, 
males’ non-employ-ment should have a postponing effect on childbirth 
because in this status they are unable to support their families. In this 
same framework, however, females’ non− employment should promote 
childbirth because this situation reduces the time costs of having children. 
Our result of a positive effect coefficient (+0.271**) supports this 
expectation. 

Table 8.6 The outcomes of 
cohabitation: the hazard of marriage 
and dissolution up to the age of 29 
among Hungarian men and women 
born in 1971–80 

  Men Women 

  Dissolution Marriage Dissolution Marriage 

Age at cohabitation −0.008 −0.095 −0.075 −0.073 

Transition from school to work      

In school/not working −1.017* −5.627* −1.144* −1.451* 

In school/working 0.667 −4.568 0.351 −1.189 

Not in school/not working 0.230 −4.900* 0.673 −0.438 

Not in school/working/ fixed-term job 0.307 −0.903* 0.439 0.190 

Not in school/working/ permanent job (ref.) 0 0 0 0 

Economic resources      

Educational accumulationa 0.128 0.111* 0.133 0.155*** 

Earningsb 0.033 −0.443 0.113 −0.051 

Social origin      

Religious affiliationc 0.049 0.085 −0.235 0.317 

Non-intact familyd 0.097 −0.598 0.374 −0.666* 

Intercept −3.055* −3.248* −2.675** −1.455* 

−2 Log Likelihood (model) 902.34 574.15 1109.68 1154.02 

−2 Log Likelihood (initial) (920.00) (592.80) (1157.50) (1181.90) 

Number of events 133 74 307 159 

Number of subepisodes 1669 1608 2504 2518 
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Results from discrete-time event-history analysis 
Notes: 
a Number of completed classes after completion of primary school. 
b Natural log of mean monthly earnings. 
c Dummy variable which sets 1 if respondent belongs to any religion, otherwise it is 0. 
d Dummy variable which sets 1 if respondent was brought up in a non-intact family, otherwise it is 
0. 
*** p<0.001 
** p<0.01 
* p<0.05 

According to our hypothesis, the impact of non-employment is largely 
mediated through economic resources. Adding these economic 
characteristics, the impact of non-employment becomes negative for 
women as well (Table 8.7, model 2). We interpret this change of sign as 
an indication that non-employment has a positive impact of the risk of the 
first birth for women without qualifications and reasonable earnings. This 
means that females with uncertain employment prospects respond to their 
unfavorable situation by choosing the predictable and secure “career” of a 
mother or housewife. 

Regarding the effect of economic resources, educational accumulation 
decreases the hazard of entry into parenthood by age 29 for both sexes. 
This result suggests that young individuals with higher education tend to 
postpone first parenthood, at least until their thirties. The impact of 
earnings on the propensity of becoming a parent is similar to the pattern 
revealed for the transition to marriage. Namely, a one-point increase in 
monthly earnings leads to a reduction of 16 per cent in the odds of entry 
into motherhood; for men this effect is positive but statistically 
insignificant. This pattern is in line with our finding concerning the effect 
of non-employment: women with less human capital and with an 
uncertain labor force future are forced to choose motherhood instead of an 
employment career. 

Not surprisingly, union status improves the model fit enormously 
(Table 8.7, model 3). That is so because individuals are considerably less 
likely to become parent while they are living as cohabiting instead of 
married partners, and certainly if they are single. However, introducing 
union status into the model does not result in any considerable changes in 
the effects of our key variables. This thus indicates that the process of the 
transition from school to work and the accumulation of economic 
resources influence the propensity and the timing of the first childbirth 
independently of union status. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Contrary to the general view that the collapse of communism did not 
bring about significant changes in Hungary and that ongoing economic 
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and social processes of the 1980s simply continued or at best accelerated 
during the 1990s, our analysis has demonstrated that the circumstances 
surrounding the transition from youth to adulthood have substantially 
altered. We know that period effects like the rapid economic 
transformation of the country have their strongest impact on the younger 
cohorts. This happened in Hungary after 1949 when the young generation 
was favorably influenced by the political changes of those times, which 
for a short period diminished the importance of social origin for 
individuals’ career developments. The globalization cohort born between 
1971 and 1981 has had similar experiences as a consequence of rapid and 
major changes in the society at large, but these changes have probably 
affected them less positively. 

Growing uncertainty can be considered a consequence of globalization, 
i.e., the process of how societies are getting more and more risky. One 
may add here  

Table 8.7 Hazard of the entry into 
parenthood up to the age of 29, 
Hungarian men and women born in 
1971–80 

  Men Women 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Age        

log(age-14) 1.340*** 1.609*** 0.118 0.844*** 1.341*** 0.509*** 

log(29-age) 0.025 0.077 0.288 0.453*** 0.511*** 0.447*** 

Transition from school to 
work 

       

In school/not working −2.543*** −2.032*** −1.489** −4.615*** −4.054*** −2.702*** 

In school/working −1.807* −1.274* −0.344 −2.703*** −2.164*** −1.447* 

Not in school/not working −0.354* −0.234* 0.190 0.271** −1.458*** −0.731* 

Not in 
school/working/fixed-term 
job 

0.089 0.094 0.441 −0.055 −0.088 −0.030 

Not in 
school/working/permanent 
job 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

Economic resources        

Educational accumulationa – −0.124*** −0.088* – −0.161*** −0.119*** 

Earningsb – 0.021 0.023 – −0.178*** −0.134*** 

Social origin        
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Religious affiliationc 0.313** 0.381** 0.107 0.230** 0.223* −0.024 

Non-intact familyd −0.183 −0.219 −0.209 −0.064 −0.171 −0.093 

  Men Women 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Union status – – – – –   

Single   −4.606***   −3.329*** 

Marriage (ref.)   0   0 

Cohabitation   −1.654***   −1.345*** 

Intercept −6.454*** −6.942*** −1.957* −5.122*** −3.793*** −1.076* 

−2 Log Likelihood 
(model) 

4438.71 4105.23 2827.78 7665.70 7232.45 5681.10 

−2 Log Likelihood 
(initial) 

(4832.70) (4832.70) (4832.70) (8721.30) (8721.30) (8721.30) 

Number of events 468 468 468 1029 1029 1029 

Number of subepisodes 30405 30405 30405 26755 26755 26755 

Results from discrete-time event-history analysis 
Notes 
a Number of completed classes after completion of primary school, 
b Natural log of mean monthly earnings, 
c Dummy variable which sets 1 if respondent belongs to any religion, otherwise it is 0 
d Dummy variable which sets 1 if respondent was brought up in a non-intact family, otherwise it is 
0 
*** p<0.001 
** p<0.01 
* p<0.05 

that political and economic changes in a society always result in an 
increase in uncertainty, because people have to adapt to new 
circumstances. As they change their behavior in order to overcome the 
new difficulties that they face, old solutions for old problems lose their 
relevance. The main feature of the Hungarian case is that the planned 
economic system dominated by state ownership collapsed, and that 
subsequently a market economy emerged that was dominated by private 
ownership. A specialty of this development has been that the Western 
market economies, which could in principle provide an example and a 
sense of direction as to where the new democracies might wish to go, had 
to undergo significant changes in the last decades as well. This meant that 
if a post-communist country like Hungary after decades of delay caused 
by the communist system tried to catch up with the modern world of 
developed democracies, this catching-up modernization process had in 
actual fact to follow a moving target. This is a highly “reflexive” (Beck, 
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1994) form of modernization in which people have to continuously re-
evaluate their positions, possibilities as well as the consequences of their 
decisions. This holds especially for young people who have to make 
crucial decisions about continuing school, entering the labor market, 
establishing a partner relationship or becoming a parent.  

Our analysis has revealed that the behavior of youngsters was strongly 
influenced by the developments summarized above. With regard to 
entering the labor force, young people tried to remain in the school system 
as long as possible, an endeavor that was supported by the educational 
policy of the different governments in the 1990s concerning the expansion 
of tertiary education. Our data has supported the assumption that higher 
education increases the odds of finding a better first job. Although the 
globalization cohort has a higher educational level than all previous 
cohorts, in particular women still had more chances to find a precarious 
job in the unskilled service or worker class at the beginning of their 
occupational career. Flexibilization of the labor market increased in the 
1990s, with the result that more and more young job seekers could enter 
the labor force only through self-employment. In the light of the 
privatization of the market, this phenomenon is sometimes evaluated 
positively. However, it is also the case that young people—and not just 
the lower educated among them—have higher odds of finding only fixed-
term or other precarious jobs. In order to reduce such a risky labor market 
entry, more and more young people start to work already while still 
attending school. Data clearly show that if they start to search for a job 
only after completing school, and if they fail to find one, then their longer 
search period decreases the probability of ever entering the labor force. 

Extended participation in education as well as the character of the first 
job have a strong impact on the behavior of the globalization cohort with 
respect to family formation and parenthood. Compared to previous 
cohorts, more men and women remain single even at older ages. And if 
they do form a first partnership, the probability of that being a non-marital 
cohabitation is much larger. Our findings thus lead to several insights in 
the effect of temporal and economic insecurity on family formation. 
Consistently with our hypotheses, we found that partnership initiation 
requires from both potential partners some kind of eco-nomic 
independence. However, school enrolment affects less the hazard of 
entering into cohabitation than that of getting married, indicating that 
educational participation—accompanied by greater financial 
uncertainties—is more compatible with consensual unions. A strong 
event-specific effect was found for the type of employment contract. 
Individuals in fixed-term jobs are more likely to choose cohabitation 
rather than marriage because they need time to reduce their career 
uncertainties. Our results also provide interesting insights in the influence 
of economic resources. Youngsters with less education and earnings tend 
to substitute cohabitation for marriage, particularly at later ages. In order 
to get married it is important to minimize these different kinds of 
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uncertainties which is supported by our additional result indicating that 
the establishment of a steady employment career and the accumulation of 
educational capital accelerate the conversion of pre-marital to marital 
cohabitation. Findings concerning the entry into parenthood neatly fit into 
the picture outlined above. Namely, women with poor economic resources 
and uncertain employment prospects tend to choose the more secure 
motherhood instead of labor market career, while better educated women 
tend to postpone motherhood or remain childless. 

In sum, this analysis on Hungary has proven that the 1990s have 
brought a new era for the young generation by making their transition 
from youth to adulthood significantly different from the experiences of 
foregoing cohorts in many respects. Globalization in Hungary as in other 
countries means a combination of local and international processes. But, 
without doubts, both types of developments have led to increasing 
uncertainty for young Hungarians in the 1990s. 

NOTES 
1 For further details on the transition to self-employment, see Robert and 

Bukodi, 2000; 2004). 
2 Based on the birth frequency in the respective year, it expresses how many 

children a female would give birth to during her life. 
3 On this latter issue, see e.g. Ferge (1995). 
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9  
Transition to adulthood in Estonia  

Evidence from the FFS1  
Kalev Katus, Allan Puur and Luule Sakkeus 

INTRODUCTION 

The aim of the present chapter is to provide an insight into the processes 
by which young people in Estonia become adults. Following the general 
analytical framework provided in the introductory chapter (Mills and 
Blossfeld, this volume), the chapter covers three specific events or 
transitions that represent central steps in the progression from adolescence 
to adulthood: completion of schooling and entry into labor force 
(Bernardi, 2001); formation of first partnership (Sommer et al., 2000); and 
entry into parenthood (Simó et al., 2000). 

To cast light on the embeddedness of these processes in the societal 
context, including the varying degrees of uncertainty faced by young 
individuals, the present chapter applies two complementary perspectives. 
Firstly, the transition to adulthood is examined from a dynamic 
perspective by comparing the experience of successive birth cohorts. 
Variation between them could point, among other things, to the changing 
role of societal institutions in structuring the life courses of generations. 
Secondly, the chapter addresses these inter-cohort differences by 
comparing the transition experience across various subgroups of the 
population. This intra-cohort heterogeneity could provide further 
indications about the range of choices and constraints involved in the 
attainment of adult status. 

The data for the analysis come from the Estonian Family and Fertility 
Survey, which was carried out in the framework of the European FFS as 
coordinated by United Nations Economic Commission for Europe. In this 
context, two aspects of the Estonian FFS should be underlined. Firstly, the 
Estonian FFS extended the cohort range of the target population twenty 
years beyond the fertile age, to the 1924 birth cohort. Secondly, the target 
population of the Estonian FFS also included the foreign-origin 
population. The high proportion of first and second generation immigrants 
in the total population (36 percent) together with their distinct behavioral 
patterns led to the decision to perform separate analyses of the native and 
foreign-origin populations. This methodological approach has been 
applied systematically in previous analyses of the Estonian FFS, and will 
also be followed in the present chapter. Detailed descriptions of survey 
methodology, procedures and results are available from a set of 



publications, including methodological reports, standard tabulations and 
country reports (EKDK, 1995a; 1995b; 1999; 2002; Katus et al., 2000a; 
Katus et al., 2002). 

The chapter is structured in three main sections, the first of which 
(section “Societal context of the transition to adulthood”) outlines the 
main features of the societal context in which the progression of FFS 
cohorts from adolescence to adulthood has occurred in Estonia. The 
section “Cohort trends in the entry into adulthood” then focuses on 
changes across cohorts in the transitions referred to above, treating each of 
them separately as well as jointly, by means of survivorship functions. 
The section “Modeling the transition to adulthood” explores the intra-
cohort heterogeneity in the transition to adulthood by means of 
multivariate event history models, paying special attention to the 
modifications in the effects of covariates across cohorts. Finally, the 
concluding section “Discussion of results” summarizes the findings from 
the perspective of the globalization process. 

SOCIETAL CONTEXT OF THE TRANSITION TO 
ADULTHOOD 

The Estonian FFS birth cohorts range from 1924 to 1973, which implies a 
fifty-years time span between the experiences of the oldest and the 
youngest. The oldest has undergone the passage to adulthood already in 
the 1940s and early 1950s, while for the youngest cohort the 
corresponding transition has occurred mostly in the 1990s. Such a 
prolonged time period already covers a considerable alteration of societal 
conditions by itself, however, in the case of Estonia the turbulence has 
been further enhanced by repeated systemic changes. The first of these 
dates back to the aftermath of WW-II, when existing geopolitical 
arrangements and principles of societal organization were declared 
obsolete and replaced. The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact by the Soviet Union 
and Germany divided Eastern Europe into their own spheres of interest, as 
a result of which, in 1940, the Soviet Union occupied and annexed 
Estonia. From 1941 to 1944 Estonia was under German occupation; 
thereafter the second Soviet occupation began which lasted for almost 50 
years. Unlike in Central Europe, this period not only involved the absence 
of self-determination but also the dismantling of national institutions; the 
position of Estonia under Soviet rule has been shortly defined as a state of 
dependence (Misiunas and Taagepera, 1983; 1993). 

During the first decade or so that the new regime was in power, it 
introduced forceful and rapid rearrangements of the entire societal 
organization by means of political terror, arrests and mass deportations. 
To escape their fate, about 7 percent of the population fled the country to 
form the basis of the Estonian diaspora to the West. The impact of these 
violent changes is revealed by the combined population losses from war 
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and repression: discounting post-war immigration flows originating 
mostly from the Soviet Union (see below), Estonia is one of the very few 
European countries where the pre-war number of the native population 
has never been fully restored (Katus, 1990). From the viewpoint of social 
structure, the activities of the new regime were deliberately targeted 
against the higher social and professional strata, which suffered 
particularly heavy losses. Although the official propaganda attempted to 
demonstrate a general improvement in living standards, the period has 
been marked by a significant deteriora-tion in most welfare indicators 
ranging from the infant mortality rate to dwelling density or crime rate 
(Eesti saatuseaastad, 1963–1972). 

Following the extreme turbulence of this first post-war decade, the 
period from the mid-1950s to the 1980s was characterized by relative 
stabilization: societal conditions became generally less harsh, as reflected 
by a gradual recovery in economic and social development. During the 
1960s the agricultural sector began to recuperate from the impact of 
forced collectivization and, within the confines of the Soviet Union, 
Estonia gained importance as a supplier of food products. This meant, 
however, that in contrast to established market economies the share of 
employment in the agricultural sector during the referred period stood 
rather high (close to one fifth of the total labor force), while even rising 
during the 1980s. Regarding the development of other sectors, Soviet 
policies dealing with economic development favored heavy industries also 
in Estonia. This of course implied a vast expansion in industrial 
production, and already by the end of the 1950s the secondary sector 
dominated the entire structure of the labor force. 

Also characteristic of centrally planned economies, demand for labor 
by far exceeded supply, thus securing full employment for all who were 
able and willing to take up a job. Aside from offering extraordinarily high 
degrees of job security, employment policies resulted in noticeably high 
levels of labor force participation among women and older workers (Puur, 
1995). Moreover, in the case of Estonia, the strategy of economic 
development required a sizable input of labor, which was unavailable 
locally. The demand for labor, therefore, gave an important extra impetus 
to immigration into Estonia, which during the immediate post-war decade 
had already been strengthened by considerations of a more geopolitical 
nature. Immigration flows into Estonia originated mostly from the 
European part of Russia which by that time had entered a stage of 
mobility transition featuring considerable migration potential (Sakkeus, 
1991; 1996). 

The maintenance of high immigration volumes throughout the 1970s 
and 1980s implied an enlargement of the migration “hinterland” from the 
neighboring regions of Russia to more distant ones. These latter regions 
had entered the demographic transition later and, hence, were still 
characterized by rapid population growth. Immigrants from these new 
regions came from socially and culturally diverse environments with few, 
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if any, historical ties to Estonia, thus introducing considerable 
heterogeneity into the immigrant population itself. It is important to note, 
however, that the distinction between native and foreign-origin 
populations should not be mixed with the ethnic dimension. The 1989 
census, for example, revealed the presence of more than 120 ethnic 
backgrounds in the foreign-origin population, but the native population 
includes—besides Estonians—many ethnic minorities that have settled 
long ago (Viikberg, 1999; Katus et al., 2000b). 

Turning to education, high literacy rates (94.3 percent of the total 
population aged 14+ able to read or write) were already reported by the 
1881 census. This level of literacy was typical of the entire Baltoscandian 
region and exceeded that of several Western European countries (Reiman, 
1937). The expansion of school enrollment continued in Estonia until the 
late 1960s, with each next cohort reaching a higher attainment of 
secondary and tertiary education. In terms of the FFS cohort range, 
primary and incomplete secondary education was still most common 
among cohorts born in the late 1920s and early 1930s. Starting with the 
birth cohorts of the late 1930s, completed secondary education had 
become the prevailing standard. Regarding tertiary education, however, 
the upward trend came virtually to a halt at the end of the 1960s, with the 
1970s and 80s witnessing a stagnation in the proportion of graduates from 
university or equivalent programs. Taking into account the continued 
expansion of secondary education, which reached a peak in the 1980s, 
continuation ratios to tertiary level studies even fell after 1970 (Helemäe 
et al., 2000). Nevertheless, the excessive demand for labor referred to 
above secured a smooth transition from school to work. 

As elsewhere in Central and Eastern Europe, the period of relative 
stability in societal conditions in Estonia came to an abrupt end at the 
beginning of the 1990s. Compared to the systemic changes of the 1940s 
and 1950s, this recent transition has received considerable attention from 
various disciplinary perspectives. One unwillingly notices several 
similarities between the direction of these recent transformations in 
Central and Eastern Europe, on the one hand, and some of the major 
social and economic changes in the established market economies which 
have often been conceptualized as part of the globalization process, on the 
other. 

The recent transition has implied a departure from previous economic 
isolation, adjustment to world prices, diversification and re-orientation of 
trade flows, substantial influx of foreign investments, etc. As a result of 
all this, formerly closed economies have become more integrated and, at 
the same time, dependent on developments at the global scene. From the 
viewpoint of the national economies, the adjustment to these new realities 
has necessitated an extensive restructuring that involved substantial 
declines in previously favored economic sectors, on the one hand, and the 
emergence and expansion of new and other sectors, on the other. 
Alongside these sectoral shifts, there has been a significant change in the 
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demand for particular skills, a re-allocation of jobs from large to medium 
and small enterprises, a re-emergence of self-employment, diversification 
of work patterns, etc. 

From the viewpoint of individuals, the recent transition has first and 
foremost implied the loss of previously lifetime job security. This sudden 
decrease in certainty is most vividly manifested in the decline of 
employment opportunities and the upsurge of unemployment. In most 
countries of Central and Eastern Europe, unemployment rates nowadays 
are close to or in the double digits (EC, 2000a). Similar to the experience 
of established market economies, the recent transition has increased the 
significance of knowledge and information, as reflected for instance by 
the growth in educational enrollment. However, compared to the former, 
social safety net and welfare policies in Central and Eastern European 
countries have offered much less to those who have failed to keep up with 
the pace of these changes (UNECE, 1995–1999). 

With regard to the transition experience of Estonia against the general 
background of Central and Eastern European countries, several features 
are worth mentioning. On the one hand, as belonging to the former Soviet 
Union, the country’s starting conditions were significantly less favorable 
than in, say, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland or Slovenia. Following 
the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Estonia together with the two other 
Baltic States chose to remain outside the Commonwealth of Independent 
States, which due to their former close integration caused an even greater 
transition shock. Additionally, the transition needed to be accomplished in 
parallel with the re-establishment of national institutions. On the other 
hand, right from the beginning of the 1990s Estonia opted for a rather 
radical path of economic reform by placing few obstacles in the way of 
price adjustment, international trade, privatization and foreign investment 
(Lugus and Hatchey, 1995). Liberal economic policies went hand-in-hand 
with the introduction of remarkably low payroll taxes, minimum wages, 
unemployment benefits as well as pensions. 

This particular combination of a relatively disadvantaged starting 
position and the absence of attempts to slow down inevitable changes has 
resulted in relatively quick structural adjustments in Estonia. As measured 
by the gross sectoral shift, for example, only Hungary had greater 
reallocations of employment between sectors. According to the share of 
the tertiary sector, which is often being used as an indicator of 
modernization, Estonia together with Hungary has already reached the 
levels observed in certain EU countries (EC, 2000b). Recent statistics on 
educational enrollment indicate that the progression rate towards higher 
education has risen sharply during the 1990s. For example, at the end of 
that decade students represented close to 40 percent of the age group 20–
24 (ESA, 2000). The progression towards a knowledge-based society has 
been remarkably rapid in the field of communication infrastructure and 
Internet access. 
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Unfortunately, the Estonian FFS does not cover the two societal 
transitions discussed in this section in an equal manner. While the 
experience of the first transition is fully captured by the life courses of the 
oldest cohorts of women born in the late 1920s and early 1930s, the 
timing of data collection in early 19942 allows the most recent 
transformation to be reflected to only a limited extent, at least for 
quantitative analysis. Attempts to make generalizations about emerging 
and new behavioral patterns from severely censored life histories can 
easily lead to methodological difficulties (Sommer et al., 2000). 
Therefore, this chapter puts its main emphasis on the societal transition of 
the 1940s-50s rather than on the recent transformation. In the context of 
globalization research, however, this still allows for an interesting 
possibility to test the hypothesis of uncertainty, although in a different 
context. It is the extended cohort range of the Estonian FFS that provides 
the opportunity to explore this avenue, to an extent that is not quite 
possible in other countries of Central and Eastern Europe. 

COHORT TRENDS IN THE ENTRY INTO 
ADULTHOOD 

This section provides a description of the changes that have occurred in 
major life events defining the entry into adulthood: completion of 
education and entry into the labor force, first partnership, and first 
parenthood. The alteration in the timing of these events among the native 
and foreign-origin populations is highlighted by means of survivorship 
functions for five-year birth cohorts. For all events concerned, the 
presentation of these survivorship functions starts at age 15; the upper 
limit depends on the age at which each process approaches its ceiling. The 
calculation of survivorship functions was performed using the TDA 
software package (Blossfeld and Rohwer, 1995). 

It is important to note that, as at the time of the interview the FFS 
cohorts had reached different points in their respective life courses, the 
duration of their exposure to the risk of experiencing different events on 
the road to adulthood varies a great deal. Particularly the two youngest 
cohorts have not yet had sufficient time to go through all the events. 
Although survival analysis takes this censoring into account, the patterns 
of transition for these cohorts cannot be explored to the same extent as for 
the older cohorts. 

Timing of the school-to-work transition 

The change in the timing of school completion has been mostly driven by 
the extension of school enrollment and the increased progression to higher 
levels of education. In Estonia as well as in most other European 
countries, a remarkable rise in educational attainment has taken place 
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across the FFS cohorts. The proportion of the female population having at 
least secondary education increased from roughly a third in the 1924–28 
cohort to over 90 percent among women born in the 1950s and 60s. While 
in the two older cohorts the most prevailing educational attainment was 
still primary education, starting with the 1934–38 cohort it is (upper) 
secondary education that has become the most usual standard. As noted 
earlier, the share of women with higher education expanded up to the birth 
cohorts of the early 1940s, who completed their schooling in the 1960s: 
nearly one in five graduated from a higher educational establishment. In 
later cohorts, however, the proportion of university graduates remained 
virtually unchanged at slightly above 20 percent. 

These trends in educational attainment are characteristic of both the 
native and foreign-origin population, although there are also certain 
differences. For instance, a longer tradition of comprehensive education 
among the native population has resulted in virtually negligible 
proportions of illiterates or persons without primary education already in 
the oldest cohort. In corresponding cohorts of the foreign-origin 
population, however, these two categories still exist. On the other extreme 
of the attainment scale, the data suggest a slightly higher proportion of 
university graduates among the native population. Although the issue of 
gender differences will not be addressed in this chapter, it is interesting to 
note that—with the exception of some of the oldest cohorts—native 
women have generally exceeded men in terms of the proportions having 
secondary or tertiary education. Among the foreign-origin population the 
gender difference in education is mostly in the opposite direction: men 
feature higher attainment in tertiary education. 

Figure 9.1 presents information on the shift in the timing of school 
completion by means of survivorship functions. Half of the oldest cohort 
in the native popu-lation had already completed their full-time studies by 
age 16.3. The following four five-year birth cohorts (of which for clarity’s 
sake only two are shown in Figure 9.1) demonstrate a relatively rapid 
postponement of school completion. 
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Figure 9.1 School 
completion among the 
native- and foreign-origin 
populations of Estonia 

For instance, in the 1939–43 cohort the median age at school completion 
already reached 18.7 years. Reflecting the stagnation in tertiary education 
referred to above, this trend towards ever more schooling then largely 
ceased. The median age at completion of full-time studies peaks at 19 
years in the 1964–68 cohort. Conclusions about school completion in the 
youngest cohort of 1969–73 should be regarded with caution because a 
substantial proportion of its members had not yet completed their studies 
by the time the data were collected. 

The foreign-origin population has largely shared these developments, 
albeit with some specific features of its own. In general, this population 
has completed education earlier. On average the difference between the 
two subpopulations in the median age at completion of full-time studies is 
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0.8 years, being greatest among the older cohorts and diminishing towards 
the younger. At least partly, this reflects differences in educational 
systems in the countries of origin. A one-year shorter duration of general 
secondary education in the school curricula adopted from the Russian 
Federation implies that foreign-origin women have on average spent less 
time in the educational system, compared to native women at the same 
level of education. 

Survivorship functions for entry into the labor force are presented on 
Figure 9.2. As the proportion of women who never worked during their 
lifetime had virtually dropped to nil already in the last pre-FFS cohorts, 
observed differences between successive FFS cohorts refer to true 
changes in the timing of this event. Judging from the relatively rapid 
prolongation of studies and postponement of school completion as 
discussed above, one would assume a shift towards later entry into 
employment. However, moving from the oldest to the younger cohorts the 
opposite development can be observed, particularly among the native 
population. The 1924–28 cohort members started their first job at a 
median age of 20.9 years, which dropped to 18.3 for the 1934–38 cohort. 
It is interesting to note that across the entire range of FFS cohorts, the 
oldest is simultaneously characterized by the earliest completion of 
schooling as well as by the latest entry into the labor force. 

This large interval between their last school and first job could be 
explained by several factors. First of all, the youth of these women 
coincided with WW-II and its societal rearrangements, which may have 
introduced various irregularities and thus delayed their transition to 
working life. The behavior of this oldest cohort could also reflect the 
characteristic features of a farm-based agriculture driven to an important 
degree by unpaid family work, which was later eliminated during the 
sovietization. Another possibility is that this large interval between school 
completion and work is linked to the disappearance of the breadwinner-
homemaker model (Davis, 1984). Data on the mothers of FFS respondents 
suggest that in the case of Estonia this model was most prevalent in the 
cohorts born around the 1890s. In following generations it gradually 
weakened, leading finally to its disappearance. The relatively late entry 
into the labor force of the 1924–28 birth cohort could thus be regarded as 
a concluding stage in this development, which was subsequently sharply 
accelerated by the sovietization. 

Starting with the 1934–38 cohort there has been relatively little change 
in the timing of the first job. The median age at first job increased only 
slightly from 18.3 to 18.9 years for the 1964–68 birth cohort. The foreign-
origin population has followed basically the same trend but with smaller 
differences between cohorts, particularly between the oldest and next 
oldest. The difference in the median ages between the two subpopulations 
amounted to 2.7 years in the oldest cohort but later this decreased to less 
than 1 year. 
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Figure 9.2 Entry into the 
labor force among the 
native- and foreign-origin 
populations of Estonia 

Timing of first partnership 

Historically, Estonia has belonged to the region of the “European” 
marriage pattern (Hajnal, 1965). This pattern of relatively late marriage 
and high proportions never marrying had already established itself in 
Estonia at least by the 18th century, clearly distinguishing the country 
from its eastern neighbors which never experienced such a pattern (Palli, 
1988; Vishnevski and Volkov, 1983). An examination of vital and census 
statistics for the 1920s and 30s indicates that between the two World Wars 
this European marriage pattern in Estonia still prevailed. The mean age at 
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first marriage in the late 1930s was above 26 years among females and 
above 29 years among males (RSKB, 1937–1940). 

Figure 9.3 presents the survivorship functions for first partnership 
formation, i.e. the transition from singlehood to conjugal life, whether 
through marriage or non-marital cohabitation. The FFS data reveal a 
strong and systematic shift towards younger union formation in Estonia, 
which evidently got started already in the pre-FFS cohorts. In the three 
oldest FFS cohorts of the native population, born in 1924–38, the 
juvenation of partnership formation was still concentrated at the later end 
of the age spectrum: the biggest increase in the cumulative percentage of 
women who had formed a first partnership occurred beyond age 25. In 
subsequent birth cohorts, however, the changes in the timing of first 
partnership shifted towards the younger end of the age spectrum. For 
example, from the 1939–43 to the 1964–68 cohort the percentage of 
women who started their first partnership before age 20 more than 
doubled. Women born in the youngest cohort of 1969–73 started their first 
partnerships very early indeed: almost one-fifth of them were already in a 
partnership at the age of 18. 

The trend towards earlier entry into first partnerships is also reflected 
in the development of the median age, which dropped from 23.5 years in 
the oldest cohort to 20.0 in the youngest. This decline in the median age at 
first union formation has been the most rapid among women born in the 
1940s, but in general the trend continued until the very end of the FFS 
cohort range. In comparative perspective it is particularly this aspect of a 
continuing juvenation of first partnership formation that distinguishes 
Estonia from other countries that experienced the demise of the European 
marriage pattern after WW II. 

The trend towards younger entry into first partnership can also be 
observed for the foreign-origin population, but there are some noticeable 
differences. A comparison of the survivorship functions reveals that 
across all cohorts foreign-origin women started their first partnership on 
average earlier—depending on the cohort, up to one year earlier—than 
native women. It should also be noted that this earlier start of unions does 
not reflect a higher frequency of very early partnerships but rather a lower 
frequency of late partnerships. 

The start of a first union in a person’s life may be either through 
marital or non-marital cohabitation, which may or may not be converted 
into marriage in a later stage. Compared to a registered marriage, non-
marital cohabitation has usually been regarded as a more flexible form of 
conjugal life entailing less social and legal obligations for the partners 
involved. Based on this distinction between direct marriage and non-
marital cohabitation, Figure 9.4 decomposes the transition to the first 
partnership according to the type of union. Even a short glance is enough 
to notice a much greater inter-cohort change in the proportion of 
consensual unions and thus of its complement (marital unions) than in the 
timing of all first partnerships combined (Figure 9.3). 
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Figure 9.3 Entry into first 
partnership among the 
native- and foreign-origin 
populations of Estonia 
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Figure 9.4 Proportion of 
first partnerships that 
started as consensual 
unions, native-and 
foreign-origin populations 
of Estonia 

Direct marriage accounted for close to two-thirds of all first unions in the 
oldest cohorts of the native population, a proportion that remained fairly 
stable until the 1939–43 cohort. Starting with the 1949–53 cohort, 
however, proportions were reversed and consensual unions replaced direct 
marriage as the mainstream route to family building. In the youngest 
cohort of the native-born population, no less than 94 percent of all first 
partnerships began as consensual unions. Although this percentage is 
likely to be somewhat affected by censoring, such a frequency of 
consensual unions resembles that observed for Scandinavian countries 
(Manting, 1994; Trost, 1988). In this context it should be noted that the 
definition of consensual unions as applied in the Estonian FFS was even 
rather conservative: “fully shared family life except for the fact of formal 
registration as marriage” (EKDK, 1995a). 

Similarly to the timing of first partnerships, the foreign-origin 
population shows considerable difference in the way in which they begin. 
Despite the same societal environment, foreign-origin persons have 
overall been much less prone to start their first partnership as a consensual 
union. While in the 1924–28 cohort the proportion of direct marriages and 
consensual unions appears still quite similar, in the 1929–43 cohorts of 
the foreign-origin population direct marriage increases in importance, 
accounting for 75 percent of all first unions. The next transformation in 
the proportions of first partnership types among the foreign-origin 
population has proceeded with a substantial time lag: consensual unions 
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outnumber direct marriage only in the 1964–68 cohort. In the 1969–73 
cohort, consensual unions account for 63 percent of all first partnerships. 

 

Figure 9.5 Entry into 
parenthood among the 
native- and foreign-origin 
populations of Estonia 

Timing of entry into parenthood 

The birth of a first child is another important family-related event that 
marks the progression to adulthood. In the process of family formation, 
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parenthood typically follows the entry into partnership with a certain time 
lag. Partnering could from that perspective be regarded as a first step 
towards “readiness” for procreation (see also Simó et al., this volume). 
Survivorship functions for first births are presented in Figure 9.5. These 
data reveal among other things a gradual decrease in the proportion of 
women remaining childless up to the end of their reproductive years. For 
instance, among the native-born cohorts who have (almost) completed 
their childbearing career the percentage of childless women has decreased 
from 15 to 7–8 percent. It is worth noting that this proportion has been as 
high as 25 percent in the older pre-FFS cohorts. Thus, Estonia has 
witnessed a lengthy process of decreasing childlessness, the closing stage 
of which has been captured by the FFS. This decline in ultimate 
childlessness is closely related to the disappearance of the European 
marriage pattern discussed above. 

There has been a noticeable shift in the timing of first births towards 
younger ages, however, this shift is not evenly distributed across cohorts. 
In the four oldest five-year cohorts, 1924–43, relatively small but 
systematic and unidirectional changes occurred in the timing of first births 
in the age span beyond 25 years, which were likely a reflection of the 
decrease in ultimate childlessness. The median age at first birth in these 
cohorts fluctuated around 24.5 years, without any sign of a secular trend. 
The fifth birth cohort born in 1944–48, however, introduced the largest 
shift in the timing of first births, which concerned the entire reproductive 
age span. This trend towards earlier parenthood, although gradually 
decelerating, continued well into the following cohorts including the 
youngest. For instance, 35 percent of the women born in 1969–73 gave 
birth to their first child by age 20. Quite likely, this cohort has 
experienced the youngest entry ever into parenthood since the formation 
of the European marriage pattern in Estonia in the 18th century. 

A similar trend can be observed among the foreign origin population. 
Nevertheless, the starting point of their fertility pattern was characterized 
by somewhat earlier childbearing and a significantly lower proportion of 
ultimate childlessness. Also the change over the course of fifty years has 
been somewhat greater. As a result, the younger cohorts of the foreign-
origin population demonstrate a remarkably early start in childbearing. 
Half of its 1964–68 cohort members had their first child by age 22, and 
only one-fifth (compared to two-fifths among the native population) had 
not yet entered parenthood by age 24. Still, the difference in the timing of 
first births between the native and foreign-origin populations does not 
stem from the higher proportion of very young mothers among the latter 
but from the lower proportion of women who enter motherhood at later 
ages. 

Because of its important implications for the careers of Estonian 
women in other domains of life, this continued trend towards early 
motherhood needs an explanation. One possible candidate could be the 
Soviet housing policy, according to which a person or family could not 
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buy a dwelling but was given a flat or house upon fulfilling several 
preconditions. For instance, the arrival of a child enlarged the number of 
family members and thus the occupancy density, which according to the 
prevailing procedures contributed to the chances of a couple to qualify for 
a new dwelling. As voluntary childlessness was rarely an option, these 
pragmatic considerations may have had a certain effect on the timing of 
first births. 

 

Figure 9.6 Median age at 
the transition to 
adulthood, native- and 

Globalization, uncertainty and youth in society      232



foreign-origin populations 
of Estonia 

An integrated biographical perspective 

In the previous subsections the completion of schooling and the entry into 
the labor force, first partnership and parenthood were discussed one by 
one. The purpose now is to bring these individual strands in the transition 
to adulthood together and to synthesize them into some general pattern. 
To this end it is important to note that the events may be thought as being 
at the core of the tran-sition to adulthood, in the sense that they all mark 
important steps towards adult status and that they are all expected to be 
experienced by an overwhelming majority of cohort members. To 
summarize the trends in the timing of events across cohorts, Figure 9.6 
presents them by way of median ages. 

The data reveal quite dissimilar developments for different types of 
events. On the one hand, the prevailing tendency in family-related 
transitions has been juvenation: the declines in the median age at first 
partnership and at first parenthood have followed markedly parallel 
trajectories. On the other hand, the timing of non-family transitions has 
featured much greater heterogeneity. In the three oldest cohorts the entry 
into the labor force underwent a remarkably rapid shift towards younger 
ages, particularly for the native population. As noted above, however, this 
shift reflected not just a change in the timing of the event but much more a 
general transformation in the pattern of female labor force participation. 
However, starting with the 1939–43 cohort, the timing of labor force entry 
remained virtually unaltered. The only event that has never featured any 
shift towards younger ages is the completion of full-time education: it has 
been postponed for 2.7 years among the native population and for even a 
longer period among the foreign-origin population. Similarly to labor 
force entry, major changes in the timing of school completion occurred 
only in the three oldest cohorts. Also, it should be noted how closely the 
completion of full-time studies and entry into the labor force coincide 
from the cohort 1934–38 on. 

The observed trends in the timing of familial and non-familial events 
can be summarized in terms of two major changes in the transition from 
adolescence to adulthood. First, despite the increase in the duration of 
schooling, the transition to adulthood if judged from the entry into 
parenthood appearing last in the series of events has been accomplished at 
progressively younger ages. While in the older FFS cohorts this was on 
average completed between ages 24 and 25, in the younger cohorts the 
attainment of full adult status had dropped noticeably below age 23. The 
largest shift in this direction among the native population was introduced 
by the birth cohorts of the 1940s, among the foreign-origin population the 
juvenation has been more linear. Despite the fact that subsequent cohorts 
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display some signs of cessation, the shift towards an earlier attainment of 
adult status has continued until the youngest cohort. 

Another major change has been the concentration of the transition from 
adolescence to adulthood into a much shorter age span. This development 
can be observed at two complementary levels. From the viewpoint of 
cohort experiences, the compression of events into shorter intervals across 
all individual processes implies a decrease in the heterogeneity among 
cohort members. Among the native population, the interval between the 
medians of the earliest event—completion of full-time studies—and the 
latest—entry into parenthood—has shortened from 8.2 to 3.4 years. 
Among the foreign-origin population the compression of the transition has 
been even greater. 

From a life course perspective the concentration of the transition to 
adulthood into a shorter age span has implied a closer spacing of 
individual events. In other words, in younger cohorts the transition to 
adult status has been accomplished in steps that are more simultaneous, 
for the importance of intermediate steps—some already taken and others 
not yet—has been significantly reduced. This closer spacing between 
individual events has also intensified the overlap between the attainment 
of adult status in different spheres. Although on average family transitions 
have continued to occur prior to non-family transitions in all cohorts, 
there has also been an increase over time in the proportion of individuals 
who have experienced a reverse ordering of events (figures not shown). 
Available information from period statistics suggests that several of these 
and other features discussed above may have undergone further 
modifications during the second half of the 1990s (ESA, 2000). However, 
these new features of the transition to adulthood can only be captured 
once new FFS-type life course data are collected in Estonia. 

MODELING THE TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD 

In the following sections the transition to adulthood is examined by means 
of piecewise constant transition rate models (Blossfeld et al., 1989; 
Blossfeld and Rohwer, 1995). In building these models, the time axis has 
been split into sixteen intervals, which are based on the age of an 
individual. Between ages 15 and 24 the time axis has been split into 
single-year intervals, beyond that range into five-year intervals. This 
procedure has been followed for all three processes under consideration. 
The observation ends either with an event (first partnership, parenthood or 
entry into the labor force), or with the date of the interview for right-
censored cases. 

Regarding the covariates, it was decided to use exactly the same set of 
covariates in the analyses of all three processes. Although this set may not 
be optimal from the viewpoint of each particular transition, priority was 
given to the comparability between models and to the possibility to 
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compare the impact of selected characteristics across events. In other 
words, the aim of the models to be presented is not so much to study the 
determinants of the three events in detail but to provide an account of the 
existing inter-cohort heterogeneity. In addition to the time axis (age), the 
models include six time-constant categorical covariates: birth cohort, type 
of settlement, educational attainment, religion, social origin and locus of 
control. 

From the viewpoint of globalization, particular attention should be paid 
to the locus of control, which reflects the level of personal independence 
as manifesting itself in all major life decisions. The concept, which was 
first introduced by Julian Rotter, distinguishes between two opposite 
poles: internal and external locus of control (Laird and Thomson, 1991). 
Individuals who feature an internal locus of control (“internals”) tend to 
be self-contained and convinced of their ability to control their own life 
course. On the other hand, individuals with an external locus of control 
(“externals”) are characterized by a lack of confidence: they are inclined 
to think that external forces determine their destiny. Based on such 
individual psychological characteristics, the difference between internals  

Table 9.1 Number of observations, 
Estonian FFS, female survey 

  1924–
1928 

1929–
1933 

1934–
1938 

1939–
1943 

1944–
1948 

1949–
1953 

1954–
1958 

1959–
1963 

1964–
1968 

1969–
1973 

Total 

Type of 
settlement 

                      

Urban 190 202 231 247 191 188 201 201 206 225 2082 

Rural 123 133 126 137 124 114 120 120 127 101 1225 

Educational 
level 

              

Primary 196 196 144 114 64 56 35 21 15 35 876 

Secondary 93 87 155 190 180 184 217 229 246 273 1854 

Tertiary 24 52 58 80 71 62 69 71 72 18 577 

Religion               

Religious 54 52 29 25 18 15 24 21 23 27 288 

Following 
customs 

56 71 101 129 111 110 136 130 164 174 1182 

Indifferent 203 212 227 230 186 177 161 170 146 125 1837 

Social 
origin 

              

Self- 203 201 216 215 173 164 173 170 168 150 1833 
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employed 

White-
collar 

19 25 28 35 29 29 32 37 48 33 315 

Blue collar 91 109 113 134 113 109 116 114 117 143 1159 

Locus of 
control 

              

Internal 60 66 67 91 85 75 83 93 91 89 800 

Neutral 211 231 238 239 438 200 212 203 214 216 2156 

External 42 38 52 54 38 27 26 25 28 21 351 

Total 313 335 357 384 315 302 321 321 333 326 3307 

Note: Table 9.1 includes respondents from the native population only. 

and externals may be said to capture the effect of increased uncertainty 
and lower control over the social environment in the context of 
globalization. Information about the operationalization of the variables 
related to the locus of control can be found in the relevant publications 
(EKDK, 1995a; 1995b). Table 9.1 provides information on the number of 
observations included in the transition rate models by birth cohort and 
covariates. 

For each transition—entry into labor force, first partnership and first 
parenthood—three sets of models were estimated. The purpose of the first 
was to produce non-adjusted estimates for each of the covariates by 
including them one at a time in addition to age (duration) and birth cohort. 
The purpose of the second set of models was to produce estimates that 
were adjusted for the effects of all other covariates. Correspondingly, this 
set included age (duration), birth cohort and all the covariates discussed 
above. Estimates for the first and second set of models are presented 
systematically in all the tables that follow. Additionally, a third set of 
models was run for each of the successive birth cohorts so as to check for 
potential changes in the transition to adulthood over time and to test for 
relevant interactions. This third set of models included all the covariates 
except birth cohort, which was used as a case selection criterion. Results 
of this last set will be discussed where relevant, but they are not 
systematically presented. 

In addition to these transition rate models, logistic regression analysis 
was used to study the type of first partnership. The dependent variable 
was set to 1 if the respondent had started the first partnership through a 
consensual union, and 0 if through direct marriage. The set of covariates 
as well as the basic strategy were the same as in the case of the transition 
rate models. The fitting of the latter was done using TDA software 
package, whereas the logistic regression models were estimated using 
SPSS. 
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Timing of entry into the labor force 

Model estimates for entry into the labor force are presented in Table 9.2. 
Compared to the reference cohort of 1924–28, the model reflects a shift 
towards a younger start of working life in all of the cohorts that follow. 
Consistent with the evidence presented in Figure 9.6, however, this shift 
was most pronounced over the first few cohorts only; thereafter there has 
been little change in the timing of the event. A comparison of the non-
adjusted with the adjusted model estimates indicates that the shift towards 
earlier entry into the labor force observed for the older cohorts has to a 
noticeable extent been attenuated by the simultaneous expansion in 
educational enrollment. 

According to the non-adjusted model, rural residence appears to be 
related to a slightly earlier entry into the labor force. The relative risk is 
14 percent higher than for the reference category, a difference that is 
statistically significant. The introduction of controls for other covariates, 
however, leads to the complete disappearance of this effect, which now 
comes out negative. Examination of the effect of rural residence across 
cohorts provides some support to the hypothesis that the dismantling of 
the farm-based agriculture in the late 1940s and early 50s may indeed 
have contributed to the decline in the age at entry into the labor force  

Table 9.2 Transition rate model of 
entry into labor force, Estonian women 
(relative risks) 

  Non-adjusted Adjusted 

Birth cohort    

1924–1928 1.00 1.00 

1929–1933 1.77** 2.16** 

1934–1938 2.44** 3.48** 

1939–1943 2.16** 3.07** 

1944.1948 2.36** 3.69** 

1949–1953 2.41** 3.82** 

1954–1958 2.36** 3.71** 

1959–1963 2.25** 3.64** 

1964–1968 2.02** 3.28** 

1969–1973 (2.35**) (3.13**) 

Type of settlement    

Urban 1.00 1.00 

Rural 1.14** 0.98* 
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Educational level    

Primary 1.52** 1.53** 

Secondary 1.00 1.00 

Tertiary 0.45** 0.45** 

Religion    

Religious 1.09* 0.88 

Following customs 1.02 0.96 

Indifferent 1.00 1.00 

Social origin    

Self-employed 0.86** 0.87** 

White-collar 0.75** 0.94 

Blue collar 1.00 1.00 

Locus of control    

Internal 0.85** 0.94 

Neutral 1.00 1.00 

External 0.97 0.90 

Notes 
** p<0.01. 
* p<0.05. 

as observed for the older cohorts but, evidently, other factors have played 
a more important role in this development. 

Educational attainment makes as expected a strong distinction in the 
timing of entry into the labor force. Because of the difference in the 
duration of schooling the relative risk of this event for respondents with 
primary education appears more than 50 percent higher than in the 
reference category. Respondents with tertiary education feature 
accordingly a relative risk that is more than 50 percent lower. Although 
the direction of these gradients was maintained across all birth cohorts, the 
models ran separately for each of them revealed a relatively strong 
interaction between educational attainment and cohort. For instance, the 
relative risks for both primary and tertiary education increased steadily 
when moving from the older to the younger cohorts. Reflecting the well-
established connection between school completion and the start of 
working life as well as a subsequent decline in the role of part-time 
studies, the contrast in relative risks between the respondents with primary 
and tertiary education increased from 1.6 times to more than 7.5 times. 

The effect of religion on the timing of entry into the labor force is quite 
similar to that observed for partnership formation and entry into 
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parenthood. In the adjusted model, being religious is related to a 
somewhat later start of working life (the 12 percent difference in relative 
risks is close to statistical significance). An examination of the cohort-
specific models revealed a negative gradient of religiosity in the older 
cohorts, which disappears, in the intermediate cohorts to reappear again in 
the youngest, where it reaches statistical significance. 

Having self-employed or white-collar (grand)parents tends to postpone 
the start of working life for the respondent. The effect of having white-
collar parents is reduced after introducing controls for other covariates, 
primarily through the intergenerational transfer of educational attainment, 
while the effect of having self-employed parents remains statistically 
significant. Interactions of social origin with birth cohort reveal no clear 
pattern. The gradient of the relative risks of internal versus external locus 
of control runs in similar directions but it remains below the level of 
statistical significance, at least in the adjusted model. 

Timing of first partnership 

The model for starting a first partnership reveals a steady and statistically 
significant increase in the relative risks of this event across birth cohorts 
up to the youngest (Table 9.3). It should be noted, however, that the 
estimates for the youngest cohort should be treated with caution (hence 
the parentheses). Judging from available evidence based on vital statistics, 
the 1969–73 cohort has been affected by a sharp shift towards later 
partnership formation and particularly parenthood, but this trend reversal 
is not yet visible in the FFS data. In other words, had the data collection 
occurred a few years later, one would likely have found a different 
gradient for the youngest cohort. Comparing adjusted and non-adjusted 
model estimates it is interesting to note that after introducing controls for 
the other covariates the effect of birth cohort even strengthens. This 
implies that the observed shift towards earlier partnership formation 
would have been greater, if other factors—primarily the rise in 
educational attainment—had not exerted a certain influence in the 
opposite direction. 

Residence in rural area contributes to a slightly earlier entry into first 
partnership. A comparison of adjusted and non-adjusted coefficients 
indicates that about half of the observed effect can probably be attributed 
to lower education attainment of the rural population. Still, even after 
controlling for this and other characteristics, a statistically significant 10 
percent excess in relative risk persists. Examination of the set of models 
run separately for each birth cohort shows that the earlier partnership 
formation among rural residents starts with the 1934–38 birth cohort. 
With only slight deviations in a couple of intermediate generations, this 
timing difference reaches its highest level among the youngest cohort, 
where rural residents have a relative risk that is 30 percent higher than for 
their urban counterparts. 
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Educational attainment makes for a systematic and statistically 
significant difference in the timing of partnership formation. Compared to 
the reference category with secondary education, respondents with 
primary education feature a 30 percent higher probability of union 
formation3, whereas graduates from tertiary education a 35 percent lower 
risk. Differently from birth cohort and place of residence, controlling for 
other characteristics has neither an effect on the direction nor on the 
strength of this gradient. The observed pattern appears also relatively 
stable across cohorts, except that the difference between primary and 
secondary education increases for the three to four youngest cohorts. 

Table 9.3 Transition rate model of 
entry into first partnership, Estonian 
women (relative risks) 

  Non-adjusted Adjusted 

Birth cohort     

1924–1928 1.00 1.00 

1929–1933 1.14 1.18* 

1934–1938 27** 1.39** 

1939–1943 1.23** 1.41** 

1944–1948 1.34** 1.59** 

1949–1953 1.69** 1.98** 

1954–1958 1.61** 1.91** 

1959–1963 1.87** 2.26** 

1964–1968 1.86** 2.25** 

1969–1973 (2.79**) (3.08**) 

Type of settlement    

Urban 1.00 1.00 

Rural 1.20** 1.10* 

Educational level    

Primary 1.31** 1.30** 

Secondary 1.00 1.00 

Tertiary 0.65** 0.64** 

Religion    

Religious 0.91 0.90 

Following customs 1.02 0.98 
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Indifferent 1.00 1.00 

Social origin    

Self-employed 0.91* 0.92* 

White-collar 0.90 1.04 

Blue collar 1.00 1.00 

Locus of control    

Internal 1.05 1.11* 

Neutral 1.00 1.00 

External 0.89* 0.85** 

Notes 
** p<0.01. 
* p<0.05. 

Being religious is related to a somewhat later start of first partnership 
formation, although the difference from the reference category 
(indifferent) does not attain statistical significance. The behavior of 
respondents who follow (some) religious customs but do not consider 
themselves religious proves closely similar to the reference category. The 
introduction of controls for other covariates did not imply any noticeable 
change in the model estimates, which should be regarded as an indication 
of the relative independence of religiosity and its related value patterns. 
An examination of the religiosity differential across cohorts reveals an 
interestingly curvilinear pattern. A negative gradient which at first appears 
quite stable for the older cohorts weakens and vanishes in the intermediate 
cohorts of 1944–58, only to resurface thereafter. What is more, in the two 
youngest cohorts it becomes statistically significant, exceeding for 
example the magnitude of the urban-rural differential. 

Having self-employed (grand)parents slows down the entry into a first 
partnership; the effect is not particularly strong in general but sufficient to 
reach statistical significance. It is interesting to note that this is the case 
starting with the cohort born in 1944–48, i.e. for generations completing 
their socialization during or after the social discontinuities introduced by 
the sovietization. Having white-collar (grand)parents exerts a weak but 
statistically insignificant effect in the opposite direction, at least according 
to the adjusted model. Models run for all birth cohorts separately 
demonstrate that this results from significant interaction effects. Being 
born to white-collar parents in 1924–48 implied a noticeably earlier 
partnership formation, whereas in most of the following cohorts the 
direction of this gradient was reversed. 

Finally, an internal locus of control seems to be related to earlier entry 
into first partnership while an external locus to a later start of it. In other 
words, the lack of self-confidence and a lower perceived ability to control 
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the external forces which shape the life course are associated with a 
postponement of union formation. In the adjusted model the difference of 
both categories from the reference (neutral) reaches statistical 
significance. In the broader context of globalization this finding gives 
support to the hypothesis that increasing uncertainty is a likely 
determinant of the change in the timing of family formation. Despite some 
irregular variations across cohorts, these gradients maintain their direction 
and display no major change, as can be expected from a characteristic 
representing a psychological personality orientation. 

Type of first union 

In order to study the way in which first partnerships are started while at 
the same time controlling for the differences in overall union formation 
probabilities, logistic regression models were applied. Table 9.4 presents 
the likelihood estimates of starting the first partnership as a consensual 
union against the odds of a direct marriage. Consistent with the findings 
of Figure 9.4, the data reveal a remarkably strong shift away from direct 
marriage in favor of consensual unions. The increase in the likelihood of 
consensual unions started to accelerate with the 1949–53 birth cohort, and 
this trend continued until the very end of the FFS  

Table 9.4 Logistic regression model of 
the type of first partnershipa, Estonian 
women (relative risks) 

  Non-adjusted Adjusted 

Birth cohort     

1924–1928 1.00 1.00 

1929–1933 1.12 1.11 

1934–1938 1.10 1.15** 

1939–1943 1.56** 1.68** 

1944–1948 1.55** 1.70** 

1949–1953 3.18** 3.43** 

1954–1958 4.30** 4.74** 

1959–1963 6.61** 7.41** 

1964–1968 9.53** 10.58** 

1969–1973 (31.10**) (33.63**) 

Type of settlement    

Urban 1.00 1.00 
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Rural 1.14 1.08 

Educational level    

Primary 1.34** 1.32** 

Secondary 1.00 1.00 

Tertiary 0.96 0.94 

Religion    

Religious 0.76* 0.75* 

Following customs 0.91 0.90 

Indifferent 1.00 1.00 

Social origin    

Self-employed 0.99 0.99 

White-collar 1.04 1.11 

Blue collar 1.00 1.00 

Locus of control    

Internal 0.92 0.94 

Neutral 1.00 1.00 

External 0.53** 0.54** 

Notes 
a Dependent variable coding: consensual union=1, direct marriage=2 
** p<0.01. 
* p<0.05. 

cohort range. Due to selection bias, however, the change in the relative 
risk for the 1969–73 appears overestimated. As consensual unions tend to 
be formed at younger ages, part of this upsurge in relative risks likely 
reflects the change in the timing of first unions. 

Rural residence is related to a somewhat greater likelihood of entering 
a first partnership through a consensual union. Similarly to the timing of 
first partnerships, the comparison of adjusted and non-adjusted model 
estimates suggests that this effect can be partly attributed to structural 
differences between rural and urban populations, particularly the lower 
educational attainment of rural residents. Fitting the model to each of the 
birth cohorts separately reveals an inter-esting interaction pattern. A 
higher likelihood of consensual unions among rural residents is 
characteristic of the cohorts up to 1954–58, but in the three youngest 
cohorts this pattern is reversed, with now urban residents having become 
more prone to start their first partnership through non-marital 
cohabitation. 
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The likelihood of consensual unions versus direct marriages was also 
found to vary by educational attainment. Respondents with lower than 
secondary education had a more than 30 percent higher probability of a 
non-marital start of their first partnership than their counterparts with 
secondary education. Evidently, the observed effect reflects to an 
important extent earlier partnership formation among less educated 
women. Higher education implies a somewhat lower probability of 
starting the first partnership as a consensual union, however, the 
difference is statistically insignificant. An examination of the models 
fitted separately for each of the birth cohorts indicates that the effect of 
educational attainment has undergone certain modifications over time. For 
primary education, the gradient changes direction in some of the youngest 
cohorts, suggesting a lower likelihood of consensual unions among those 
who have not completed secondary education. For higher education the 
distinction from the reference category disappears in the middle cohort 
range but it re-emerges again among younger cohorts. 

Adherence to religion made also a visible difference in the mode of 
entry into first partnerships. Being religious reduced the likelihood of 
starting a first partnership as a consensual union by 25 percent, an effect 
that is statistically significant. The direction of the gradient is consistent 
across all cohorts, displaying a tendency towards greater strength in the 
youngest cohorts. In the cohorts of 1959–73, for example, the respondents 
who defined themselves as religious featured a chance of entering 
partnership life through a consensual union that was approximately 50 
percent lower than for the reference group. This difference could reflect a 
stronger commitment to prevailing norms and expectations from parents 
and kin, however, at the same time a greater propensity of externals to 
marry directly evidently stems from their later entry into first union, as 
discussed in the previous section. Similarly to the timing of first 
partnership, following religious customs did not make any significant 
difference in the pattern of union formation. 

Compared to the other covariates, however, social origin of the 
respondent displayed a relatively weak relationship to the mode of union 
formation. Respondents with white-collar (grand)parents had about 11 
percent more chances to start their first partnership in a consensual union, 
however, the difference from the reference category proved statistically 
insignificant. The effect of having self-employed (grand)parents proved 
likewise negligible. Regarding the locus of control, if this was external 
then the probability of starting through non-marital cohabitation was close 
to 50 percent lower. This strong and statistically significant distinction 
from the reference category did not display major change across cohorts. 
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Table 9.5 Transition rate model of 
entry into parenthood, Estonian 
women (relative risks) 

 Non-adjusted Adjusted 

Birth cohort    

1924–1928 1.00 1.00 

1929–1933 1.07 1.11 

1934–1938 1.19* 1.32** 

1939–1943 1.15 1.32** 

1944–1948 1.37** 1.64** 

1949–1953 1.78** 2.14** 

1954–1958 1.68** 2.05** 

1959–1963 1.94** 2.42** 

1964–1968 1.81** 2.27** 

1969–1973 (2.64**) (3.07**) 

Type of settlement    

Urban 1.00 1.00 

Rural 1.41** 1.28** 

Educational level    

Primary 1.41** 1.35** 

Secondary 1.00 1.00 

Tertiary 0.63** 0.64** 

Religion    

Religious 0.91 0.90** 

Following customs 1.07 1.01 

Indifferent 1.00 1.00 

Social origin    

Self-employed 0.92* 0.94 

White-collar 0.78** 0.94 

Blue collar 1.00 1.00 

Locus of control    

Internal 1.05 1.13** 
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Neutral 1.00 1.00 

External 0.95 0.92 

Notes 
** p<0.01. 
* p<0.05. 

   

Timing of entry into parenthood 

Model estimates in Table 9.5 for the timing of first births appear closely 
similar to those of first partnerships. That is, the data reveal a continuous 
increase in the likelihood of this event across birth cohorts, however, 
again a word of caution with respect to the youngest cohort of 1969–73 is 
in order. The effect of birth cohort grows stronger after the introduction of 
controls for other covariates, which means that the shift towards earlier 
entry into parenthood would have been even greater if other factors had 
not withheld it. The latter mainly refer to the rise in educational 
attainment of the population. 

Rural residence is clearly related to an earlier timing of first 
parenthood, even more so than to an earlier timing of first partnership. 
According to the non-adjusted model rural residents feature a 41 percent 
higher risk of a first birth than their urban counterparts. After controlling 
for the effects of the other covariates, the excess in relative risk is reduced 
to 28 percent but remains statistically significant. Models fitted for each 
of the birth cohorts separately indicate the consistency in the direction of 
this observed gradient across the entire FFS cohort range. Moving from 
older to younger cohorts, relative risks show a tendency towards a gradual 
increase: rural residents of the youngest cohort of 1969–73 have more 
than 50 percent excess over their urban counterparts. 

The timing of first birth appears linearly related to the educational 
attainment of the respondent. After controlling for the effects of the other 
covariates, it is still the case that respondents with primary education have 
a 35 percent higher relative risk of entering parenthood than those with 
completed secondary education. Graduates from tertiary education, on the 
other hand, are characterized by 36 percent lower risk of becoming a 
parent. Consistent with the findings for first partnership, the observed 
pattern remains basically unchanged across birth cohorts. (The only 
exception worth mentioning perhaps is the difference between primary 
and secondary education, which widens in a couple of the youngest 
cohorts.) 

Respondents who had defined themselves as religious are characterized 
by—surprisingly—somewhat later entry into parenthood, although this 
only holds in the adjusted model. Across cohorts this negative gradient 
proved relatively stable in the four older cohorts, then disappeared and 
reversed itself in the intermediate cohorts of 1944–58, and re-appeared 
again in the following cohorts. Introduction of controls for other 
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covariates implied no noticeable change in either the direction or strength 
of the gradient. The behavior of respondents who follow (some) religious 
customs but do not consider themselves religious proves closely similar to 
the reference category. 

Having self-employed or white-collar (grand)parents slightly delays 
entry into parenthood, but these effects loose their statistical 
insignificance in the adjusted model. Examination of the models across 
cohorts, however, reveals that the absence of a clear-cut differential on the 
aggregate level stems from the interaction between social origin and birth 
cohort. For instance, respondents of the four older cohorts with self-
employed or white-collar (grand)parents display relative risks of 
becoming a parent that are above the reference category. In the 1944–48 
cohort, however, the direction of the gradient switches so that respondents 
with self-employed or white-collar (grand)parents in the following cohorts 
feature an increasingly slower entry into parenthood compared to the 
reference category. 

As was the case with first partnership formation, an internal locus of 
control seems to be related to a somewhat earlier entry into parenthood 
whereas an external locus to later childbearing, even though the latter 
effect is not significantly different from the reference category. Similarly 
to partnership formation, later entry into parenthood among externals 
could be interpreted as a possible manifestation of perceived uncertainty 
and lower ability to control one’s social environment. To this end it is 
interesting to note that externals stayed in school for a somewhat shorter 
period, thus starting their working careers earlier. In the globalization 
framework, however, postponement of family formation is generally 
linked to a prolongation of school enrolment and a later start of economic 
activity (Simó et al., 2000; Sommer et al., 2000). But there are of course 
also other possible explanations for the observed differential by locus of 
control. For example, a complementary explanation could be derived from 
a stronger commitment to prevailing norms and expectations about the 
proper timing of major life course events. In such a perspective, externals 
could represent a more traditional behavior, lagging behind the internals 
who tend to follow more innovative patterns. In the case of Estonia this 
hypothesis also fits the empirical findings, as the trend towards juvenation 
of first parenthood and partnership formation has prevailed throughout the 
entire FFS cohort range. However, even if the latter assertion appears true, 
one would probably still observe a reversal of the gradient in later birth 
cohorts, as the age at first parenthood turned to increase in the 1990s. The 
test of this hypothesis can be undertaken after a new FFS-like survey is 
undertaken in the country. 
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DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 

We will now summarize the main findings on the transition to adulthood 
in Estonia from the perspective of the globalization process. During the 
period covered by the experience of FFS cohorts the prevailing regime 
imposed a relatively strong isolation of the country from the rest of the 
world. However, one can identify several developments and features that 
have direct or indirect parallels in the globalization framework (see Mills 
and Blossfeld, this volume). The growth in educational enrollment, for 
example, progressed rather rapidly in Estonia until the 1970s. Indirect 
parallels evidently include the rise in uncertainty about future 
developments and the disruption of the entire spectrum of social relations, 
as introduced by the violent societal rearrangements of the 1940s and 
1950s. Although the origin and nature of the uncertainty experienced by 
Estonians during much of the second half of the twentieth century differ 
greatly from those in contemporary OECD-type societies, its disruptive 
impact on the lives of individuals and the nation as a whole can hardly be 
overestimated. 

These parallels beg the question whether and to what extent such 
developments may have influenced the transition to adulthood in Estonia. 
In particular, the globalization framework attempts to link modern societal 
developments to changes in family formation and childbearing through 
the mechanism of uncertainty. According to this theoretical framework, if 
uncertainty is rising, then changes in partnership and reproductive 
behavior are to be anticipated. These include not only a postponement of 
partnering and parenting but also a growing preference for consensual 
union because these leave room for greater flexibility and require less 
long-term commitment from the individuals involved. The Estonian case 
may be interesting for it allows to test these hypotheses about the 
mechanisms of uncertainty in a different societal context. Additionally, 
Estonia shares close similarity with OECD-type countries in terms of 
several long-term population developments. For instance, it has long 
shared the European marriage pattern and it also belongs to the pioneering 
countries of the second demographic transition, reaching below-
replacement fertility already by the 1920s (Katus, 1994). 

The analyses revealed a shift towards earlier formation of partnerships 
and entry into parenthood over the entire cohort range of the Estonia FFS. 
This implies that neither the societal transformation of the 1940s-50s nor 
that of the 1990s has been accompanied by a postponement of these 
events. In the light of recent statistics, however, this statement may likely 
need to be revised for the most recent societal transformation, which has 
been covered by the FFS to only a limited extent. Nevertheless, the 
absence of postponement behavior surely holds for the societal 
transformation of the 1940s-50s. Besides the evidence from the FFS, this 
has also been verified on the basis of other national surveys, particularly 
the Estonian Health Survey, which allows to go back to the cohorts born 
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during the First World War (Leinsalu et al., 1998). While it is hardly 
possible to cast doubt on the hardship and disruption experienced by the 
Estonian population during the soviet period, why did these conditions not 
translate in later partnership formation and entry into parenthood? 

A possible explanation for the contradiction between the loss of 
security and the shift towards earlier partnership formation and 
parenthood could be sought in the regularities of long-term population 
developments. The shift towards earlier partnership formation and 
childbirth has been a common feature of most, if not all, nations 
historically characterized by the European marriage pattern. Evidently, in 
the case of Estonia the disappearance of the European marriage pattern 
and ensuing developments have overridden the effects of extremely harsh 
societal conditions. Although the latter thus proved insufficient to alter the 
course of long-term population trends, their impact can still be found in 
specific features of partnership and fertility behavior. Most importantly, 
Estonia—together with Latvia—is the only nation with an early 
demographic transition that did not experience a post-war baby-boom 
(Katus, 1997; Zvidrins et al., 1998). However, a closer examination of 
this phenomenon is beyond the scope of the present study. 

Another feature of earlier partnership formation and entry into 
parenthood in Estonia requiring explanation is the continuation of this 
trend until the youngest cohorts covered by the FFS. This feature 
distinguishes Estonia—again, together with Latvia—from other countries 
with comparable patterns of an early demographic transition. One possible 
reason for this deviation as put forward in this chapter with regard to 
parenthood could be the housing policy that prevailed under the previous 
regime. As dwellings were distributed by the authorities, a true housing 
market did not exist; persons could only apply for a dwelling upon 
fulfilling certain preconditions. Since the birth of a child enlarged the 
family and thus the number of household members per square meter, it 
enhanced one’s chances to qualify for a new dwelling. For couples 
planning to have a child anyway, this kind of pragmatic considerations 
could have influenced the timing of their decision to actually do so. 

Aside from the juvenation of partnership formation and parenthood, 
another finding from the Estonian case study that deserves attention is the 
change in the way in which first partnerships are started. Across the FFS 
cohort range there has been a switch from direct marriage to a consensual 
union as the dominant mode of first partnership formation. It is 
noteworthy that this switch was accomplished prior to the most recent 
societal transformation. Hence, it cannot be attributed to rising uncertainty 
about future developments or youth unemployment among successive 
cohorts. Nor can it be explained by any institutional factor as operational 
in Estonia during the 1970s and 80s because if the switch would have 
been supported by particular Soviet economic and/or social policies, one 
would have likely observed similar responses among native and foreign-
origin populations. In reality, however, the native population 
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accomplished the switch towards non-marital cohabitation about two 
decades earlier than the foreign-origin population (see Figure 9.4). 

Evidently, then, the explanation for this particular pattern should also 
be sought in long-term population developments that date back to the 
beginning of the second demographic transition. Seen this way, 
partnership formation in Estonia displays considerable similarity with 
Scandinavian countries like Sweden, Denmark and Norway, with Latvia, 
and to a somewhat lesser extent with Finland. The role of consensual 
unions versus registered marriage can be clearly seen in the patterns of 
non-marital fertility, in terms of which Estonia has followed the examples 
of Sweden, Denmark and Norway throughout the whole post-transitional 
period (Katus, 1992). Already in the early 1990s the number of non-
marital births exceeded by 50 percent the total number of births. Based on 
the evidence from FFS, the proportion of women in registered marriage at 
the moment of their first birth has been continuously declining ever since 
the cohort born in 1934–38. Among the youngest FFS cohort only half of 
first children were born in legal marriage, and the developments in the 
1990s have considerably diminished this proportion. 

At the same time it should be noted that compared to the Western 
countries of the Baltoscandian region, the prevailing societal conditions in 
Estonia made its pattern of consensual unions rather special. Most 
importantly, non-marital cohabitation in Estonia has until very recently 
been a relatively short stage at the beginning of a partnership career rather 
than a long-lasting status. To a considerable extent this shorter duration of 
non-marital cohabitation has been mediated by a shorter interval between 
the start of the union and ensuing pregnancy. FFS data on family planning 
behavior and contraception suggest that poor knowledge and limited 
availability of efficient contraceptives have been primarily responsible for 
this. Consensual unions were usually converted to marriage upon the 
arrival of the child. 

The need to consider long-term, population developments is also 
supported by our results from event history modeling. They showed that 
certain population groups can be regarded as forerunners with regard to 
innovative partnership and parenting behavior, while other groups switch 
to these new patterns with some delay. For instance, the observed time lag 
between native and foreign-origin populations in switching from direct 
marriage to consensual unions can be inter-preted in this light. This view 
seems to also hold for the observed differentials by urban-rural residence 
and social origin in the timing of partnership formation and parenthood. In 
the oldest cohorts, in which the juvenation of partnership formation 
gained momentum, rural residents and those from a blue-collar 
background featured somewhat later entry into first partnership. In 
younger cohorts, however, in which the juvenation trend started to 
approach its end, this gradient reversed so that now a later timing of the 
event in question became characteristic of urban residents and of those 
with white-collar or self-employed (grand)parents. 
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In the context of globalization, particular attention should be paid to 
the findings concerning the differential timing of life course events 
according to the locus of control. The analysis revealed that in the case of 
Estonia, an external locus is related to postponed first union formation as 
well as delayed first parenthood. In other words, persons with lower 
ability to control their lives and social environment experienced these 
events later. Without ruling out alternative explanations, this could be 
regarded as an indication that there is a link between perceived societal 
uncertainty and the timing of major life course events. 

In short, the main findings from the analysis of the transition to 
adulthood in Estonia can be summarized in the following main points. 
First, certain developments—in particular the shift from marriage to 
cohabitation—that are often related to the globalization process could in 
some cases also present themselves under relatively stable and secure 
societal conditions. Second, in the case of the societal transformation of 
the 1940s-50s, the loss of security, high uncertainty about future 
developments and disruption of social relations have not necessarily 
translated into a postponement of partnership formation and parenthood. 
This seeming contradiction could be explained by the fact that aside from 
the mediating role of institutional factors, the outcomes of globalization 
may be also influenced—strengthened or moderated—by the path 
dependence of long-term population developments. 

NOTES 
1 This case study has been carried out in the framework of research project 

0501463s00. The authors gratefully acknowledge support from ETF grant 
No. 5982. 

2 Men were interviewed with a three-year time lag in 1997 (EKDK, 1999, 
2002), and will not be considered here. 

3 Earlier analyses on the timing of partnership formation in Estonia that were 
based on a relatively small sample of the capital city population did not 
reveal any significant differences between those with completed secondary 
education and those with less. 
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The process of globalization and 

transitions to adulthood in Britain  
Marco Francesconi and Katrin Golsch 

INTRODUCTION1 

This chapter investigates the impact of the globalization process on entry 
into the labor market, partnership formation, and transition to parenthood 
in Britain during the 1990s. We use the term “globalization process” to 
refer to the complex interactions between the increased volatility of the 
labor, capital and product markets, the higher interdependence of regional 
and national economies around the world and the pronounced uncertainty 
in individual, family, social and political life, described, among others, by 
Blossfeld (2002) and Mills and Blossfeld (this volume). It has been 
argued that this globalization process is inherently unstable and leads 
people to experience different types of uncertainty, which in turn may 
affect people’s life chances, including some of the salient transitions from 
youth to adulthood (e.g., Blossfeld, 2002). 

Prior research analyzing young people’s transitions to the adult life 
course in Britain has focused on the effects of such factors as parents’ 
education and socio-economic status, parental income, childhood family 
structure and divorce, house prices and local labor market conditions 
(Berrington, 2001; Cherlin et al., 1995; Kiernan, 1992 and 1997a; 
Ermisch and Di Salvo, 1997; Ermisch, 1999; Ermisch and Francesconi, 
2000a, 2001a and 2001b). But these studies have not taken into account 
the role played by the globalization process and its various types of 
uncertainty on early life transitions. 

Using data from the first nine waves of the British Household Panel 
Survey (1991–1999), this chapter tries to fill this gap up by addressing the 
following three questions: (1) To what extent are young people faced with 
labor market uncertainty which may affect their first entry into the labor 
market? (2) Are temporary employment and part-time employment 
systematically related to men’s and women’s early living arrangements 
and partnership formation? (3) How does the globalization process affect 
young people’s decision to have their first child? Labor market 
uncertainty, which is likely to surround young people’s socio-economic 
position and employment relationships and is a potential result of the 
process of globalization, is operationalized by two features of the labor 
supply, namely, temporary employment and number of hours of work. 



These two aspects of the labor supply are important because one of 
them—temporary employment—is meant to affect the “extensive margin” 
of the labor supply (through the num-ber of people who are in temporary 
jobs), whereas the other—hours of work—practically defines the 
“intensive margin” (Heckman, 1993). Thus, by looking at these two 
aspects together we are likely to improve our understanding of how both 
shifts and slope changes in the labor supply and, therefore, the presence of 
economic and employment relationship uncertainties will affect young 
people’s transitions to adulthood. This is clearly relevant to policy, as 
policy makers in Britain as well as in other industrialized countries have 
increasingly used temporary and part-time employment to achieve higher 
levels of labor market flexibility.2 

The case of Britain may be relevant not only in its own right but also 
for purposes of cross-national comparison. In fact, we begin to accumulate 
some knowledge of the effect of the globalization process on youth 
transitions into adulthood for Germany (Sommer et al., 2000; Kurz et al., 
this volume), Spain (Simó et al., 2002; Simó et al., this volume) and Italy 
(Bernardi, 2001; Bernardi and Nazio, this volume). At present, however, 
our knowledge of the relationships between temporary and part-time 
employment and transitions to adulthood for Britain is scant and merely 
based on anecdotal evidence. Yet Britain is an example of a ‘liberal’ 
welfare regime (Esping-Andersen, 1993 and 1999) and has, as such, 
already experienced some effects of the globalization process in terms of 
increased levels of deregulation and liberalization of the labor market 
(Deakin and Reed, 2000), a secular decline of traditional unionism 
(Machin, 2000; Booth and Francesconi, 2001), a concentration of long-
term unemployment on a minority of households and individuals with 
certain characteristics (Gregg and Wadsworth, 1996; Arulampalam, 
2000), a rather limited upward mobility (Dearden et al., 1997), an 
increased wage and income inequality (Machin, 1999; Jenkins, 2000), and 
increased poverty rates (Dickens and Ellwood, 2001; Jenkins and Rigg, 
2001). Britain, therefore, is likely to be an extraordinary social laboratory, 
which allows us not only to gauge how globalization affects British youth 
in their transitions to the adult life course but also to anticipate (at least 
part of) future early life transitions in other countries. The difference 
between what one would predict from our analysis and the eventual 
observed responses will probably capture the functioning of country-
specific institutions, which either mitigate or reinforce the impact of the 
globalization process on individuals, families and other social groups. 
Measuring and explaining such differences or similarities will be an 
ambitious task for future research. 

The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows. In the section 
“Research Questions” we present the three research questions that are 
pursued in our empirical analysis. This enables us, first, to outline the 
background against which we motivate our study and, second, to provide 
an overview of the social, economic and institutional contexts in Britain 
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by describing the salient characteristics of labor market entry, partnership 
formation and transition into motherhood. The section “Data and 
Methods” presents the data and the statistical methods used in the 
analysis, whereas the section “Results” discusses our main findings. The 
final section summarizes our principal conclusions. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This chapter addresses three main interdependent questions. The first is: 

1 To what extent are young people in Britain faced with labor market 
uncertainty that may affect their first entry into the primary labor market? 

Blossfeld (2002) argues that the globalization process is accompanied 
by an increasing importance of higher educational attainments. 
Indeed, there is evidence of a rapid growth in participation rates in 
full-time further education following compulsory schooling over the 
last three decades and, particularly, after 1988 when the General 
Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) was introduced 
(Steinmann, 1998/1999; McVicar and Rice, 2001). This may reflect 
not only the need for constantly upgrading workers’ skills but also 
fluctuations in the labor market, with a substantial rise in youth 
unemployment in the 1980s and early 1990s (Golsch, 2001) and an 
increasing demand for labor market flexibility (Dex and McCullogh, 
1995). Taylor (2000) emphasizes the increased prevalence of 
unemployment, part-time work and inactivity (relative to full-time 
employment) among new labor market entrants during the 1990s. 
Taken together, all these patterns point to a postponement of the 
first entry into the primary labor market and a more uncertain 
transition from education to employment for more recent cohorts of 
individuals. On the other hand, some commentators have described 
the step wise nature of the early labor market careers of young 
adults in Britain and the strong presence of ‘informal’ channels 
(Lindley, 1996; Heath and Cheung, 1998; Scherer, 2001). These two 
last characteristics are likely to amplify the problems faced by 
young people while entering the labor market, because they have to 
rely on less well-defined (probably more uncertain) procedures to 
start their careers in the primary labor market. 

The school-to-work transition is obviously important to individuals’ 
subsequent life opportunities. Decisions on whether or not to stay on 
at school at age 16 (the mandatory minimum school-leaving age) 
will have substantial effects of their accumulation of human capital 
and skills. For example, low educational attainment is one 
mechanism through which childhood disadvantage is translated into 
poor social and economic opportunities. Similarly, the increased 
prevalence of unemployment among men and women leaving full-
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time education could have a serious impact on their future labor 
market career if a causal link exists between current unemployment 
and future labor market performance. For instance, it is possible that 
previous unemployment experience increases the probability of 
future unemployment (Arulampalam, 2000).3 

The increasing prevalence of non-standard work forms such as 
temporary and part-time employment (particularly for women) and 
self-employment (particularly for men) is an indication of the 
changing structure of the British labor market, with the decline in 
the availability of full-time regular employment. Having entered 
work, individuals experience different patterns of labor market 
mobility and success. These depend on factors such as their 
education, gender, personal ambition and motivation, family 
background and macroeconomic conditions (Taylor, 2000). 
However, we do not know yet whether or not the globalization 
process or its observed outcomes in terms of temporary and part-
time employment has any disadvantageous effect on subsequent 
transitions in the labor market. In particular, we do not know 
whether it has an impact on the transition to unemployment. This is 
what we will analyze below. 

The globalization process is likely to affect not only young people’s 
labor market behavior but also their psychological well-being, 
perceptions and expectations about their role as workers, parents 
and citizens. In the last thirty years, two major changes have 
occurred in the patterns of family formation. Marriage and 
childbearing are occurring increasingly later in people’s lives, and 
there has been a dramatic increase in childbearing outside formal 
marriage (Ermisch and Francesconi, 2000a). The next two research 
questions ask whether or not the globalization process has a direct 
effect on such patterns. The second question, therefore, is: 

2 Is temporary and part-time employment systematically related to 
men’s and women’s early living arrangements and partnership formation? 

Many Western societies have recently observed trends of declining 
marriage rates, higher divorce rates, and the rise of alternative living 
arrangements such as single-mother families, non-marital 
cohabitation and single-person households. These changes have 
been related to the increased labor market participation of women 
(Michael, 1988), changes in government intervention in the form of 
taxes and subsidies and in the laws regulating marriage and divorce 
(Peters, 1986; Friedberg, 1998), changes in the technology of 
producing and rearing children, in particular, lower mortality rates 
and more effective birth control (Lesthaeghe, 1983; Kohler, 1997; 
Thomson, 1997; Goldin and Katz, 2000), the erosion of religious 
and political authority and the rise of individual freedom (Bumpass, 
1990; Goldscheider and Waite, 1991). It can be argued that an 
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inherently uncertain globalization process would lead young adults 
to be less committed to long-term durable relationships, particularly 
during the early stages of their working career (Mills and Blossfeld, 
this volume). Ermisch and Francesconi (2000a) find that although a 
minority of British young people in the 1990s move directly from 
their parental home into their first partnership, the large majority 
will enter a partnership while living independently from their 
parents. Regardless of the family situation before a partnership is 
formed, however, three-quarters of first partnerships in Britain are 
consensual unions rather than legal marriages. In fact, it is the 
dramatic shift to non-marital cohabitation as the mode of first live-
in partnership that is primarily responsible for the major changes in 
family formation patterns mentioned above (Ermisch and 
Francesconi, 2000b). This is the reason why in our empirical 
analysis we shall specifically focus on the transition to consensual 
unions. 

We do have some understanding of how the prevalence of consensual 
unions is correlated with circumstances of the family of origin and 
individual demographic characteristics in Britain. For example, 
there is evidence that while the upper-middle classes were pioneers 
in non-marital cohabitation in the 1960s and 1970s, social class 
differences in the odds of cohabiting relative to marrying no longer 
exist in the 1990s. There is also evidence that cohabitation continues 
to increase among more recent cohorts, although these young people 
delay first partnership formation all together (Haskey and Kiernan, 
1989; Kiernan, 1999; Ermisch and Francesconi, 2000a and 2000b). 
However, there has not been any investigation on the relationship of 
the globalization process and its various forms of uncertainty with 
the formation of consensual unions. Similarly, we do not know how 
the globalization process affects the eventual transition from 
cohabitation to marriage. Therefore, we will analyze this 
relationship, thus adding to our current understanding of whether 
and when young people convert their cohabitation into marriage 
(Berrington and Diamond, 1995 and 2000; Lillard et al., 1995; 
Ermisch and Francesconi, 2000b). 

3 How does the globalization process affect young people’s decision to 
have their first child? 

The postponement of marriage discussed above and the fact that at 
least three in five first births are still within marriage immediately 
suggest that the shift to cohabitation as the dominant form of first 
partnership is also associated with the postponement of parenthood. 
In the last three decades there has also been a dramatic rise in the 
percentage of births in Britain that occur outside marriage, a trend 
that steepened after 1980. It appears that about three-fifths of all 
recent out-of-wedlock births occur within cohabiting partnerships 
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(Ermisch and Francesconi, 2000a and 2000b).4 In addition, other 
research indicates that nearly 40 percent of mothers in Britain spend 
some time as a lone parent, with a median duration of lone 
motherhood of about 4 years (Ermisch and Francesconi, 2000c). 
This evidence clearly points to an increasing complexity of family 
relationships as well as to an increasingly uncertain definition of 
parental roles, parenting styles and attitudes to careers and children. 

Although researchers have related fertility to a wide range of 
observable and unobservable characteristics (see Hotz et al., 1997 
for a survey of recent contributions), there is no evidence about the 
effect of temporary and part-time employment on the transition to 
motherhood for Britain. Blossfeld and Drobnič (2001) and Simó et 
al. (2002) have argued that through its effects on the labor market 
and particularly the availability of part-time and flexible jobs, the 
globalization process may modify people’s attitudes to work, affect 
their work and family identities, and make it easier for some women 
to combine careers and children. On the other hand, the widespread 
uncertainty that is inherent in the globalization process may 
discourage other women to either start a career or become mothers 
in the first place. How exactly the globalization process affects the 
transition to motherhood is, therefore, at this point an empirical 
matter that will be analyzed in the rest of this study. 

DATA AND METHODS 

The data analyzed for this research come from a sample selected using the 
first nine annual waves of the British Household Panel Survey (BHPS). In 
autumn 1991, the BHPS interviewed a representative sample of about 
5,500 households containing approximately 10,000 people randomly 
selected south of the Caledonian Canal.5 Since then, the same individuals 
have been re-interviewed each successive year. However, if they leave 
their original households to form new households, then all the adult 
members of the new households are also interviewed as part of the study. 
Children in the original households are also interviewed once they reach 
the age of 16. Some 88 percent of the original BHPS sample members 
were re-interviewed for the second wave, and from the third wave 
onwards the response rates have been consistently higher than 95 percent. 
The BHPS data are, therefore, unlikely to suffer from any serious bias 
resulting from attrition. This means that the sample remained broadly 
representative of the population of Britain as it changed during the 1990s. 

Our analysis is based on a sample of young men and women who were 
born after 1960 (thus aged at most 38 in 1999, the last available survey 
year), who are not disabled and who reported complete information on all 
the variables of interest.6 We have herewith an unbalanced longitudinal 
sample of 6,409 individuals with 29,468 person-wave observations. 
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Proxy variables for the globalization process 

Most of the discussion above has emphasized the centrality of flexible 
forms of employment as an indicator of the globalization process. We 
primarily focus on two measures. The first is an interaction term between 
being employed and working part-time (working in a full-time job is the 
base in the multivariate analysis).7 The second measure refers to the 
interaction term between being employed and working in temporary 
employment. The BHPS data allow us to distinguish two types of 
temporary employment: seasonal/casual jobs and jobs done under contract 
for a fixed period of time (employment in a permanent con-tract is the 
base). 

It is important to study the effects of part-time and temporary 
employment in the context of other labor market influences on the 
transitions to adulthood. One of these, which has already been taken into 
account in the previous measures, is the respondent’s employment status. 
Unarguably, all the transitions under study—to non-marital cohabitation, 
from cohabitation to marriage, and to parenthood8—are linked to the 
individual’s employment situation. For instance, it is likely that having a 
job makes it easier to start up a partnership, simply because the finan-cial 
burden associated with such a choice is reduced when a person works 
compared to the case in which he or she does not. We distinguish between 
four labor market states, that is, being (i) in education, (ii) unemployed, 
(iii) out of the labor force, and (iii) employed, which is the base. Another 
important aspect of the individual’s labor market position that is 
potentially relevant for all the transitions to adulthood studied here is his 
or her occupation. The degree of uncer-tainty faced by professionals is 
expected to differ from that faced by unskilled workers or by the self-
employed. These differential degrees of uncertainty are then likely to have 
a differential impact on each of the transitions to the adult life course. We 
distinguish six occupational categories (Erikson and Goldthorpe, 1992): 
(i) self-employed, (ii) manager, (iii) professional, (iv) non-manual, (v) 
manual occupations, and (vi) semi-skilled and unskilled occupations (our 
base category in the multivariate analysis). 

Other variables 

There are other variables that are legitimately believed to influence the 
transitions to adulthood and that we control for in our analysis. These are: 

1 Gender (one dummy variable for men). We use this variable only in the 
study of the transition to unemployment. In the analysis of the other 
transitions, we distinguish our sample between men and women. 

2 Birth cohort (three dummy variables for 1960–64, 1965–69, 1970–74, 
base= 1975–83), which is meant to reflect secular variations across age 
groups. 
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3 Age and age squared. As explained in the next section, the age variables 
capture the duration effects on the hazard functions. 

4 Time trend (eight dummy variables from 1992 to 1998, base=1999). 
These variables are included to capture variations in the business cycle 
and macro-economic conditions. 

5 Highest educational level achieved (five dummies for: higher and first 
university degree, higher vocational qualification, A level or 
equivalent, GCSE/O level or equivalent, less than O level, base=no 
qualification). The educational qualification of individuals may 
identify differences in ability and cultural attitudes that influence the 
transitions to adulthood and cannot be explained by differences in 
occupation. 

6 Marital status ((i) in the case of entry into unemployment, two dummies 
for: cohabiting/being married, separated/divorced/widowed, 
base=never married; (ii) in the case of entry into parenthood, three 
dummies for: never married, cohabiting, other, base=married). Some of 
the transitions of interest (e.g., entry into parenthood) may dramatically 
differ depending on, say, whether people have never been married or 
already experienced a divorce. 

7 Living with parents (dummy variable). 
8 Children ((i) in the case of the transition from cohabitation to marriage, 

one dummy for having a child; (ii) in the case of entry into 
unemployment, number of own children in the household). 

9 Labor force experience (measured in years). This variable is meant to 
reduce heterogeneity between individuals that is driven by different 
patterns in the labor market. 

10 Attendance at religious services (three dummy variables for: once a 
week, once a month, once a year, base=never).9 Differences in 
religiosity are likely to be correlated to different paths of entry into 
cohabitation and marriage. 

We gauged the impact of the proxy variables for the globalization process 
as presented in the previous section on the three transitions to the adult 
life course in a sequential manner. We initially estimated each model 
(using the method described in the section “Methods”) through a 
parsimonious specification that included the globalization variables only. 
We then gradually included the other potential explanatory variables and 
assessed the residual power of the globalization variables. However, 
because of space limitations, in the section “Results” we only report the 
results obtained from our full specifications. 

Methods 

Using the sample described above, all these variables are considered in a 
multivariate analysis of the three transitions of interest. The models that 
we estimate are discrete-time competing risks transition models. Of 
course, the risks and the groups of individuals exposed to such risks are 
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different vis-à-vis the transition under analysis. In particular, (a) in the 
sub-sample of employed individuals the two risks are entry into 
unemployment and exit out of the labor market; (b) in the sub-sample of 
un-partnered individuals the two risks are entry into cohabitation and 
entry into marriage directly, while in the sub-sample of cohabiting people 
the two risks are marriage and dissolution of the union; and (c) in the sub-
sample of childless individuals the only risk is that of having a child and, 
therefore, there are no competing risks. Under the conventional 
independence assumptions, the log-likelihood function factors into a sum 
of terms, each of which is a function of the parameters of a single 
transition rate only. As a consequence, we can estimate each of the 
competing risk transition rates by treating the alternative outcome as 
censoring at that point (Narandranathan and Stewart, 1993). Furthermore, 
the resulting log-likelihood function is identical with that of a binary logit 
model for each type of transition (see Allison, 1982). 

The outcome-specific rate for each of the transitions of interest in year 
t for the jth individual (or couple), pijt, is assumed to take the form 

ln[pijt/(1−pijt)]=αi ln(durjt−1)+βiXjt−1+γjZjt−1 i=1,2,   

where durjt−1 is the length of time in which the individual (or couple) has 
been employed (case (a) above), un-partnered or in a cohabiting union 
(case (b)) at year t−1;10 Xjt−1 is the vector of the proxy variables for the 
globalization process measured at year t−1; and Zjt−1 is the vector 
containing all the other variables. 

The variables in X are always the same for each of the transitions under 
analysis.11 But the vector Z differs slightly depending on the type of 
transition. Specifically, in estimating the transition to unemployment, we 
control for gender, a quadratic polynomial in age, time trend, education, 
labor force experience, marital status, and number of children. In 
estimating the entry into cohabitation, the variables in Z are birth cohort, 
age and age squared, education, living with parents, and religious 
attendance, while in estimating the outcome of cohabiting unions (entry 
into marriage) we control for the same variables as for the previous 
transition except that living with parents is excluded and having a child is 
included. Finally, in estimating the transition to parenthood the variables 
in Z are birth cohort, age and age squared, education, living with parents, 
and marital status. 

In the case of transition (a) above, the data used to estimate model (1) 
are annual observations on employed individuals at risk either to become 
unemployed or exit the labor market in the following year (i.e., employed 
at year t−1). Some of these observations come from individuals who are 
employed at the beginning of the panel study (1991). The contribution to 
the likelihood function of such individuals must, therefore, condition on 
surviving in employment up to the time of the start of the panel. Jenkins 
(1995) showed that owing to a ‘canceling of terms’ in the conditional 
survivor probability their likelihood contribution depends only on the 
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transition rates and data for years since the beginning of the panel study, 
provided that the total elapsed duration of employment (durjt−1) is used for 
the transition rates in model (1). Notice, however, that this convenient 
canceling result does not carry over to models in which there is 
unmeasured individual-specific heterogeneity, nor to analogous 
continuous-time transition models (see Lancaster, 1990).12 

RESULTS 

A description of the transition into employment 

Before focusing on the results obtained from the regression analyses, we 
first offer a useful description of the transition to employment. This 
information provides us with the background against which to interpret 
the regression estimates. Table 10.1 shows the distribution of different 
types of contract (permanent, fixed-term, seasonal, self-employed) at 
labor market entry by gender and previous status. Almost two-thirds of 
the transitions for men—either from school or from out of the labor force 
(OLF)—are to a permanent job. A relatively large proportion of inactive 
men (11 percent) enter into self-employment, and almost 30 percent of 
those leaving school start their working career in a seasonal/casual job or 
in a job with a fixed-term contract. Compared to men, the transition rate 
into a permanent job for young women is higher: 71 and 77 percent of 
them gain a permanent job if they come from school and from out of the 
labor force, respectively. Only a handful of women move into self-
employment, particularly after having left school (less than 2 percent). 
More than one in four women start their career in temporary employment 
after having left school, while nearly one in six do so if they have been 
previously inactive. 

Table 10.2 reports the same type of information but distinguishes 
between part-time and full-time employment (because of small cell sizes, 
the transitions of men and women are pooled). The differences between 
part-time and full-time workers across contract type and self-employment 
are stronger among those who have left school than among those who 
come from out of the labor force. For example, in the latter case, 57 
percent of those who gain a permanent job move  

Table 10.1 Type of contract at labor 
market entry and gender in Britain 

  Men Women 

Transition School to Work     

Permanent 65.9% 71.1% 

Seasonal 15.9% 16.8% 
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Fixed-term 14.0% 10.4% 

Self-employed 4.1% 1.7% 

Total 100% 100% 

  (364) (405) 

Transition OLF to Work    

Permanent 65.1% 77.0% 

Seasonal 14.3% 12.4% 

Fixed-term 9.6% 3.9% 

Self-employed 11.0% 6.7% 

Total 100% 100% 

  (519) (805) 

Note: Column percentages for type of contract achieved at labor market entry in the 1990s by 
gender and previous labor force status (school/being out of the labor force). Number of wave-to-
wave transitions in parentheses. 

into a full-time position whereas 43 percent into a part-time position. 
Corresponding figures for those who were previously at school, however, 
are 78 and 22 percent. Among temporary workers and the self-employed, 
seasonal/casual workers are systematically more likely to be in part-time 
jobs than people who start on fixed-term contracts or become self-
employed. In the case of the school-to-work transitions, these percentages 
are 41 versus 16 and 23 percent, respectively. 

Table 10.3 shows the distribution of permanent and temporary 
employment by occupation and previous labor force status. The table 
clearly documents that young people who enter employment from 
inactivity (out of the labor force) are more likely to be in semi-skilled or 
unskilled jobs than people who enter employment from school. 
Interestingly, this is true regardless of the type of contract. For instance, 
among those in a permanent job, 23 percent start their career in semi-
skilled or unskilled occupations if they leave inactivity, while only 12 
percent start in such occupations if they leave school. Another interesting 
feature of the first transition into the labor market refers to the difference 
between seasonal/casual workers and those who are on fixed-term 
contracts. In fact, the former ones are more often in non-manual 
occupations, while the latter are more concentrated in professional 
occupations. 

These three cross-tabulations reveal two important pieces of 
information. First, in the 1990s there has been a sizeable group of young 
men and women in Britain who started their working careers in non-
standard temporary jobs or in self-employment. Second, there is a fair 
amount of heterogeneity across workers in  
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Table 10.2 Type of contract at labor 
market entry and working hours in 
Britain 

  Full-time Part-time Total   

Transition School to Work         

Permanent 77.5% 22.5% 100% (528) 

Seasonal 58.7% 41.3% 100% (126) 

Fixed-term 83.9% 16.1% 100% (93) 

Self-employed 77.3% 22.7% 100% (22) 

Transition OLF to Work       

Permanent 57.2% 42.8% 100% (958) 

Seasonal 52.3% 47.7% 100% (174) 

Fixed-term 74.1% 25.9% 100% (81) 

Self-employed 66.7% 33.3% 100% (111) 

Note: Percentages for type of contract achieved at labor market entry in the 1990s by working 
hours and previous labor force status (school/being out of the labor force). Number of wave-to-
wave transitions in parentheses. 

Table 10.3 Type of contract at labor 
market entry and occupation in Britain 

  Permanent Seasonal Fixed-term 

Transition School to Work       

Managerial 3.0% 0.0% 3.2% 

Professional 23.3% 9.5% 36.6% 

Non-manual 54.6% 56.4% 47.3% 

Manual 7.4% 4.0% 6.5% 

Semiskilled/unskilled 11.7% 30.2% 6.5% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 

  (528) (126) (93) 

Transition OLF to Work     

Managerial 5.1% 1.7% 3.7% 

Professional 11.8% 4.0% 29.6% 

Non-manual 50.1% 47.1% 27.2% 

Manual 10.2% 5.2% 14.8% 
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Semiskilled/unskilled 22.8% 42.0% 24.7% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 

  (958) (174) (81) 

Note: Percentages for type of contract achieved at labor market entry in the 1990s by occupation 
and previous labor force status (school/being out of the labor force). Self-employed excluded. 
Number of wave-to-wave transitions in parentheses. 

different types of non-standard employment. For instance, seasonal/casual 
workers are the ones most likely to be found in part-time jobs and in low-
level occupations, while people on fixed-term contracts are more 
concentrated in full-time jobs and professional occupations. This means 
that young workers in such jobs are probably facing different career 
trajectories with different types of uncertainties. They may also be 
exposed to differential degrees of risk in their subsequent transitions to the 
adult life course. Three of these transitions are what we turn to analyze 
next. 

The entry into unemployment 

Table 10.4 shows the estimates obtained from a discrete-time competing 
risk transition model for entry into unemployment. We report the results 
from two specifications. Specification [2] differs from specification [1] for 
having included marital status and number of children in the household. 
Regardless of the specification, the risk of experiencing unemployment is 
substantially greater for workers in temporary employment than for 
workers in permanent employment. A seasonal/casual (fixed-term 
contract) worker is more than 3 times (2.5 times) more likely than a 
permanent worker to become unemployed. Although a higher labor 
market turnover is inherently related to such types of jobs and fully 
expected, these estimates document that workers in such jobs are also 
exposed to a higher hazard of unemployment experiences. Being in part-
time employment does not have any significant impact on the probability 
of entering unemployment according to the estimates of specification [1]. 
The estimates from specification [2] are, instead, more accurately 
measured. They reveal that part-time workers are about 28 percent less 
likely to enter unemployment, but part-time working men are 67 percent 
more likely to do so. Although only 5 percent of working men are in part-
time employment versus 40 percent of working women, this result 
suggests that men in part-time jobs are likely to be in a particularly 
precarious labor market position. 

The table further shows that occupation is clearly another powerful 
predictor of the transition to unemployment. Individuals in semi-skilled 
and unskilled occupations (our base category) are more likely to enter 
unemployment than individuals in any other occupational group. For 
example, those in managerial and professional occupations are, 
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respectively, 74 and 70 percent less likely to become unemployed than are 
those in the base category. 

Finally, the results from the other covariates are in line with previous 
research. For instance, entry into unemployment is more likely to occur in 
bad economic times, that is, during a downturn of the business cycle as in 
1992–1993 compared to 1999. We find that men are 34 percent (39 in 
specification [1]) more likely to enter into unemployment than women, 
who are more likely to exit the labor force. There is no significant impact 
of age, nor is there any effect of the number of children. But married or 
cohabiting people are almost 44 percent less likely to experience a 
transition to unemployment, reflecting perhaps a stronger labor market 
attachment than individuals without a partner. There is also a clear human 
capital effect: both education and labor market experience are negatively  

Table 10.4 Entry into unemployment 
in Britain—logit regressions 

  Specification 

  [1] [2] 

Working hoursa    

Part-time .753 .721* 

Men * Part-time 1.626 1.671* 

Full-time (base)    

Type of contracta    

Permanent (base)    

Fixed-term 2.588*** 2.498*** 

Seasonal 3.346*** 3.177*** 

Own occupationa    

Self-employed .636** .640** 

Managerial .263*** .278*** 

Professional .301*** .308*** 

Non-manual skilled .714** .714** 

Manual skilled 1.091 1.110 

Semi/unskilled (base)    

Time trend    

1992 1.889*** 1.883*** 

1993 1.778*** 1.766*** 

1994 1.320 1.299 
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1995 1.074 1.048 

1996 .779 .775 

1997 .710* .699* 

1998 .872 .869 

1999 (base)    

Agea .971 1.067 

Age squareda 1.000 .998 

Sex    

Men 1.393** 1.339** 

Women (base)    

Educational Qualificationa    

Higher and first degree .223*** .220*** 

Vocational degree .389*** .390*** 

A Level (or equivalent) .268*** .270*** 

GCSE/O Level (or equiv.) .334*** .339*** 

Less than O Level .450*** .459*** 

No Qualification (base)    

Labor Force Experiencea .845*** .841*** 

  Specification 

  [1] [2] 

Own marital statusa     

Single (base)    

Living as a couple  .565*** 

Separated, Divorced, Widowed  1.016 

Number of own children in householda  1.127 

Log Likelihood −1640 −1630 

Number of person wave observations 11852 11851 

Number of events 440 440 

Obtained from discrete-time competing risk transition model for leaving a job position that has 
started in the 1990s. The figures are odd ratios from logit regressions. 
Notes 
a Variable is lagged by one period. 
*** p<0.01 
** p<0.05 
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* p<0.10 

correlated with entry into unemployment. Regardless of the model 
specification, the probability of experiencing such a transition for 
individuals with university or higher degrees is almost 80 percent lower 
than for individuals without any qualification. Similarly, one extra year of 
labor market experience reduces the hazard of unemployment by some 15 
percent, suggesting a substantial state dependence. 

In sum, individuals who are better educated, more experienced, 
married and employed in any occupation except for an unskilled manual 
one are less likely to enter into unemployment. These results are 
consistent with those reviewed by Taylor (2000). But over and above 
these effects, the labor market characteristics that are posited to signal the 
globalization process—part-time and particularly temporary 
employment—are positively associated with the risk of becoming 
unemployed. This is so for men in part-time jobs, and for both men and 
women in any form of non-permanent contract. Labor market flexibility is 
thus likely to come at the cost of greater instability in the early stages of 
young people’s careers. 

The transition to non-marital cohabitation and its 
evolution 

Table 10.5 presents the estimates of discrete-time competing risk 
transition models for the entry into first cohabitation for men and women 
separately. We report the results from two different specifications, one 
that excludes attendance at religious services and one that includes it.13 
The estimates document that the  

Table 10.5 Entry into cohabitation in 
Britain—logit regressions 

  Men Women 

  [1] [2] [1] [2] 

Working hoursa         

Full-time (base)         

Part-time .655 .637 .616** .535** 

Type of contracta      

Permanent (base)      

Seasonal .733 .811 .902 .916 

Fixed-term .680 .737 .435* .397* 

Employment statusa      
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Employed (base)      

In education .281*** .268*** .355*** .368*** 

Unemployed .946 .972 .768 .742 

OLF .181** .343 .944 .978 

Own occupationa      

Self-employed .755 .855 .476 .321 

Managerial 1.595* 1.980** .995 .958 

Professional .782 .853 .756 .685 

Non-manual skilled .616** .656 1.020 1.093 

Manual skilled 1.539** 1.884*** .652 .703 

Semi/unskilled (base)      

Agea      

Age 2.730*** 2.293*** 2.266*** 2.963*** 

Age squared .981*** .984*** .984*** .978*** 

Birth Cohort      

1960–64 .789 .782 .292*** .257*** 

1965–69 .787 1.014 .498** .339*** 

1970–74 1.010 1.170 .692** .494*** 

1975–83 (base)      

Educational Qualificationa      

Higher and first degree .810 .803 1.226 1.475 

Vocational degree .810 .794 1.182 1.487 

A Level (or equivalent) .698* .729 1.064 1.207 

GCSE/O Level (or equiv.) .878 1.037 1.047 1.251 

Less than O Level (base)      

No Qualification .811 .650 1.051 1.132 

Living with parents .510*** .429*** .577*** .582*** 

  Men Women 

  [1] [2] [1] [2] 

Attendance at religious servicea         

Once a week  .155***  .439** 

Once a month  .460  .473** 
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Once a year  .571**  .730* 

Never (base)      

Log Likelihood −1196 −755 −1297 −806 

Number of person wave observations  3424 4749 2954 

Number of events 365 239 406 259 

Obtained from discrete-time competing risk transition model. The figures are odd ratios from logit 
regressions. 
Notes 
a Variable is lagged by one period. 
*** p<0.01 
** p<0.05 
* p<0.10 

globalization process—as approximated by working hours and type of 
contract—has no impact on the transition to cohabitation for men. 
Although men in part-time and temporary employment are always less 
likely to enter a cohabiting union than men in either full-time or 
permanent employment, this difference is never statistically significant. 
This may suggest that men do not perceive their ‘instability’ in the labor 
market as an element that deters union formation and partnership life. But 
the story appears to be different for women. In fact, women in part-time 
jobs are between 38 and 47 percent less likely to enter into cohabitation 
than their full-time counterparts (specifications [1] and [2], respectively). 
Similarly, women on fixed-term contracts are 56 to 60 percent less likely 
to cohabit than women in permanent jobs. Furthermore, being in 
education substantially reduces the chance of cohabiting for both men and 
women. But we cannot detect any differential risk among people in the 
other labor force states (except for inactive men who, according to 
specification [1], are 82 percent less likely to be in a cohabiting union than 
employed men). Occupation does not play any significant role for women, 
suggesting that there are no social class differences in the odds of 
cohabiting relative to marrying (this is in line with the findings presented 
in Ermisch and Francesconi, 2000a). However, some differences do 
emerge in the case of men, with individuals in managerial and skilled 
manual occupations being more likely to cohabit than those in unskilled 
occupations. 

In addition, Table 10.5 shows that—in line with the literature discussed 
in section “Research Questions”- both men and women are more likely to 
form a cohabiting union while living independently from their parents. 
There is a strong positive age effect, and women born after 1975 are 
considerably more likely to cohabit than women born earlier. This clearly 
reveals that cohabitation has increasingly become an important route for 
them into first partnership formation. For men, however, there is no 
evidence of a cohort effect. We also do not find any educational gradient, 
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suggesting that cohabitation is a common form of partnership among all 
educational groups. Finally, religious activity is a powerful predictor of 
this transition, with men and women who attend religious services once a 
week being, respectively, 86 and 56 percent less likely to cohabit than 
those who never attend. Even those going to church only once a year still 
have a lower likelihood (but if they do start to cohabit, they will get 
married soon; see further below). 

There is a conspicuous body of research examining the role of different 
socio-economic and demographic characteristics in accounting for 
variations among persons in partnership dissolution patterns (Berrington 
and Diamond, 2000; Ermisch and Francesconi, 2000a and 2000b; Böheim 
and Ermisch, 2001). But, once such characteristics are controlled for, is 
there any room left for the impact of the globalization process? Table 10.6 
reports the results obtained from discrete-time competing risk transition 
models for the outcome of cohabiting unions for men and women 
separately. The table shows the estimates of the effects on the odds of 
marrying the partner relative to remaining in the cohabiting union, with 
the other risk being that of dissolving the union. There is a clear 
‘deterrent’ effect for men in temporary employment. In fact, compared to 
those in permanent jobs, men in seasonal and casual jobs are 88 percent 
less likely to convert their cohabitation into marriage, and those on fixed-
term contracts are 44 percent less likely to do so (specification [1]). Once 
we control for religious activity, however, the latter effect disappears, but 
the former remains large and significant. The effect of part-time 
employment shows a similar pattern to that of fixed-term employment, 
that is, negative and significant under specification [1] and again negative 
but insignificant under specification [2]. We also find lower odds of 
converting their cohabitation into marriage for men who are unemployed 
or still in education. But there is no real difference in behavior across the 
different occupational groups; only the self-employed are 1.8 times more 
likely to marry their partner. The estimates for women show that none of 
the globalization process variables has any impact on the odds that they 
will convert their cohabiting unions into marriages. Actually, there are 
very few significant predictors of the outcomes of cohabiting unions for 
women. In specification [1], the single most important predictor is having 
a child. Being a mother reduces the odds of converting the union into 
marriage by 55 percent.14 This holds true also in specification [2], with an 
estimated lower impact of 51 percent. Interestingly, this effect does not 
emerge at all in the case of men. But the estimates in specification [2] 
identify religious attendance as the most powerful predictor of the 
transition from cohabitation to marriage among both sexes. Even an 
annual attendance at religious services still increases the odds of 
converting the union into a marriage by about 80 percent. Those who 
attend once a week are even some 4 times more likely to marry. 
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Table 10.6 The transition from 
cohabitation to marriage in Britain—
logit regressions 

  Men Women 

  [1] [2] [1] [2] 

Working hoursa         

Full-time (base)         

Part-time .340* .289 1.321 1.522 

Type of contracta       

Permanent (base)       

Seasonal .119** .155* .645 .414 

Fixed-term .559* .544 1.009 1.214 

Employment statusa       

Employed (base)       

In education .203** .114** .363* .474 

Unemployed .585* .494* .434* .746 

OLF .374 .284 1.105 .978 

Own occupationa       

Self-employed 1.507 1.831* .748 .498 

Managerial .812 .743 .733 .446 

Professional .950 .909 1.382 1.725 

Non-manual skilled 1.056 1.082 1.047 1.095 

Manual skilled .977 1.331 1.324 1.287 

Semi/unskilled (base)       

Agea       

Age 1.361 2.224** 1.296 1.295 

Age squared .994 .985** .995 .995 

Birth Cohort       

1960–64 2.333* 1.993 2.036* 1.541 

1965–69 1.618 1.282 1.821* 1.780 

1970–74 1.399 1.632 1.512 1.741 

1975–83 (base)       
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Educational Qualificationa       

Higher and first degree 1.303 1.383 .708 .591 

Vocational degree 1.167 1.159 .871 .968 

A Level (or equivalent) .973 1.028 .902 .956 

GCSE/O Level (or equiv.) 1.029 1.069 1.144 1.329 

Less than O Level (base)       

No Qualification .609 .773 .859 1.343 

Has a childa .840 .934 .453*** .486*** 

  Men Women 

  [1] [2] [1] [2] 

Attendance at religious servicea      

Once a week  4.225**  3.730*** 

Once a month  5.547***  4.047*** 

Once a year  1.783**  1.801*** 

Never (base)      

Log Likelihood −789 −470 −912 −522 

Number of person wave observations 1826 1063 2244 1302 

Number of events 301 197 335 202 

Obtained from discrete-time competing risk transition model. The figures are odd ratios from logit 
regressions. 
Notes 
a Variable is lagged by one period. 
*** p<0.01 
** p<0.05 
* p<0.10 

In sum, the globalization process and its increased uncertainly seem to 
delay the entry into cohabitation for women, but they have no impact on 
such type of partnership formation for men. On the other hand, once 
cohabiting, women in part-time or temporary employment convert their 
unions into marriages at the same rate as women in full-time or permanent 
jobs do. But cohabiting men who are employed in non-standard and part-
time jobs are less likely to marry their partners, a result that suggests that 
if the labor market position of men is characterized by instability, then this 
is at least partially transferred to their family life. 
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The transition to parenthood 

Table 10.7 presents the results for a discrete-time transition model for 
entry into parenthood.15 Again we compare the results from two 
specifications. In addition to the variables used in specification [1], 
specification [2] controls for marital status. Regardless of the 
specification, entry into fatherhood is clearly uncorrelated to the 
globalization process variables. But female part-timers are more likely to 
become mothers than full-timers are, suggesting the diffusion of part-time 
jobs among women and perhaps reflecting a labor supply adjustment of 
full-time working women who anticipate having a child (see also 
Liefbroer as well as Kurz et al., this volume). The transition to 
motherhood is also heavily influenced by the woman’s employment status 
before birth. According to the estimates of specification [2], women who 
are out of the labor force are about 2.1 times more likely to have their first 
child than women who are in employment. For those who are 
unemployed, the odds increase to 3.1. Conversely, women who are still in 
full-time education have a 72 percent lower probability of becoming 
mothers one year later. This may in part reflect an age effect, which 
disappears once we control for marital status. But it may also suggest that 
human capital investments are, to some degree, incompatible with 
motherhood. For men we do find the same negative relationship between 
the probability of becoming a father while being in full-time education but 
we cannot detect any significant effect of the other labor force states. 

Table 10.7 Entry into parenthood in 
Britain—logit regressions 

  Men Women 

  [1] [2] [1] [2] 

Working hoursa         

Full-time (base)      

Part-time .470 .563 1.961*** 1.439** 

Type of contracta      

Permanent (base)      

Seasonal .702 .987 .466* .657 

Fixed-term .815 .905 .823 .952 

Employment statusa      

Employed (base)      

In education .152*** .190*** .166*** .278*** 

Unemployed .685 1.281 3.109*** 3.116*** 
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OLF .716 1.514 3.133*** 2.135*** 

Own occupational classa      

Self-employed 1.088 1.035 .603 .567 

Manager 1.084 .919 1.334 1.208 

Professional .761 .672* 1.809** 1.576* 

Non-manual .863 .845 1.411* 1.243 

Manual .859 .787 2.002* 1.687 

Semi/unskilled (base)      

Agea      

Age 2.662*** 1.208 1.869*** .884 

Age squared .984*** .996 .989*** 1.002 

Birth Cohort      

1960–64 .614 .484* .798 .823 

1965–69 .531* .383* .694 .816 

1970–74 .602* .483* .739 .830 

1975–83 (base)      

  Men Women 

  [1] [2] [1] [2] 

Educational Qualificationa         

Higher and first degree .671 .595* .527*** .508*** 

Vocational degree .801 .679* .814 .650** 

A Level (or equivalent) .768 .674 .634** .506*** 

GCSE/O Level (or equiv.) .909 .797 1.158 1.038 

Less than O Level (base)         

No Qualification .712 .571* .978 .887 

Living with parents   .011***   .002*** 

Own marital statusa         

Never married   .100***   .171*** 

Married (base)         

Cohabiting   .264***   .345*** 

Other   .090***   .223*** 

Log Likelihood −1179 −1022 −1393 −1229 
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Number of person wave observations 7095 7094 7783 7781 

Number of events 311 311 383 383 

Obtained from discrete-time transition model. The figures are odd ratios from logit regressions. 
Notes 
a Variable is lagged by one period. 
*** p<0.01 
** p<0.05 
* p<0.10 

For both men and women there is no substantial occupational gradient, 
with just professional men being less likely to become fathers and 
professional women being more likely to become mothers than their 
unskilled counterparts. These effects are significant at the 10 percent level 
only. But a social class effect does emerge through education, particularly 
for women. For example, women (men) with a university or higher degree 
are almost 50(40) percent less likely to have a child than those with some 
qualification short of O level or GCSE. As already mentioned, the strong 
age effect found in specification [1] vanishes when marital status is 
included in the regressions, while birth cohort has an impact only for men 
but it is not precisely measured. For both men and women, entry into 
parenthood is most likely if they are married. Even those who are in 
cohabiting unions have 65 and 74 percent lower odds of becoming 
mothers and fathers, respectively. 

In sum, the globalization process affects the transition to parenthood 
only for female part-timers who are more likely than full-timers to 
become mothers. But the indirect effect of the globalization process is 
potentially large. Indeed, as the analysis of partnership formation 
presented in the section “The transition to non-marital cohabitation and its 
evolution” revealed, young people in temporary and part-time 
employment stay single longer (particularly women) and tend to remain 
cohabiting instead of marrying (particularly men). At the same time, 
having the first child is still strongly related to marriage. A further 
postponement of parenthood through the impact of the globalization 
process is therefore likely to be observed. 

CONCLUSIONS 

In this study we investigated the impact of the globalization process on 
young people’s transitions to the adult life course in Britain during the 
1990s. Using longitudinal data from the first nine waves of the British 
Household Panel Survey, covering the period between 1991 and 1999, we 
analyzed three major transitions, that is, entry into the labor market (and 
entry into unemployment in particular), partnership formation (entry into 
cohabitation) along with the transition from cohabitation to marriage, and 
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the transition to parenthood. We operationalized the notion of 
‘globalization process’ by using temporary employment and number of 
hours of work, two crucial features of the labor supply in a flexible labor 
market. In addition, we analyzed the impact of such forms of employment 
in the context of other labor market influences on the transitions to 
adulthood, namely, employment status and occupation. A priori it might 
be expected that the globalization process adversely affect all of these 
transitions by generating an environment characterized by increasing 
uncertainty in the capital, labor and product markets and in social relations 
(see Mills and Blossfeld, this volume). But, on one hand, Britain has 
already experienced some of the (negative) effects of the globalization 
process in terms of increased levels of deregulation of the labor market, a 
rather limited upward mobility and increasing income inequality and 
poverty rates. On the other hand, the economic, social and institutional 
mechanisms enacted by a liberal welfare state—such as Britain—might 
have reinforced or compensated for the negative effects of the 
globalization process. Although several previous studies (e.g. Berrington, 
2001; Cherlin et al., 1995; Kiernan, 1992 and 1997a; Ermisch and Di 
Salvo, 1997; Ermisch, 1999; Ermisch and Francesconi, 2000a, 2001a and 
2001b) had already analyzed transitions to adulthood from different 
demographic and socio-economic perspectives, none has yet revealed how 
the globalization process has affected these transitions. Our research 
therefore aimed at filling this gap. 

Our principal findings are as follows. First, starting a career in a non-
standard temporary job or as a self-employed person has become 
increasingly common in Britain of the 1990s. The workers in such forms 
of employment are however extremely heterogeneous, with some being 
more concentrated in part-time jobs and low-level occupations and others 
more in full-time jobs and professional occupations. Nonetheless, there is 
evidence that the early stages of young people’s careers are marked by 
instability and high labor market turnover. We find, in fact, that young 
people in part-time jobs (particularly men) and in temporary employment 
are more likely to enter unemployment than their full-time permanent 
counterparts. 

Second, the globalization process and its inherent uncertainty tend to 
delay the entry into cohabitation for women, but to have no impact on 
early partnership formation for men. However, once cohabiting, women in 
part-time or temporary jobs convert their unions into marriages at more or 
less the same rate as women in full-time or permanent jobs do. But 
cohabiting men who are employed in non-standard and part-time jobs are 
less likely to marry their partners, a result which suggests that the 
instability characterizing the position of men in the labor market is 
partially transferred to their family life. This may also be related to a 
male-breadwinner view of the relationship between career and family 
formation, whereby men are more likely to marry when they are steadily 
attached to the primary labor market. 
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Third, the globalization process directly and positively affects the 
transition to parenthood only for women in part-time employment. But the 
indirect effect of the globalization process is potentially large, because it 
works through its effects on the early stages of young people’s career and 
family formation patterns. We find that having the first child is still 
critically related to marriage for both men and women. Now, because 
young people in temporary and part-time employment stay single longer 
and tend to live in cohabiting unions instead of marrying, the 
globalization process is likely to provide an additional source of 
postponement of parenthood. 

NOTES 
1 Acknowledgements: The data used in this paper were made available through 

the ESRC Data Archive. The data were originally collected by the ESRC 
Research Centre on Micro-social Change (now incorporated within the 
Institute for Social and Economic Research) at the University of Essex. 
Neither the original collectors of the data nor the Archive bear any 
responsibility for the analyses or interpretations presented here. 

2 It is worth noticing that part-time employment in Britain is not a new 
phenomenon, particularly for women (see, among others, Blossfeld and 
Hakim, 1997; Burchell et al., 1997). However, as suggested by Hakim 
(1998), part-time employment comprises a highly heterogeneous set of jobs, 
such as half-time and marginal jobs. 

3 Böheim and Taylor (2000) find some evidence that unemployment has a 
severe penalty on subsequent job tenure. Individuals who enter a job from 
unemployment are three times more likely to be in temporary employment 
when re-entering the labor market. Moreover, about 20 percent of men and 
women who find a job after a spell of unemployment re-enter 
unemployment within twelve months. Gregg and Wads worth (1999) show 
that only one-third of the job positions taken up by individuals after a spell 
out of work are full-time and permanent compared with nearly three-
quarters of all jobs. One in three jobs involve a temporary contract, 
compared with just 7 percent of all positions, and entry wages are 
substantially below the average for all workers with a rising wage gap over 
time. 

4 Using data from the BHPS, Ermisch (1997) estimates that a similar 
proportion of extra-marital first births is born within cohabiting unions. For 
a discussion of the factors associated with teenage fertility, see Kiernan 
(1997b). 

5 Thus the north of Scotland is excluded. 
6 Individuals who did not provide the relevant information to construct either 

the transition variables or the globalization variables or the other variables, 
and individuals who were proxy respondents are excluded from our 
analysis. 

7 Part-time employment is defined as working less than 30 hours per week. 
8 Of course, the exception is the transition to unemployment, because this 

analysis is performed on a sample of individuals who are in employment. 
9 Information on attendance at religious services is only available in wave 1, 

3–5, 7, and 9. The inclusion of this set of dummy variables leads to a large 
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loss in sample size. We therefore report results for two different 
specifications, one that excludes and one that includes this set of dummy 
variables. 

10 Naturally, the entry into parenthood is modeled using simple binomial logit 
regressions, that is, without any competing risk. Notice also that after 
having controlled for birth cohort in all regressions, we will be using age 
rather than duration. 

11 As mentioned in the data and methods section, we do not include the 
employment status variables in estimating the transition into unemployment 
because we condition the sample on those who are in employment. 

12 A similar observation applies to the case of the two transitions considered 
under (b). 

13 Religious attendance may capture characteristics that are potentially 
correlated with personal moral values and habits and that would otherwise 
be unobserved. Ermisch and Francesconi (2000a and 2000b) find some 
impact of religious activity on partnership formation. 

14 This finding is consistent with Ermisch and Francesconi’s (2000a) results 
(their Table 2.6, p. 37) based on BHPS data. It is also consistent with 
Lelièvre’s (1993) results (her Figure 7.7, p. 120) based on data from the 
1989 General Household Survey. 

15 As explained in the methods section, these estimates are not obtained from a 
competing risk model, because the only risk is that of having a child. 
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11  
The transition to adulthood in 

Canada  
The impact of irregular work shifts in a 

24-hour economy1  
Melinda Mills 

INTRODUCTION 

In the last two decades, the rhetoric of globalization has emerged, a 
process characterized by shifts in competition, deregulation and 
technological change (Mills and Blossfeld, this volume). The underlying 
assumption is that the globalization process generates the mobility of 
capital which in turn necessitates increased international competition for 
nations, industries and firms. Competition means increasingly looking to 
cost advantages that incorporate not only local, regional and national, but 
also global concerns. For workers, the result is often flexible or uncertain 
employment relations (Standing, 1997). Firms react by implementing 
various measures of labor market flexibility (e.g., numerical, outsourcing, 
functional, wage, temporal) which vary depending on the institutional 
context. 

Other contributions to this volume (e.g., Bernardi and Nazio; Kurz et 
al.) examine flexibility in the form of temporary versus permanent 
contracts, a response characteristic of the more rigid and regulated 
European labor markets. The emphasis on job security and permanence in 
many European countries is virtually extraneous to the deregulated North 
American environment which is built on the premises of flexibility, 
market economic relations and a non-interventionist state (Mayer, 2001). 
Here the elasticity of the labor market often takes the form of ‘temporal’ 
(Regini, 2000) or ‘internal numerical’ flexibility (Bruhnes, 1989). This is 
the ability to adjust the amount of hours and ‘when’ labor is required in 
accordance to cyclical or seasonal demands, rather than the number of 
people employed or the degree of stability of their employment (Regini, 
2000). Since it is this type of flexibility that is pertinent to the Canadian 
case, the impact of irregular work shifts on the transition to adulthood is 
examined. 

To ignore the rise in this type of flexibility would be to exclude one of 
the fastest growing groups of workers in North America. Between 1985 
and 1997, the number of workers in the United States holding irregular 



schedules doubled (Beers, 2000). In fact, in the early 1990s, only 31.5 
percent of employed Americans worked a ‘standard’ schedule, defined as 
employed during the daytime, 5 days a week, Monday to Friday, 35–40 
hours a week (Presser, 1995). Canada has witnessed a similar 
transformation with a 17 percent increase in workers with irregular work 
schedules from 1991 to 1995, which in 1995 represented 33 per-cent of 
the Canadian labor force (Johnson, 1997). The large proportion of workers 
engaged in irregular work schedules has led researchers to contemplate 
the consequences for other domains of the life course. Previous research 
concerning the impact of irregular work schedules on family life has 
focused on dual-earners, split-shift couples, child care (e.g., Presser, 1986; 
1998; Marshall, 1998), and marital stability, generally within the context 
of the United States (e.g., Weiss and Liss, 1988; White and Keith, 1990). 
Less is known, however, about how irregular shifts impact partnership 
formation and family-building during the transition to adulthood, whether 
irregular shifts are taken for voluntary or involuntary reasons, and patterns 
in countries beyond the United States. 

The primary goal of this chapter, therefore, is to examine who works 
irregular work shifts, why they do so and if these shifts have impacted the 
transition to partnership and parenthood in Canada in the 1990s. The 
transition to adulthood is thus defined by labor market entry, and 
transition to first partnership and parenthood. For several reasons, only 
youth (broadly defined as those aged 16 to 35) were chosen. First, 
previous research has focused exclusively on the impact of irregular work 
schedules at the phase of post-family formation, leaving little known 
about youth, singles or family formation itself. Second, recent shifts in 
society are experienced more directly by new labor market entrants, such 
as young adults, who are unprotected by seniority or experience. 
Furthermore, changes that first appear in the youth labor market may 
indicate tendencies that will soon work their way through the entire age 
structure (Myles et al., 1993). Finally, turbulence at a formative life 
course phase where individuals must make long-term binding decisions 
for the future may produce uncertainty and postponement, having 
ramifications for the entire life course and thus demographic trends in 
general. 

This chapter introduces a type of flexibility more unique to the North 
American context and contributes to several understudied areas in this 
topic by asking the following research questions. First, why the 
inundation of irregular work schedules in Canada? Second, what are the 
implications of this type of work for inequality? In other words, are 
certain groups such as students, women, lower-skilled or educated 
workers, members of visible minorities or those in the private sector more 
prone to this type of work? Third, how do irregular schedules impact 
youth who are in the midst of making long-term binding life course 
decisions? The answer to this question depends to a major extent on why 
youth work in these jobs. Hence, a fourth question asks, do youth demand 
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these jobs to combine labor market careers with other activities such as 
education, or are they forced to take them for involuntary reasons? In 
other words, do these shifts meet a need for individual-level flexibility or 
generate uncertainty in the early life course? Although the particular type 
of flexibility that is studied differs from others within this volume for 
contextual reasons, the impact of flexibility and uncertainty on the 
transition to adulthood is unquestionably comparable. 

Irregular work shifts are defined first, followed in the section 
Theoretical Perspectives’ by a theoretical exploration of the underlying 
macro-level mechanisms for the upsurge in this type of work and the 
importance of the Canadian context. This is complemented by an 
individual-level theory that focuses not only on how irregular shifts may 
generate uncertainty, but asks if they may also answer demands for 
flexibility. This is followed in the section ‘Data and Methods’ by a 
description of the data, methods and models. Analyses presented in the 
section ‘Results’ show the odds of engaging in different types of work 
shifts at labor market entry, whether they are voluntary, and their impact 
on entry into first partnership (cohabitation or marriage) and parenthood, 
while controlling for relevant explanatory factors. The chapter concludes 
with a critical discussion of the repercussions of this general trend toward 
irregular work. 

IRREGULAR WORK SHIFTS 

Following Presser and Cox (1997), Table 11.1 provides a description of 
the work shift measures used in this study. A regular work schedule is 
defined as a fixed daytime shift, with the remaining shifts being irregular.2 
Irregular work shifts differ from flextime, which refers to workers who 
personally set the time they begin and end within a few hours of their core 
schedule. The vital distinction is that irregular work schedules are often 
employer defined and not individually regulated. As Presser (1998:40) 
asserts: ‘non-standard work schedules are set by employers to meet their 
needs, not those of their employees.’ 

Table 11.1 Work shift measures 

Type of work schedule Detailed definition 

Fixed daytime shift Roughly 9am to 5pm 

Fixed afternoon/evening 
shift 

3–4pm for a few hours or until midnight 

Graveyard shift Midnight to roughly 8am 

Rotating shift Combination of two or more of the above shifts 

Split shift, on call, irregular Split, precarious or irregular combination of shifts, as determined by 
the employer 
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THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 

The emergence of irregular shifts: macro-level 
mechanisms 

A satisfying theoretical framework to understand the emergence of 
irregular work shifts and how they impact the early life course is one that 
accounts for macro-level changes, the institutional context, and micro-
level responses in behavior. Although inferring direct causation is 
difficult, potential mechanisms that have contributed to the upsurge in 
irregular work shifts can be summarized under several themes: entry of 
women into the labor market, increased demand for leisure and personal 
services, population aging, and, under the umbrella of globalization, new 
technologies, competition and subsequent deregulation and restructuring 
(Mills and Blossfeld, this volume). 

First, the growth of irregular shifts is strongly related to changes in 
labor supply via the influx of women into the labor market. Whereas men 
are considered as the breadwinners and women as primary caregivers and 
part-time workers in some countries (e.g., Spain, the Netherlands), 
Canadian women are perceived primarily as workers and experience a 
greater degree of gender sameness (O’Connor et al., 1999). Since the 
dual-earner family is the prominent family form in Canada, the 
implication for work schedules is clear—as more and more women are 
employed during the day, the demand for evening and weekend services 
increases. The shopping and household maintenance that was formerly the 
domain of housewives becomes the second work day for women and their 
partners. This is associated with an overall increased consumer demand 
for leisure and personal services which produces a ‘self-servicing’ 
economy where material household commodities are increasingly 
purchased. For instance, families outsource household duties which 
translates into more jobs in personal services such as dining, shopping and 
entertainment, all of which largely consist of irregular work hours. 
However, women do not only use these services, they are also more likely 
to be employed within them since they bestow flexibility to combine work 
and family careers. Most individuals need to share household and child 
care responsibilities with their partner or other family members, with 
women taking alternative work schedules to accommodate others (Presser, 
1986; 1995). Previous studies have found that women, and specifically 
mothers, are more likely to hold irregular shifts such as night schedules 
(Hamermesh, 1996). This theory leads to the first research hypothesis, a 
gender hypothesis arguing that women will be over-represented in 
irregular work shifts. Since this study focuses only on youth where the 
majority are single, it is interesting to test whether women are more likely 
to work irregular shifts before they enter partnerships and parenthood or 
whether this pattern arises only after family formation. 
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The second impetus for the growth in irregular schedules is the rise of 
the service sector, which brings ‘bad’ types of unskilled service jobs 
(Tilly, 1996). By 1991, services accounted for almost 65 percent of 
Canadian business sector employment, with the fastest increases taking 
place in the hotel and restaurant industry, community and personal 
services, real estate, business, finance and insurance (Gera and Massé, 
1996:3). Although the following results are shown by occupation and not 
industry for reasons of brevity, analysis by industry supported previous 
findings (e.g., Beers, 2000; Marshall, 1998; Presser, 1998) that irregular 
shifts are more concentrated in sectors that provide round-the-clock 
services and lower in those which dictate a fixed begin and end time (e.g., 
teachers, construction workers) or have rigid safety regulations (e.g., 
manufacturing, mining). These 24-hour sectors include emergency and 
protective services but also workers employed in eating and drinking 
establishments, entertainment, convenience services (e.g., banks, gas 
stations, retail outlets), transportation and hospitals. 

Within the service sector there is a polarization between ‘good’ and 
‘bad’ jobs (Lowe and Krahn, 2000; Tilly, 1996), with the bad jobs often 
concentrated in the two lower-tier service industries of retail trade and 
other consumer services (Krahn, 1991). Relatively ‘good’ service jobs ask 
for higher skills, provide higher wages and employer-sponsored benefits 
(e.g., pension, health and dental plans, leave) and better hours, whereas 
the bad ‘McJobs’ have lower skill demands and equally low wages, 
prestige, benefits and future prospects (Akyeampong, 1997). In Canada, 
the service industry has the lowest level of unionization or protection from 
collective agreements, is largely part-time and relies on student labor 
(Krahn, 1991). For this reason, a large number of irregular shifts are likely 
to be these ‘bad’ jobs that require semi- or unskilled workers (Beers, 
2000; Presser and Cox, 1997). Conversely, with the aging population’s 
necessity for round-the-clock medical services, health or social service 
workers are also required. These jobs are relatively ‘good’ service jobs 
frequently offering a ‘rotating shift’ and—since many are in the public 
sector—more protection for the worker. Although a rotating shift differs 
from consistent regular daytime work, it combines different types of shifts 
and is often scheduled in advance providing the worker with more 
certainty in daily planning. In other words, not all service jobs and 
irregular shifts are necessarily ‘bad’ jobs. 

This leads to two hypotheses. First, the type of shift hypothesis argues 
that due to their concentration in the ‘good’ service sectors, workers with 
rotating shifts will have relatively ‘good’ jobs and therefore fare better 
than those in other types of irregular shifts. Second, the occupational class 
hypothesis proposes that since the majority of service jobs with irregular 
shifts require low levels of skill, there will be a higher probability that 
workers in irregular shifts are in semi- and unskilled occupations, 
particularly manual ones. A compounding factor is that at this ‘stop-gap’ 
stage in their labor market career, young adults are already more likely to 
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work in unskilled entry-level occupations within the service industry 
(Myles et al., 1993). The reason for this shift to a service society has been 
extensively studied in the post-industrial society literature (e.g., Esping-
Andersen, 1993). The adverse impact of technological changes on low-
skilled workers is a leading theme within this field, with the central 
argument that technological advances have transformed the nature and 
organization of production, hence the shift from an industrial to post-
industrial society. Here, technology contributes to the transfer in entry 
level jobs away from the traditional sectors of primary, manufacturing and 
construction towards the service sector. 

However, new technologies unique to the globalization process may 
impact different types of workers in distinct ways. Information 
communication technologies (ICT) such as computers, faxes and the 
internet, have likewise radically altered the organization of work. For 
irregular work shifts, ICT means that the worker is able to be on call or 
reachable 24 hours a day. This, combined with multinational corporations, 
increases the demand that branch offices operate at the same time as 
corporate headquarters (Presser, 1998). The technology characteristic of 
globalization thus adds a twist to the post-industrial society thesis which 
assumes that technology impacts lower skilled workers only. Although the 
previous occupational class hypothesis is expected to hold, an additional 
sub-hypothesis is in order. This is the notion that the ICT characteristic of 
globalization begins to influence classes that were previously shielded. 
This leads to the expectation that higher-level clerical and managerial staff 
are increasingly prone to work irregular shifts, albeit for different reasons 
than their lower-skilled counterparts, a finding already confirmed in the 
United States (Hamermesh, 1999). 

A final reason for the rise in irregular shifts can be attributed to the 
globalization of markets and intensification of international market 
competition which has resulted in the sentiment that economies must 
grasp the ideologies of liberalization, privatization, and deregulation 
(Cole, 1998). At the core of this discourse is the threat of capital mobility 
and subsequent focus on efficiency to increase competitiveness (Smith, 
1994). As O’Connor et al. (1999:220) summarize: 

‘Fiscally restrictive policies are often justified by reference 
to globalization, in particular the threat posed to 
employment by the increasing competitiveness of the 
globalized economy and globalized financial markets. The 
former was linked to the importance of attracting foreign 
direct investment as well as competing in international 
markets. There was political and business pressure to 
‘harmonize’ programs with other countries and to increase 
labor market flexibility, for example in Canada vis-à-vis 
the United States.’ 
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In Canada, as in many other industrialized nations, the focus is on the 
notion that the government should operate as a private business and 
introduce labor market flexibility measures following its southern 
neighbor (e.g., Rugmann, 2001). As the Canadian state withdraws from its 
traditional function in the marketplace due to mounting pressure to 
decrease the provision of public services and be more competitive in the 
global market, the result is increased labor market flexibility, wage 
inequality and a decline in working conditions, in which irregular 
schedules play a major part (Baker and Tippin, 1999). This change in 
rhetoric to deregulation and shifting public services to the private sector 
results in the effective sanctioning of these types of non-standard or 
flexible jobs. The consequence is that the entrepreneurial state shifts the 
risk or onus of security and responsibility to the shoulders of the 
individual worker. 

The Canadian context 

It is not macro-level change in itself that is important when examining the 
impacts of globalization on the transition to adulthood, rather how they 
are ‘institutionally filtered’ (Esping-Andersen, 1993). Pertinent filters 
consist of the education system, structure of the labor market and 
economy, welfare regime and related family policies. 

The education system is central to understanding labor market entry 
processes. The Canadian system falls under ‘organizational space’, where 
education is general in character with specific occupational skills learned 
on-the-job (Shavit and Müller, 1998). As opposed to countries with a dual 
vocational system such as Germany, education in Canada is not as closely 
tied to job requirements. Furthermore, it is an unstratified system 
(Allmendinger, 1989) giving all children the opportunity to attend school 
which may lead to post-secondary education, not tracking them into a 
certain academic or vocational stream at a young age. However, students 
in the tracked system who are enrolled in vocational and apprenticeship 
programs early are much better prepared to enter the work force and less 
likely to go through the intense mobility and protracted transition to find a 
suitable and permanent job often characteristic of early Canadian labor 
market experiences (Myles et al., 1993). The longer search process at the 
beginning of the labor market career due to the general, unstratified 
education system leaves youth more likely to take less favorable positions, 
such as those with irregular hours as a stop-gap job until they find a better 
job match. 

In the 1990s, due to the government’s response to the globalization 
rhetoric discussed previously, Canadian educational institutions 
experienced a cut in transfer payments, spurring an extraordinary rise in 
post-secondary tuition fees. In fact, between 1989–90 and 1998–99 tuition 
fees doubled (Zhao, 2000). Canadian parents, and in many cases, students 
themselves must pay for their own post-secondary education. The result is 
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that students often take out personal student loans to finance their studies, 
which in 1990 for instance was the case for around 50 percent of 
University students. These students later shouldered high debt burdens 
(Zhao, 2000). Canadian youth are thus left in the paradoxical situation of 
needing to obtain more skills in order to secure a good job in the 
globalized knowledge-based economy, but being unable to pay for these 
skills. To avoid excessive loans, an increasingly common option is to 
combine school and work. As Akyeampong (1997:49) argues for the 
Canadian case: ‘the need to balance work and school plays a crucial role 
in the decisions of young students’. The labor force participation rate for 
full-time students rose from 29 percent in 1976 to around 40 percent in the 
1990s (Statistics Canada, 2001). The result is a supply of young students 
into the labor market who must work and require flexible hours that can 
be combined with their studies. For this reason, it is necessary to examine 
labor market entry separately for students and non-students. 

Educational enrollment may also be a reaction to a poor economic 
cycle and avoidance of unemployment. Labor market conditions for youth 
deteriorated during the early to mid-1990s when there was an economic 
recession similar to the one that occurred in the early 1980s. In 1994, 
strong job growth began, followed by a tough labor market year in 1995 
and better conditions from 1996 on. During both recessions, the 
unemployment rate for 15–24 year olds rose to around 20 percent (Lowe 
and Krahn, 2000:2; see also Klijzing, this volume). The response of many 
young adults to high unemployment was opting for more education, which 
meant that by the end of the 1980s Canada had the largest proportion of 
young adults attending University of any major OECD nation (Lowe and 
Krahn, 2000). In 1995, 46.4 percent of men and 48.4 percent of women in 
the labor force had a post-secondary certificate, diploma or university 
degree (OECD, 1998). This leads to an economic cycle hypothesis where 
it is the expectation that more youth will be working irregular shifts for 
involuntary reasons during the difficult economic years when the labor 
market is tight. 

The distinct history and character of industrial relations, collective 
bargaining, and protective legislation are also vital to understanding 
youth’s ability to choose the type of work at labor market entry. Labor 
market policies in Canada have tended to have a history of being passive, 
with measures such as unemployment insurance, as opposed to more 
active labor market training programs (Van den Berg et al., 1997). 
Compared to many of the European countries examined in this volume, 
labor legislation in Canada has resulted in lower conditions of job 
security, easier hiring and firing and higher overall flexibility of the labor 
market. Canadian unions have a weak and long-standing history of 
disunity and were often American dominated (Van den Berg et al., 1997). 
A comparatively deregulated labor market means the ability to lay-off 
workers, demand irregular schedules, give lower levels of compensation 
and less protection or recourse to workers than the more regulated 
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European labor markets. This has resulted in a surge in various forms of 
non-standard work, including not only irregular schedules but also part-
time and temporary jobs (Krahn, 1991). 

Another ingredient in the ability to make a smooth transition to 
adulthood is the safety-net provided by the welfare state. The Canadian 
welfare state is similar to the United States in that it is a comparatively 
low spender relying on means-tested (residual) forms of welfare and 
private insurance (Myles, 1996). However, what differentiates it from the 
United States is its history of universal citizenship programs, family 
allowances, old-age pensions, guaranteed income supplements and health 
insurance (Myles, 1996). The duration and levels of unemployment 
insurance have been well above the United States since 1971 and also 
cover sickness, parental and maternity benefits. In fact, the ‘liberal’ 
welfare state of Canada actually spends a larger share of GDP (2.46 
percent) on unemployment compensation than the average of all of the 18 
OECD countries (2.37), and is clearly above American levels (0.76) 
(Myles, 1996:126). However, the 1990s brought large changes to the 
eligibility requirements, level and vision of unemployment insurance, 
which was recently renamed ‘Employment’ as opposed to 
‘Unemployment’ Insurance (Guest, 1997). The program provides short-
term protection for workers who have recently held a job and are available 
for work. For unemployed youth without any insurance coverage (i.e., 
never held a job), there are various forms of social assistance. From 1966 
to 1995, the Canadian Assistance Plan provided a guaranteed safety net 
for all persons. In 1995, this was replaced by the Canadian Health and 
Social Transfer program, which provided a (substantially reduced) grant 
to provinces to run their own welfare programs. Towards the end of the 
1990s, the move to provincially-run programs led nearly all provinces, 
most run by conservative administrations, to significantly reduce benefits 
and turn to American-style ‘workfare’ programs and a negative income 
tax-style income-tested benefit system (O’Connor et al., 1999). Although 
entitlements have weakened in the late 1990s, Canadian youth still have a 
relatively higher safety net than their American or even some European 
counterparts. 

The ability to make the transition to parenthood in a dual-earner 
environment is also influenced by welfare state policies. Although the 
Canadian system offers more public support for child care than the United 
States, there are no citizenship entitlements to income support for 
caregivers. Rather, it was in the form of Employment Insurance for 
workers who get a short paid maternity and parental leave. Except for this, 
care giving remains largely unpaid and forces individuals to rely on 
private arrangements (O’Connor et al., 1999). 

The province is an important welfare, legislative and cultural unit in 
Canada, with provinces often developing along different paths. Quebec 
has a particularly unique historical trajectory which delayed 
industrialization and urbanization. This was principally due to political 
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conservatism and the power of the Catholic church in government affairs 
and the education system. After the 1960 election of a liberal government, 
however, Quebec began to experience what has been become known as 
the ‘Quiet Revolution’. The province was radically transformed from a 
rural-Catholic to modern urban industrial state, with the most significant 
effects in the area of values. There was a massive catching-up towards 
individualism and a backlash against the church accompanied by a 
resistance against marriage and religion (McRoberts, 1993). For this 
reason, the shock hypothesis is introduced. Due to radical political 
transformations in Quebec, it is the expectation there will be a rejection of 
traditional institutions (e.g., marriage, religion) accompanied by a distinct 
change in life course behavior. In the transition to adulthood, this includes 
high-rates of cohabitation compared to the other regions. This backlash 
against harsh institutional constraints is comparable to the sharp rise 
cohabitation and non-marital births experienced in Eastern European 
countries after the fall of the iron curtain (see Katus et al., this volume). 

Micro-level behavioral responses 

Irregular work schedules are not an impetuous macro-level force merely 
imposed upon individuals. Youth are able to purposively select and shape 
their own biographies, depending on their facility or power to act, 
constraints within a finite range of outcomes, and bounded knowledge. 
They make decisions in response to institutional rules and norms that 
delimit action that is appropriate to their context and within external 
constraints which attach distinct consequences to particular courses of 
action. Yet in the age of globalization, youth are forced to make long-term 
binding life course decisions under conditions of uncertainty unique to 
their generation. 

Friedman et al.’s (1994) ‘uncertainty reduction theory’ can aid us to 
understand the mechanisms of decision-making under conditions of 
uncertainty. Whereas an individual can attach probabilities to alternative 
consequences and knows (or believes to know) the odds of failure in risk 
calculation, this is not the case in decision-making under conditions of 
uncertainty. Since less uncertain states are still preferred to uncertain ones, 
actors search for ways to reduce uncertainty. This may be done by: 1) 
gathering information that transfers the problem of uncertainty to one of 
risk by turning it into a local choice problem, or, 2) pursing ‘global 
strategies’ to reduce uncertainty in entire paths of future courses of action. 
The desire to reduce uncertainty ‘impels actors to bind themselves to 
courses of action that are largely independent of future states of the world’ 
(Friedman et al., 1994:382). From this we can construct a flexible 
partnership hypothesis which supposes that to reduce uncertainty, youth 
are more likely to bind themselves to a more flexible union of 
cohabitation that is largely independent of the future, as opposed to 
marriage (Mills, 2000; Wu, 2000). Moreover, if they work an irregular 
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schedule with flexible hours, they will require an equally flexible 
relationship. 

Youth make divergent life course decisions depending on their facility 
to act and constraining or enabling attributes. Friedman et al. (1994) argue 
that the principal global strategies in the life course are stable careers, 
marriage and children. Those with better prospects for a stable and 
successful labor market career often use this strategy to reduce 
uncertainty. This calls for a human capital hypothesis, with human capital 
measured by education, occupational standing, labor force experience, 
age, sex and visible minority status. The expectation is that youth with 
higher education and occupational prospects will focus on these life 
course options, thereby postponing entry into parenthood and any type of 
partnership, particularly marriage. Conversely, those with lower prospects 
in the labor market may use entry into a partnership, particularly the more 
binding relationship of marriage, and parenthood as an effective means to 
reduce uncertainty. Since higher human capital translates into more 
bargaining power in the labor market, an added anticipation is that those 
with higher education and occupational standing have a lower risk of 
working an irregular schedule. In a comparison of evening and weekend 
work in the United States and Germany, Hamermesh (1996) showed that 
those with little human capital, such as minorities in the U.S. and foreign-
born Germans, were disproportionately represented in these shifts. 
Minority status is particularly important in the Canadian context, 
considering that the proportion of visible minorities in the population rose 
to 17.7 percent in 2001 and that there is little known about their work 
schedules (Jamal and Badawi, 1995). 

For the purpose of this study, uncertainty is characterized both 
theoretically and empirically in three ways: economic, employment 
relation, and social integration. First, adapting the work of Bernardi 
(2000), economic uncertainty is operationalized by the caliber of 
precariousness of an individual’s: a) employment and educational 
enrollment status (e.g., annual labor force status, student status), and, 
among the employed, b) occupational class; with the addition of, c) 
whether they receive pension benefits, and, d) their work hours (full-time 
or part-time).3 A further economic indicator for entry into parenthood is 
whether they have support from a partner, with higher certainty 
represented by a marital union followed by common-law, 
separated/divorced/widowed to never in a union respectively. The 
economic uncertainty hypothesis supposes that youth are in a more 
uncertain position if they are students, not employed year-round, working 
in an economically precarious position (part-time, no pension benefits, 
lower occupational class) and, for entry into parenthood, are single.4 The 
first expectation is that irregular shifts are concentrated in positions that 
have high economic uncertainty. Higher uncertainty then translates into 
the inability to make defini-tive life course decisions, with the 
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consequence of a lower risk of entry into long-term binding partnerships 
such as marriage and entry into parenthood. 

A second dimension is employment relationship uncertainty, measured 
here by whether dependent workers are in public or private sector 
employment (Ber-nardi, 2000). The sector of employment is a key factor 
in determining how individuals are sheltered from risk, with those 
employed in the public sector ‘relatively isolated from the operation of 
market forces’ (Esping-Andersen, 1993). Employment in the public sector 
is farther removed from the impetus of productivity and profitability of 
global competition. The employment relation uncertainty hypothesis 
presumes that private sector workers have less secure employment 
conditions than public workers. Although employment in the public sector 
is no longer the bastion of security in the 1990s as it had been previously, 
due to higher worker protection (e.g., unionization, collective 
agreements), it is a relatively secure employment option in Canada. 
Hence, we can expect that the introduction of labor market flexibility 
measures in the form of irregular work shifts will impact the private sector 
to a larger extent resulting in a higher probability of irregular work shifts. 

A final measure is social integration uncertainty (Hamermesh, 1999), 
defined here as the mismatch with structured and unstructured social 
relations that arise as a result of irregular schedules. Schedules are 
measured by comparing 1) split/irregular/on call, 2) rotating shift, and 3) 
graveyard/evening against the more certain schedule of 4) regular daytime 
shift. A plethora of studies have shown substantial social consequences of 
irregular work schedules for the individual and family (e.g., Weiss and 
Liss, 1988). When working irregular shifts, the individual is at risk of 
becoming out of sync with the rhythms of society. It is difficult to join or 
use structured associations such as day care, clubs, community groups and 
schools that require either fixed time commitments or are available only 
during regular day shifts (Presser, 1995). When people engage in work at 
different times of the day, the opportunities for social interaction are also 
greatly reduced. Unstructured social relations may become strained as it 
becomes more difficult to maintain relationships with friends, relatives 
and partners (Jamal and Badawi, 1995; Johnson, 1997). At the individual 
level, persons may experience biological (sleep disturbance, digestion) or 
psychological (stress, fatigue, depression, irascibility) problems. 

The social integration hypothesis proposes that compared to those 
working regular day shifts, irregular shift workers will experience more 
problems in entering partnerships and parenthood due to their mismatch 
with structured and unstructured associations. First, due to the conflict 
with structured associations that they create, such as with child care, it is 
the expectation that these shifts inhibit the transition to parenthood. Child 
care and domestic duties play a persistent role in scheduling choices, 
particularly for women, making unpredictable work schedules unattractive 
to combine with motherhood. Child care is rarely available during 
irregular hours (by virtue of the name ‘daycare’) or on an ad hoc, last-
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minute basis. Since there are no previous studies of the impact of irregular 
schedules on entry into parenthood and fertility in general, this study 
enters theoretically open ground. As Presser (1998:46) recently noted: ‘As 
for the issue of work schedules and fertility behavior, there have been no 
studies to date on this, in the United States or elsewhere.’ Second, since 
irregular shifts inhibit unstructured social interaction, they will hinder the 
capacity to find a partner and maintain a relationship, thus resulting in a 
lower probability of partner-ships. As hypothesized previously, if 
individuals do enter a union, it is more likely to be a cohabiting one due to 
its more flexible nature in comparison to marriage (Mills, 2000). 

The focus on the generation of uncertainty (a term laden with negative 
connotations) partially ignores the fact that we are dealing with purposive 
or rational actors, some of whom may have chosen to work irregular work 
shifts. A more balanced argument, therefore, does not take the growth of 
uncertainty for granted. Individuals are not only pawns of labor market 
flexibility, but purposive actors that may demand it. This is particularly 
the case for certain groups such as youth, students and women, who are 
forced to combine employment with other life course careers. Although 
the exploration of who holds irregular shifts is an important topic in itself, 
perhaps a more discerning question is whether individuals are voluntarily 
or involuntarily in these positions. In this study, reasons for working 
involuntary shifts are: ‘requirement of the job’, ‘no choice’ and ‘could 
only find this type of work’. Voluntary reasons are: ‘own illness or 
disability’, ‘caring for own children’, ‘caring for elder relative(s)’, ‘other 
personal or family responsibilities’, ‘going to school’ and ‘to earn more 
money’. The involuntary worker hypothesis asserts that certain groups—
older individuals, men, part-time workers and for students, those who are 
enrolled full-time—are more likely to work irregular shifts for involuntary 
reasons. Hence, certain younger individuals, women, part-time workers 
and part-time students are assumed to have different motivations for 
holding irregular schedules, such as using them to combine life course 
careers. If workers report that they are involuntarily forced into these 
irregular shifts, we can indeed hypothesize that uncertainty may be 
generated in their lives. However, if they voluntarily desire an irregular 
work shift to fit their own flexible goals such as combining education or 
fertility with employment, we must rethink irregular schedules and 
flexibility as solely in negative terms. 

DATA AND METHODS 

The analysis uses the first panel of the Survey of Labour and Income 
Dynamics (SLID), which covers the six-year period from 1993 to 1998. 
The survey includes men and women aged 16 and over living in the ten 
provinces, excluding those who are residents of institutions, living on 
Native Reserves or full-time members of the Canadian Armed Forces 
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living in barracks. The entire sample contains approximately 15,000 
households with 31,000 individuals (Statistics Canada, 1997). The sample 
size was further reduced to include only youth aged 16 to 35 and due to 
missing values and variable constraints. 

Using event history techniques (Blossfeld and Rohwer, 1995), several 
models are estimated. To accommodate time-varying covariates, the 
sample includes those who entered their first job, partnership or 
parenthood from 1993 to 1998. Although temporal information on 
retrospective job histories is available, only current job characteristics 
from 1993 to 1998 were collected. With the exception of the analysis of 
entry into the labor market, lagged endogenous variables are used to 
explicitly analyze changes over time. Youth had to have had at least one 
job that lasted 3 months or longer, where the primary work was 
nonagricultural. If there is more than one work schedule in the reference 
year, the information pertains to the most recent schedule. A job is defined 
as the period during which a worker is continuously attached to an 
employer (i.e., may be either working or absent, but expects to resume 
work). 

The analysis is divided into three distinct aspects of the transition to 
adulthood, namely, entry into: the labor market, first partnership and 
parenthood. The first multinomial logistic regression model contains the 
type of work shift at labor market entry as the dependent variable, testing 
selected hypotheses discussed previously. Due to the fact that it is 
customary for students to combine school and work, whether the 
individual is a student or non-student is controlled for by estimating the 
models separately for each group, and for students, by whether they were 
attending full- or part-time. The second binary logistic model estimates 
whether highly precarious shifts are taken on an involuntary or voluntary 
(as control) basis, once again run separately for students and non-students 
and controlling for pertinent variables.5 The third model is a competing 
risk logistic regression of entry into first partnership by cohabitation, 
marriage or right-censoring by the interview date. The fourth logistic 
model charts the impact of selected variables, including irregular work 
shifts, on entry into first parenthood or right-censoring by the interview 
date.6 Although a series of stepwise models were estimated for each 
analysis, only final models are shown for ease of comparison and space. 

RESULTS 

The results for the final models of entry into the labor market are shown 
in Table 11.2. The first six columns contain findings by type of work 
shift, using regular day shifts as the control category and divided by 
student status. The remaining two columns indicate which groups of youth 
are more likely to work precarious shifts for involuntary reasons. Table 

Globalization, uncertainty and youth in society      298



11.3 presents findings by sex for entry into parenthood and first union by 
whether it is a marriage or consensual union. 

Referring to Table 11.2, we see that gender differences indeed emerge 
with female non-students significantly more likely to work split, on call, 
irregular and evening or graveyard shifts, a finding that supports the 
gender hypothesis. Since this effect is significant only for non-students, 
we must redefine this hypothesis into a dynamic one. That is, gender 
inequalities appear to exist to a lesser extent between male and female 
students and are enhanced only after youth have left education. In support 
of the type of shift hypothesis, an interesting division by type of irregular 
work shift emerges when we examine the estimates by pension benefits 
and age. Although split, on call, irregular and evening or graveyard shift 
workers are less likely to receive pension benefits than those who work 
regular day shifts, it is clear that this is not the case for rotating shifts. 
Furthermore, the  

Table 11.2 Logistic regression of type 
of work shift, first job and voluntary 
nature of irregular shift, youth, ages 
16–35, by student status: Canada, 
1993–1998 

  Exp(B): Odds Ratio of Type of work 
shift 

Exp(B): Odds Ratio of (In)voluntary 
shift work 

  Split, on call, 
irregular 

Rotating shift Evening, 
Graveyard 

    

  Student Status Student Status Student Status Student Status 

  Non-
student 

Student Non-
student 

Student Non-
student 

Student Non-
student 

Student 

Age 0.918 1.164* 1.132* 1.232** 1.002 1.104 1.298** 0.951 

Age squared 1.001 0.997* 0.998** 0.996** 1.000 0.998 0.995** 1.001 

Labor force 
experience 

0.991*** 0.984*** 0.991*** 0.982*** 0.981*** 0.979*** – – 

Work hours           

Full-time 0.184*** 0.142*** 0.708*** 0.517** 0.265*** 0.225*** 6.887*** 7.775*** 

Part-time 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Occupational 
class 

          

Service Class 0.401*** 0.405*** 0.094*** 0.070*** 0.146*** 0.129*** 1.101 1.140 

Routine non-
manual 

0.794** 0.636*** 0.451*** 0.321*** 0.528*** 0.446*** 0.893 1.206 
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Skilled 0.580*** 0.620*** 0.573*** 0.624*** 0.397*** 0.598*** 0.806 0.973 

Semi/unskilled 
manual 

1.277*** 1.319** 1.100 0.978 1.504*** 1.465*** 0.955 0.832 

Semi/unskilled 
non-manual 

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Pension 
benefits 

          

Yes 0.677*** 0.683*** 2.310*** 2.744*** 0.928 0.915 – – 

No 1 1 1 1 1 1 – – 

Variables Exp(B): Odds Ratio of Type of work 
shift 

Exp(B): Odds Ratio of (In)voluntary 
shift  

  Split, on call, 
irregular

Rotating shift Evening, 
Graveyard

   

  Student Status Student Status Student Status Student Status 

  Non-
student

Student Non-
student

Student Non-
student

Student Non-
student

Student 

Sector                 

Public 0.751*** 0.824* 0.698*** 0.705*** 0.578*** 0.837 – – 

Private 
sector 

1 1 1 1 1 1 – – 

Highest 
education 

          

<High school 0.756** 1.363* 1.037 1.549** 1.035 1.051 1.204 1.091 

Graduated 
high school 

0.733*** 1.205 0.941 1.402** 1.035 0.885 1.196 1.109 

Non-
University 
certificate 

0.781*** 1.049 1.003 1.249 0.983 0.916 0.996 1.653*** 

University 
certificate, 
diploma 

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Educational 
enrollment 

          

Full-time 
student 

– 0.941 – 1.016 – 1.105 – 1.772*** 

Part-time 
student 

– 1 – 1 – 1 – 1 

Time period           
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1993 0.912 0.788* 0.954 0.915 0.827 0.810 0.774 1.137 

1994 0.787** 0.804 0.967 1.040 1.069 0.736* 1.352 1.443** 

1995 0.747** 0.957 0.959 0.928 0.894 0.804 1.333 1.718*** 

1996 0.963 0.992 0.925 0.917 0.973 0.925 1.058 1.166 

1997 0.953 1.042 0.996 0.815 0.979 0.879 0.964 1.265** 

1998 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Variables Exp(B): Odds Ratio of Type of work 
shift 

Exp(B): Odds Ratio of (In)voluntary 
shift work 

  Split, on call, 
irregular 

Rotating shift Evening, 
Graveyard 

    

  Student Status Student Status Student Status Student Status 

  Non-
student 

Student Non-
student 

Student Non-
student 

Student Non-
student

Student 

Visible 
minority 

           

Yes 1.001 1.009 0.882 0.865 1.411** 1.674*** 0.571** 0.523*** 

No 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Sex            

Men 0.778*** 0.979 0.972 1.015 0.827** 0.980 0.990 1.050 

Woman 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Constant 5.882* 0.260 0.063*** 0.034*** 0.634* 0.215 0.970 0.685 

-2 Log-
Likelihood 
(null) 

35301.37 20508.14 35301.37 20508.14 35301.37 20508.14 4276.05 6178.03 

-2 Log-
Likelihood 
(final) 

31718.96 17430.14 31718.96 17430.14 31718.96 17430.14 4233.33 6011.62 

Chi-Square 3,582 3,078 3,582 3,078 3,582 3,078 561 944 

Number of 
episodes 

2,215 1,578 2,477 1,323 1,180 831 5,679 5,293 

Notes: Final models only. Reference category for type of work schedule is regular daytime shift (n= 
13,455 for non-students and n=6,843 for students). Reference category for working shift for 
involuntary reasons are voluntary reasons. Question asked only for irregular and on-call shifts. 
Source: Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, 1993–98. 
*** p<0.001. 
** p<0.01. 
* p<0.05. 

The transition to adulthood in Canada       301



probability of having a rotating shift also increases significantly with age. 
Thus, both results show a hierarchy within irregular schedules themselves. 
Rotating shifts emerge as a unique and more stable type of irregular work. 
Further investigation (not shown here) established that these jobs are 
concentrated in areas such as the health services, which have higher 
economic and employment relation security.  

The descriptive results in Figure 11.1 provide preliminary support for 
the occupational class hypothesis. Irregular shifts, particularly split, on 
call or irregular, are highly concentrated in the semi- and unskilled 
occupations, with around 50 percent of these workers engaged in irregular 
shifts. The results of the regression analysis in Table 11.2 confirm that 
they are indeed significantly more likely to be employed in irregular 
shifts, supporting the expectation that these shifts are generally 
concentrated in the ‘bad’ unskilled jobs in the service sector. A further 
sub-hypothesis contended that with the new globalization of ICTs, labor 
market flexibility begins to also impact the previously shielded higher 
level classes. The results remain tentative, yet inconclusive. Figure 11.1 
shows that certain workers in higher level occupations do have jobs with 
irregular shifts (e.g., in total around 30 percent of routine non-manual 
workers). However, these workers still hold irregular shifts to a lesser 
extent than semi- and unskilled workers. 

 

Figure 11.1 Percent 
distribution in 
occupational groups by 
employment schedule, age 
group 15–35, 1993, 
Canada 
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Source: Survey of Labor and Income 
Dynamics Public Use Microdata File, 
1993–94. 

The human capital hypothesis proposed several sub-hypotheses. First, the 
general hypothesis that those with lower human capital have a higher 
chance of working an irregular shift is confirmed. Youth with less labor 
force experience are significantly more likely to work irregular schedules, 
which was also found by Marshall (1998). As Presser and Cox (1997) also 
demonstrated for the United States, those with lower education are in 
general more likely to hold irregular shifts. One exception, however, are 
non-students who are working split, on call and irregular shifts; they are 
significantly more likely to be University graduates. After further 
investigation, it appears that this group consists of those working ‘on call’ 
in medical or veterinary professions or are workers in the relatively ‘good’ 
service jobs in addition to more routine non-manual workers. Although 
visible minorities are less likely to work rotating shifts, they are 
significantly more likely to be employed in evening or graveyard shifts, 
regardless of educational enrollment. A second sub-hypothesis was that 
those with higher occupational prospects would focus on their careers to 
reduce uncertainty and thus show a negative entry into partnerships and 
parenthood. Conversely, those with lower labor market prospects would 
use partnerships, and particularly marriage, and parenthood as a means to 
reduce uncertainty. Using education level as an indicator, this expectation 
is generally supported in Table 11.3. Although not significantly different, 
both men and women with University education are less likely to enter 
marriage. The only group to have a significantly higher likelihood of entry 
into parenthood are those with a non-university certificate. These are 
those who opted for a school-based vocational or apprenticeship route. 
Due to the strong tie of their educational skills to the labor market and the 
shorter study period to obtain such a certificate, these individuals can 
enter the labor market sooner, sustaining a faster transition to adulthood. 
During the early life course, age is also valuable human capital as it 
reflects the accumulation of experience and resources. For both sexes, the 
trend to enter unions and parenthood predictably increases with age, 
particularly for marriage. 

Recall that the economic uncertainty hypothesis maintained that 
irregular shifts had a higher probability to cause economic uncertainty 
which would in turn lower the preparedness of youth to make long-term 
binding life-course decisions such as entry into marriage and parenthood. 
To examine the impact of this uncertainty on these other life course 
events, we turn to Table 11.3 where it is measured by work hours, student 
and annual labor force status. Men who work part-time and are students 
are less likely to enter fatherhood and any type of union, with part-time 
work significantly reducing entry into marriage. This is what Rindfuss and 
Vandenheuvel (1990) coined as the necessary ‘affordability clause’ which 
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is an economic certainty required before individuals enter a more long-
term binding union such as marriage. The effects of part-time work and 
student status on women’s partnering decisions are negligible, yet both 
significantly reduce women’s likelihood to have a first child. This effect 
reaffirms the importance of Canadian women’s strong attachment to the 
labor force and educational attainment. Compared to those who are 
employed year-round, it appears that the most precarious position of the 
combination of being employed,  

Table 11.3 Logistic regression of entry 
into first partnership and parenthood, 
youth, ages 16–35, by sex: Canada, 
1993–1998, (final model only) 

Variables Exp(B): Odds Ratio of transition to first partnership by type and first 
birth 

  Women Men 

  Type first 
partnership 

  Type first 
partnership 

  

  Marriage Cohab. First birth Marriage Cohab. First birth 

Age 2.824*** 2.576*** 1.641*** 4.596*** 2.766*** 2.060*** 

Age squared 0.979*** 0.980*** 0.989*** 0.971*** 0.979*** 0.986*** 

Region of residence        

Atlantic provinces 2.946*** 0.353*** – 2.070* 0.466*** – 

Quebec 1 1 – 1 1 – 

Ontario 3.759*** 0.268*** – 2.384** 0.261*** – 

Prairie provinces 3.950*** 0.282*** – 3.468*** 0.511*** – 

British Columbia 4.640*** 0.549** – 3.212*** 0.381*** – 

Highest education        

<High school 1.240 0.866 0.933 1.975* 0.939 0.991 

Graduated high 
school 

1.531 0.913 1.115 1.849* 1.266 1.083 

Non-University 
certificate 

1.988* 0.781 1.420** 3.733*** 1.032 1.394** 

University 
certificate 

1 1 1 1 1 1 

Work hours        

Full-time 1 1 1 1 1 1 
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Part-time 1.105 1.052 0.746*** 0.446*** 0.786 0.977 

Variables Exp(B): Odds Ratio of transition to first partnership by type 
and first birth 

  Women Men 

  Type first 
partnership 

  Type first 
partnership 

  

  Marriage Cohab. First 
birth 

Marriage Cohab. First 
birth 

Student status        

Student 1.108 1.191 0.644*** 0.948 0.746 0.866 

Non-student 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Annual labor-force status        

Employed all-year 1 1 – 1 1 – 

Employed part-year and 
unemployed or olf part-year 

0.867 0.983 – 0.837 1.043 – 

Employed, unemployed and 
olf 

0.840 1.383 – 0.748 1.227 – 

Regular shift        

Regular day shift 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Irregular shift 0.804 1.191 – 0.769 0.746 – 

Split, on call, irregular – – 1.004 – – 1.003 

Rotating shift – – 0.999 – – 1.007 

Evening, graveyard – – 1.125 – – 1.007 

Partnership status        

Never married – – 1 – – 1 

Married – – 9.009*** – – 23.323*** 

Common-law – – 4.767*** – – 11.809*** 

Separated/divorced/widowed – – 2.328*** – – 5.258*** 

Variables Exp(B): Odds Ratio of transition to first partnership by type and first 
birth 

  Women Men 

  Type first partnership   Type first partnership   

  Marriage Cohab. First birth Marriage Cohab. First birth 

Constant 0.001*** 0.054*** 0.000*** 0.002*** 0.042*** 0.000*** 
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−2 Log-
Likelihood 
(Null) 

2041.92 2719.52 7673.54 1803.73 2414.86 7379.07 

−2 Log-
Likelihood 
(Final) 

2000.63 2626.88 7100.10 1745.13 2351.91 6375.79 

Number of 
events 

198 283 1,027 172 240 1,095 

Notes First birth results for men should be judged with caution due to the fact that related questions 
were only asked in later waves. Olf=out of labor force. With the exception of sex, all variables are 
lagged by one year. Includes only events that occurred between 1993 and 1998. 
Source: Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, 1993–1998. 
*** p<0.001. 
** p<0.01. 
* p<0.05. 

unemployed and not in the labor force during the year inhibits marriage, 
but not cohabitation, for both men and women. However, due to model 
specification, this finding should be examined in perspective.7 Finally, as 
expected, those who are not in a union face higher uncertainty to enter 
parenthood alone and are therefore significantly less likely to do so 
compared to those who live in partnerships, particularly marital ones.  

The employment relation uncertainty hypothesis is also upheld: those 
in the public sector are significantly less likely to work irregular shifts 
(Table 11.2). This affirms at least in some part that private sector workers 
are less protected from globalizing forces and deterioration of 
employment security. Using the Canadian Survey of Work Arrangements 
(SWA), Marshall (1998) also showed a low incidence of shift work 
among public employees. Whether irregular shifts produce social 
integration uncertainty and deter entry into binding partnerships and 
parenthood remains tentative. Although not significant, it appears that 
having an irregular work shift decreases entry into any type of first union, 
with the exception of increased entry into cohabitation for women (Table 
11.3). This finding only weakly supports the flexible partnership 
hypothesis that those who work in flexible shifts will seek flexible 
relationships such as cohabitation. For men, working such a shift appears 
to be a stronger deterrent for entering a union than it is for women. This is 
conceivably linked to the economic and employment relation uncertainty 
that comes with these jobs. Finally, there appears to be no significant 
difference of entry into first parenthood for those who have any kind of 
irregular shift compared to those working a regular day shift, a finding we 
will return to in the final discussion. 

As expected, whether the respondent is a resident of the province of 
Quebec is a strong indicator of cohabitation as first-ever union compared 
to other regions, thus sustaining the shock hypothesis. The highest odds of 
marriage are found in British Columbia, the Prairies, and to a lesser extent 
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Ontario and the Atlantic region. In general, there is no distinct pattern in 
the type of work schedule over time, with workers in 1996 to 1998 having 
a slightly higher probability to be employed in these irregular shifts (Table 
11.2). For such a short period of time it is difficult to sustain the economic 
cycle hypothesis, which maintained that more youth would work irregular 
shifts for involuntary reasons when the labor market was tight, which in 
this case is 1993 and 1995. However, we see that compared to 1998, 
students were significantly more likely to work these shifts for 
involuntary reasons in 1994–95 and 1997. 

The involuntary worker hypothesis maintained that certain groups are 
more likely to work irregular shifts for involuntary reasons, which had the 
potential to generate uncertainty. However, if workers voluntarily chose 
these types of shifts to combine life course careers, the contrary may be 
the case. Initial descriptive results show that the majority of individuals 
who are working these irregular shifts do so against their own will. For 
example, in 1993, for those aged 16 to 35, 64 percent were working 
irregular hours for involuntary reasons (requirement of job/no choice, 
could only find this type of work) and 36 percent doing so voluntarily, 
with the majority of these voluntary workers (30 percent) stating that the 
reason for working these shifts was to combine school and work (i.e., 
going to school) (SLID Microdata). These findings coincide with 
Akyeampong (1997), who using Canadian SWA data found that between 
1991 to 1995, the percentage of those who worked irregular shifts for 
involuntary reasons rose from 69 to 78 percent, with 71 percent of 
students working these shifts to accommodate educational demands. The 
classification of combining work and school as ‘voluntary’ is, however, 
highly debatable considering the previous discussion of high tuition fees 
and large student loans. It seems more likely that many may have been 
forced to work in order to finance their education to obtain the necessary 
skills to secure a good job, rather than as a preference. We can conclude 
that the majority of Canadian youth appear to view nonstandard 
employment schedules as a constraint imposed by the employer and labor 
market demands, rather than as a strategic choice for flexibility. For the 
majority, this type of work is not a personal preference, but for one-third 
of students combining school and work it appears to be adaptive strategic 
behavior to meet a future labor market goal. 

It is evident that in comparison to part-time workers, those who work 
full-time and are engaged in irregular shifts are clearly and significantly 
doing so against their will. Full-time students are almost 80 percent more 
likely to work an irregular shift against their will, reinforcing the 
expectation that Canadian youth are compelled to combine school and 
work. This relates to the significantly higher probability of working 
irregular schedules in the mid-1990s for students, reflecting the climate of 
rising tuition fees and burgeoning student loans. Although those in the 
higher occupational classes who work highly precarious shifts are more 
likely to do so for involuntary reasons, the finding is not significant. The 
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fact that visible minorities are significantly less likely to work highly 
irregular shifts for involuntary reasons is in need of further exploration. 
This may be related to a selection effect due to the fact that this question 
includes only those in highly irregular shifts or to differences in reporting, 
or it may indeed be the case that visible minorities are more likely to take 
these precarious shifts for voluntary reasons. 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter offers an examination of the transition to adulthood that is 
unique to the Norm American context. The investigation of who works 
irregular shifts coupled with whether they voluntarily choose to do so 
permits deeper theoretical speculation of the consequences of this for the 
overall transition to adulthood. 

A central finding is that youth who hold irregular work schedules have 
higher economic and employment relation uncertainty. Irregular shifts are 
concentrated in lower occupational classes, part-time work, the private 
sector and jobs without pension benefits. These economic factors inhibit 
transitions to marriage and parenthood, particularly for men as they 
cannot fulfill the ‘affordability clause’ which would permit them to make 
binding decisions to the future. Although higher social integration 
uncertainty was expected to produce out-of-sync clashes with structured 
and unstructured social relations, thereby inhibiting the transition to 
adulthood, findings remain inconclusive. One explanation is the dynamic 
nature of the impact of irregular schedules throughout the life course. For 
exam-ple, gender inequalities in the sense of an over-representation of 
women in irregular shifts appear only after youth leave the educational 
system and are non-students. Johnson (1997) also found that single 
Canadian men and women are likely to work these irregular types of 
shifts, however, once a family is formed women become over-represented. 
Although irregular shifts in themselves do not appear as a clear deterrent 
to partnership formation and parenthood, the higher economic and 
employment relation uncertainty that accompany these jobs does appear to 
play a role. 

It is clear that the majority of Canadian youth view irregular work 
schedules as a constraint imposed upon them by the employer. This 
provides evidence to support one of the central consequences of 
globalization, which is a shift of risk from the state or firm to the 
individual. Irregular shifts are not only a strategic choice made by youth 
to obtain flexibility. The ability to make life course decisions and adopt a 
particular work shift is associated with an individual’s human capital, 
something which is lacking for the very young, women, full-time students, 
and those with less labor force experience or of a visible minority status. 

Irregular work in general appears to be the future for Canadian youth. 
This prompts us to ask: What are the consequences of this type of work? 
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On the one hand, Myles et al. (1993) argue that this period of 
‘apprenticeship’ in the low-wage services until young people can enter 
better occupations lengthens as service employment rises. A longer period 
of economic, employment relation and social integration uncertainty is 
certainly linked to the postponement or forgoing of family formation and 
other events in the transition to adulthood such as buying a home. But 
does it create an attenuated ‘new service proletariat’ or post-industrial 
underclass with inferior life chances? Myles et al. (1993:174) argue that 
for Canada, this is clearly not the case, rather: “low-wage, low-skill jobs 
in services and sales are ‘stop-gap-jobs’ that mainly serve as ‘ports of 
entry’ or ‘launching pads’ for new labor force entrants.” In other words, 
the original port of entry of an irregular shift is most likely a launching 
pad to a better career or flexible means to work while obtaining more 
education, that may postpone, but does not permanently damage one’s 
future labor market prospects or entirely block family formation in the 
Canadian context. In future research, it would therefore be interesting to 
extend this analysis to examine who remains entrapped in irregular work 
schedules in the turbulent early labor market careers of young Canadians. 
Further extensions could also include considering the shifts of both 
partners once a union is formed, higher birth order parities and, pending 
data availability, a longer time period. 

NOTES 
1 Acknowledgements: This analysis is based on Statistics Canada’s Survey of 

Labour and Income Dynamics Public Use Microdata, 1994, which contains 
anonymized data collected in the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, 
in addition to an extended remote analysis up to 1998 submitted internally 
using SLIDRET. All computations on the microdata were prepared by the 
author and the responsibility for the use and interpretation of these data is 
entirely that of the author. Thanks to Louise Desjardins of Statistics Canada 
for invaluable help during remote data analysis. 

2 Irregular work schedules include not only the times of work but also the days 
(e.g., weekends, holidays), not addressed in the confines of this study. 

3 Occupational class is defined by using the Erikson and Goldthorpe (1992) 
schema: 1) Service class (I–II), 2) Routine Non-Manual (III), 3) Skilled 
Workers (V–VI), 4) Unskilled Manual (VIIb), and, 5) Unskilled Non-
Manual (VIIIb). Following Bernardi (2000), unskilled workers are divided 
into manual and non-manual categories to capture the disparate early labor 
market experiences of these groups. Due to the fact that only dependent 
workers were asked information on work schedules, self-employed workers 
were omitted from the analysis; with their numbers in this age group 
already small. Using Statistics Canada’s standard classification, part-time 
work is defined as less than 20 hours a week, with full-time work consisting 
of 30 or more hours per week. 

4 A more direct indicator not examined here would be earnings. This is 
difficult to measure as those working in the most precarious shifts have 
hours and earnings that often shift from week to week or month to month, 
necessitating a complicated measure to capture and compare. 
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5 The reason for working a shift was asked only for those in the most 
precarious schedules, which includes workers who are on call or report an 
irregular schedule (not evening, graveyard, rotating or split shifts). 

6 Due to the fact that questions on fatherhood were only introduced in later 
phases of the wave, these results should be examined with caution. 

7 This specification of the annual labor force variable reflects Canadian 
youth’s checkered employment history throughout the year. More 
importantly, since the focus of this examination was on the impact of 
irregular work shifts, it was necessary for individuals in the sample to have 
had at least one job. Thus those who are unemployed and not in the labor 
force for the entire year or a combination of unemployed and out of the 
labor force part-year were not included in the annual labor force status 
variable. If the focus of the study was more general, the inclusion of these 
two categories would inevitably bring slightly different results, particularly 
by sex. 
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The case of American women1  

Globalization and the transition to 
adulthood in an individualistic regime  

Rosalind Berkowitz King 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter explores the impact of globalization on the transition to 
adulthood among American women in the 1970s and 80s. The transition 
to adulthood is conceptualized as a process subsuming three underlying 
transitions: first birth, first union, and first full-time employment. 
Blossfeld (2002) has argued that globalization in the modern period 
induces increasing uncertainty which affects life chances in social and 
economic arenas of the transition to adulthood. The United States 
economy has been tied to international trade for most of its history. But 
recent changes such as increasing numbers of immigrants, trade 
agreements enforced by supranational organizations, the establishment of 
transnational corporations, increasing flows of foreign direct investment, 
and shifts in the types of goods that are imported and exported have led to 
a feeling of intensity that makes the contemporary period unique (Brady 
and Wallace, 2000; Laws, 1997). 

Globalization occurs as a macro-level process of change that affects the 
structural constraints that individuals face within nation states (see Mills 
and Blossfeld, this volume). In the context of the United States, structural 
constraints also include social sources of stratification. The United States 
has been noted as an individualistic regime, one where individual-level 
resources play a major role in differentiating the fates of workers in terms 
of labor market transitions (DiPrete et al., 1997). Since labor market 
transitions are theorized to be intimately connected to family formation 
transitions (see Mills and Blossfeld, this volume), entry into unions and 
parenthood should also fall under the influence of individual-level 
resources. Thus, research on the effects of globalization within the United 
States must take into account the pre-existing influence of stratification on 
birth, union formation, and employment transitions. 

This chapter addresses the question of whether structural effects of 
globalization affect the transition to adulthood in a particularly 
individualistic regime. I emphasize racial or ethnic categorization and 
family background as forms of stratification which distinctively shape the 
life chances of American women. The three events are analyzed using 



largely the same variables to create consistency across the processes and 
to generate a synthesis of the transition to adulthood across multiple 
domains. 

GLOBALIZATION IN THE UNITED STATES 

Trade agreements enforced by supranational organizations, the 
establishment of transnational corporations, and increasing flows of 
foreign direct investment have particularly affected the American 
manufacturing sector, where the job base shrank over the 1970s and 80s. 
Foreign competition induced domestic manufacturers to try to lower their 
labor costs (i.e., wages) by moving production facilities from 
Northeastern and Midwestern states to either the South and West of the 
United States or to offshore sites (Grant and Wallace, 1994). An 
especially popular destination for production facilities has been just across 
the United States border into Mexico (see Parrado, this volume). Moving 
production to this area exempts manufacturers from American standards 
for wages and working conditions while minimizing increases in 
transportation costs for finished goods. 

Lower availability of these jobs and lower wages in this sector are a 
particular cause for concern. “Manufacturing jobs are critical to a dynamic 
economy because they provide workers with solid incomes that can 
support a middle-class lifestyle and because they have a high capacity to 
fuel secondary growth by generating jobs in other sectors” (Grant and 
Wallace, 1994:56). Manufacturing wages are viewed as the backbone of 
the economic stability of the 1950s and 60s, and their erosion is associated 
with economic uncertainty, especially for Americans without the college 
education that provides entrance into professional fields. 

But changes in manufacturing jobs and wages have not been uniform 
over the past few decades because of bifurcation in the manufacturing 
labor market. Manufacturing jobs require varying levels of skill and 
producers have disproportionately shifted lower-skilled manufacturing 
jobs to areas with cheaper labor. Thus, wages in more skilled 
manufacturing jobs have remained high while those in lower skilled jobs 
have gone down due to competitive pressures and weakened unions 
(Davis, 1999). As shown in Figure 12.1, real changes in manufacturing 
wages have fluctuated considerably on a yearly basis since 1960. In 
general, increases became smaller over time and some years even saw 
decreases. 

Manufacturing is dominated by male employees, so these fluctuations 
primarily represent uncertainty about the economic prospects of women’s 
partners in marriage, parenthood, and supporting a household. For insight 
into women’s uncertainty about their own economic prospects, Figure 
12.1 also provides trends during this period in the unemployment rate for 
the female civilian labor force aged 16 years and older. This 
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unemployment rate fluctuated between four and ten percent, peaking in 
the inflationary and recessionary late 1970s and early 80s. 

As described in the conceptual framework (see Mills and Blossfeld, 
this volume), economic globalization in developed countries generates 
decreased employment stability within nations, as well as uncertainty 
about individual employment prospects. Employment instability manifests 
as fluctuations in the unemployment rate. Decreased employment 
opportunities directly influence the transition to work by affecting the 
chances of securing a position, and may also  

 

Figure 12.1 Globalization 
and the U.S., 1960 to 
1995 

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
2001a, 2001b. 

have an indirect effect if they change family formation behaviors. 
Increased unemployment may slow the progression to marriage as women 
become more wary of commitments to men with uncertain employment 
prospects (Oppen-heimer, 1988), although some women may seek 
husbands as an economic safety net in case their own employment 
prospects diminish. Unemployment may accelerate the entry into 
motherhood if women view working as too uncertain a role, or may slow 
it if women conform to the American norm that individuals should not 
become parents if they cannot do so and remain economically self-reliant 
(Jencks and Edin, 1995). 

Globalization may also affect the structure of employment among 
those who secure a position. The United States differs from Western 
European nations in the nature of the conditions of employment. Most 
hiring arrangements constitute employment at will; only selected 
professionals enter into long-term contracts. In very simplified form, the 
employee has the right to quit at any time and the employer has the right 
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to fire the employee at any time on any grounds (except gender, race, 
ethnicity, religion, national origin, age or disability). The three major 
kinds of work arrangements are full-time, part-time, and temporary. Full-
and part-time employees differ only in the number of hours per week 
worked (35 or more versus less than 35) but both are considered 
permanent; the expectation is that employment will continue indefinitely. 
Temporary employees are legally employed by an agency while 
performing their work under the supervision of an agency client. To avoid 
being considered an employer, the client erects buffers to distinguish 
permanent and temporary employees. The largest buffer is the 
specification that the temporary employee will leave after a specified 
period (Smith, forthcoming). In most cases the government does not 
regulate the use of temporary employees. 

As in Britain (see Francesconi and Golsch, this volume), American 
employers are increasingly turning to non-standard employment forms 
such as temporary contracts to increase their flexibility in competitive 
globalized markets. “Although employment in the THS [temporary help 
supply] industry represented only about 2 percent of total non-farm 
employment in 1997, it accounted for 10 percent of the net increase 
between 1991 and 1997” (Estevao and Lach, 1999:1). However, tracking 
temporary workers is difficult because they are not regularly distinguished 
in industry and government employment reports or in nationally 
representative social science surveys. 

In contrast, data on part-time workers are widely available. “The 
proportion of part-timers in the United States increased gradually from 13 
% in 1957 to 19 % in 1993, with most of the growth coming before 1980” 
(Tilly, 1996, as cited in Kalleberg, 2000:343). The increase in part-time 
work since 1979 is attributed more to the expansion of such sectors as the 
service sector that rely heavily on part-timers than to the substitution of 
part-timers for full-time employees (Kalle-berg, 2000). Thus, the growth 
in part-time employment is also connected to the erosion of 
manufacturing jobs. Since the mid-1990s, however, part-time employment 
has slightly decreased (Kalleberg, 2000). 

About one-quarter of part-timers would prefer full-time work (Tilly, 
1996). Additionally, part-time work encompasses bad jobs with low 
wages and few benefits as well as good jobs with special arrangements to 
retain professionals desiring fewer hours (Kalleberg, 2000). Thus, in the 
United States it is less clear than in Western European nations whether 
part-time status indicates a greater level of uncertainty than full-time 
status. If part-time status has the same influ-ence on transitions in the 
United States as in Europe, it can be inferred that the association with 
uncertainty is similar. 

The impact of globalization on the transition from school to work is 
also more difficult to assess in the United States than in Western Europe, 
because that tran-sition is not as structured in the United States (e.g., 
Mortimer and Kruger, 2000). As Rindfuss (1991) noted, “Some of the 
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diversity in the work/school sphere in the contemporary United States 
reflects different patterns in the timing of schooling, which in turn reflect 
our ideology that everyone should have as many chances as possible to 
achieve his or her maximum potential. For example, our educational 
system allows and encourages dropouts to return. The formal educa-tional 
systems in England and Germany, in contrast, are far less fluid or forgiv-
ing” (p. 502). 

Part-time and delayed enrollments in higher education are widespread 
in the United States (U.S. Department of Education, 1988) and the 
combination of parttime schooling with full-time employment is quite 
acceptable. At the same time, many Americans experience their first part-
time employment while enrolled in school full-time. Thus, work status 
does not necessarily indicate that schooling has been completed, so that 
delays in family formation among working women may indicate 
uncertainty due to globalization or simply plans to return for a higher 
degree. 

In the analyses that follow, I use real yearly changes in manufacturing 
wages, the yearly female unemployment rate, and the respondent’s 
schooling and work status as measures of globalization. Changes in wages 
and unemployment rates may have direct effects on transition patterns or 
only indirect effects, through their influence on other individual-level 
variables. The mechanisms through which globalization affects individual 
behavior are still in question. 

TRENDS IN THE TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD 
IN THE UNITED STATES 

Entry into the roles of worker, spouse, and parent are among the most 
significant role changes marking the transition to adulthood in the United 
States as well as elsewhere (Marini, 1985). Both the timing and ordering 
of these events have changed over historical time. Entrances into work 
and family roles are age-normed (e.g., Elder, 1975; Neugarten et al., 
1965), and some researchers have posited that the shifting contours of 
modernization have paradoxically resulted in transitions that are 
increasingly standardized by age (e.g., Shanahan, 2000; for an opposite 
view, see Corijn and Klijzing, 2001). Some limits to changes in timing 
exist because these transitions are regulated by law; American states 
legislate minimum ages for consenting to sex and marriage, leaving 
school, and working full-time. 

Figure 12.2 indicates changes from 1950 to 1998 in the median age at 
first marriage and first birth for women in the United States. Both have 
slowly risen over the past few decades, but the median age at first 
marriage has increased more quickly and surpassed the median age at first 
birth in the late 1980s. This crossover reflects the increasing prevalence of 
consensual unions and childbearing within such unions as well as the rise 
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in the non-marital fertility ratio (Bum-pass et al., 1991; Manning and 
Landale, 1996; Smith et al., 1996). 

The degree of flexibility for the order of transitional events has varied 
over the past century. Flexibility in the first half of the twentieth century 
was largely generated by external events, such as the world wars and the 
global economic depression. Hogan’s (1978) study of men born from 
1907 to 1952 examined adherence to the normative ordering: school 
completion→first job→marriage →fatherhood. Military service in World 
War II played a significant disruptive role in the sequencing patterns of 
birth cohorts from the 1920s. For example, the government-sponsored G.I. 
Bill for veterans attracted thousands of married men to attend college. 
Modell et al. (1976) demonstrated that transition schedules became tighter 
and more integrated around the 1940s and 50s; the post-World War II 
period is noted for stability in economic growth. 

Buchmann (1989) in turn found increased variability in the timing of 
adulthood transitions between the high school graduating classes of 1960 
and 1980. The latter of these two cohorts experienced a greater likelihood 
of moving  

 

Figure 12.2 Median ages 
at entries into marriage 
and parenthood in the 
U.S., 1950 to 1998 

Source: U.S. National Center for Health 
Statistics 2000b, U.S. Bureau of Census 
1999. 
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Figure 12.3 Percent of 
American women 
employed, 1950 to 2000 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census 2000, 
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2001c. 

between school and the labor force. In that group, women’s employment 
status was less directly associated with schooling and marital status. 
Figure 12.3 shows a steady rise over the second half of the twentieth 
century in the percentage of all women aged 16 and older who were 
employed. The partial trend for the percentage of women in the labor 
force among those aged 15 to 44 who had given birth in the past year 
shows that new mothers are now as likely to work as other adult women. 
In addition to the continued influences of the Vietnam War and repeated 
recessions, Rindfuss (1991) related the increased diversity in sequencing 
patterns during the second half of the twentieth century to a divergence in 
expectations and norms among population subgroups and increasing 
individualism. 

STRATIFICATION IN THE TRANSITION TO 
ADULTHOOD 

These national figures include American women from all backgrounds, 
but documented patterns of differences exist along major lines of social 
stratification. The most thoroughly researched differences are along racial 
or ethnic lines (e.g., Ahituv et al., 1994; Geronimus et al., 1999; Stier and 
Tienda, 1997). Minority and poor women tend to exit formal education 
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and enter motherhood earlier than white and middle-class women. 
Conversely, the former have fewer opportunities to enter the full-time 
labor market, are less likely to ever marry, and have higher average 
completed family sizes. For all these typifications, race and social status 
produce interactive effects. 

Religion currently plays a more important role in the United States 
than in Europe, as Americans are more likely than Europeans to 
participate in formal religious activities, such as worship services (Stark 
and Finke, 2000). Demographers have documented differences in family-
related behaviors along religious lines. For example, fertility was 
especially high during the baby boom among Catholics, while recently 
members of certain Protestant denominations have produced higher-than-
average numbers of children (Mosher et al., 1992). Religious Americans 
also differ in general from those without an affiliation. Greater 
involvement in religion directs American women toward family and away 
from employment (Hertel, 1988). The association between orientation 
toward the home and religiosity is consistent within such diverse faiths as 
Judaism and Mormonism (Chadwick and Garrett, 1995; Hartman and 
Hartman, 1996; see also review in Morgan and Scanzoni, 1987). 

Patterns of change in marriage and fertility have also differed by level 
of education, which is generally used to represent socioeconomic status. 
The transition to marriage has been delayed and increasingly foregone in 
the United States, which researchers connect to the rise in non-marital 
cohabitation. By the 1980s, entrance rates into cohabitation were similar 
to those into marriage (Thornton, 1988). Bumpass et al. (1991) suggested 
that cohabitation was replacing early marriage primarily for the least 
educated segment of the population. They characterized cohabitation as 
differing qualitatively from marriage in the level of uncertainty 
surrounding the relationship. 

The connection between marriage and fertility has loosened somewhat 
in the United States. Tolerance of out-of-wedlock childbearing has 
increased (Pagnini and Rindfuss, 1993), and out-of-wedlock childbearing 
has become more prevalent among both white and black women. 
Correspondingly, marital status has become less predictive of fertility 
behavior and its influence varies considerably by race, education, and 
parity (Rindfuss and Parnell, 1989). The other prominent trend in 
American fertility is delayed entry into motherhood: first birth rates at 
ages 15 to 24 have declined while those at ages 25 to 44 have risen 
(National Center for Health Statistics, 2000a). “Schooling, establishing a 
career, and financial exigencies are three normatively accepted reasons for 
postponing the first birth” (Morgan, 1996:37). Women who postpone their 
first birth into their thirties or forties are generally highly educated 
(Rindfuss et al., 1996). If globaliza-tion increases the importance of 
higher education credentials, as Blossfeld (2002) argues, then delayed 
fertility should spread to increasingly larger proportions of the United 
States population. 
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The school-to-work transition has also differed along the lines of 
socioeconomic background. Low-income women in the United States 
have always worked for pay in some manner. The growth of formally 
employed women in recent decades is largely the story of the working and 
middle classes. Whereas the 1950s and 60s were characterized by smooth 
economic expansion, the next two decades saw recessions, inflationary 
periods, and stagnant wages. Edwards (2001) tied the increasing presence 
of white mothers of infants and toddlers in the workplace to contemporary 
uncertainty about the ability to maintain middle-or working-class 
standards on the basis of the husband’s income alone. He suggested that 
the important factor was not the actual income of the family, but the 
economic misfortunes of others around them. 

In summary, the timing of the transition to adulthood in all three 
domains has changed considerably in the latter half of the twentieth 
century. As typically occurs in the United States, the degree of change 
differs by racial or ethnic categorization, religion, and socioeconomic 
status, but patterns across all women have been similar: delayed entry into 
parenthood and marriage and more prevalent entry into the labor force. In 
the next section, I outline the measurement and modeling of these 
patterns. 

DATA AND METHODS 

The data analyzed here come from the 1995 National Survey of Family 
Growth (NSFG), a nationally representative sample of 10,847 American 
women aged 15 to 44. This retrospective study is designed to elicit 
information on women’s fertility and reproductive histories. The data 
include over-samples of Blacks and Hispanics, along with appropriate 
sampling weights. The NSFG researchers drew this sample from 
respondents to the 1993 National Health Interview Survey. The NSFG 
sub-sample was stratified for age, race and ethnicity, marital status, and 
parity (National Center for Health Statistics, 1997). 

I limited the sample on three characteristics. Because of the salience of 
race and ethnicity to family formation behaviors, I only included 
respondents who characterized themselves as non-Hispanic White, non-
Hispanic Black, or Hispanic. I removed respondents who did not provide 
valid information on the date at which they last attended high school, 
since this was necessary to model the school-to-work transition. These 
restrictions left 9,537 respondents. 

Proxy variables for globalization 

These variables, the rational for which has been given above, are: 

1 Yearly real change in manufacturing wages (lagged; see section 
“Endogeneity in school, employment, union, and parity statuses”); 
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2 Yearly female unemployment rate (lagged); 
3 School and work status (five dummy variables for full-time schooling, 

part-time schooling, combining work and schooling, part-time work, 
and at home [participating in neither work nor schooling], base=full-
time work; lagged); and, 

4 Accumulated years of part-time work (time-varying; lagged). 

Other variables 

Other theoretically important variables are: 

1 Age and age squared. Since these transitions are all age-normed, it is 
necessary to control for duration effects on the hazard functions for 
these transitions. The squared term for age is required because of the 
curvilinear pattern of the hazards, a common feature to the United 
States and Western Europe (e.g., Blossfeld and Huinink, 1991). 

2 Racial/ethnic categorization (two dummy variables for non-Hispanic 
Black and Hispanic of any race, base=non-Hispanic White). 

3 Birth cohort (four dummy variables for 1950–54, 1955–59, 1965–69, 
1970–79, base=1960–64). Women born into different birth cohorts 
experience effects of globalization at different points in their life 
courses. The interaction between personal time and historical time 
generates cohort-specific patterns of entry into adulthood (Elder, 
1975). 

4 Parents’ education (three dummy variables for high school graduate, 
some college, and college graduate, base=less than high school; I also 
include dummies to control for whether a respondent failed to report a 
parent’s education [not shown in tables]). Parents’ education reflects 
access to economic resources and cultural capital during childhood and 
adolescence that may affect the ability to complete different levels of 
education. Greater educational attainment is linked to delays in the 
transitions to employment and family formation. Also, Boyd (1994) 
found direct effects of parents’ education on women’s fertility. 

5 Immigrant status (one dummy variable for those born outside the United 
States), and 

6 Religion in which the respondent was raised (four dummy variables for 
no religion, Catholicism, Judaism, and other religion, base=Protestant). 
Both of these characteristics are associated with the level of 
traditionalism in the respondent’s childhood socialization. Respondents 
raised in more traditional households may be more tightly connected to 
traditional norms and less swayed by uncertainty in any given time 
period (Johansson, 1987; Lesthaeghe and Surkyn, 1988). 

7 Educational attainment (four time-varying dummy variables for earning 
a high school diploma, a General Equivalency Degree (GED), a 
Bachelor’s degree, and dropping out of high school, base=attending 
primary or secondary school; lagged). 
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8 Union status (three time-varying dummy variables for being in a non-
marital union, a marital union, divorced and not in either type of union, 
base=never married and not cohabiting; lagged). 

9 Parity (time-varying variable taking on values of zero, one, two, and 
three plus; lagged). 

Endogeneity in school, employment, union, and parity 
statuses 

Including a variable on the right-hand side of the equation implies 
unidirectional causality, but it is widely acknowledged that school, 
employment, union, and parity statuses are endogenous to each other. 
Research using methods that combine simultaneous equations and event 
history modeling has recently been published (O’Brien et al., 1999), but 
these methods have not yet been incorporated into commercially available 
software. Marini (1984; 1985; 1987) used simultaneous equations 
methods and noted that results obtained by estimating the effects of 
variables on the timing of entry into marriage and parenthood through a 
(static) linear structural equations model closely parallel those obtained 
from a (dynamic) discrete-space continuous-time Markov model. For the 
purposes of this study, I accept her confidence in the similarity of results 
from these two methods and use dynamic modeling, asking the reader to 
take full notice of caveats about reciprocity. The resulting associations can 
be interpreted as the likelihoods of engaging in multiple roles. 

I attempt to somewhat control for reciprocity by lagging the time-
varying variables. Each of them represents the macro-level situation or the 
respondent’s activities in the year prior to the one currently being modeled 
for the event’s occurrence. Because decisions about conceiving a child, 
allowing an unplanned conception to continue, or marrying generally 
occur at least several months before the birth or marriage, statuses in the 
prior year are more likely to be contemporaneous with the decision-
making process. 

Methods 

I created three person-year files for each respondent starting with age 11. 
One file has the transition to parenthood as the event, defined as the first 
live birth. The second is for the school-to-work transition, defined as the 
beginning of the first six months of full-time employment (Marini, 1987). 
The third has the transition to first union, defined as the first marital or 
non-marital cohabitation; these two events are treated as competing risks. 
I run discrete-time event history models in Stata (StataCorp, 1999) using a 
robust cluster estimator, an indicator for stratification, and sampling 
weights to control for the complex survey design. I use logistic regression 
for birth and job events and multinomial regression for union events 
(Allison, 1995). 
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RESULTS 

Table 12.1 presents the distributions of the fixed characteristics for the 
whole sample and then limited to those who experienced each type of 
transition. Overall, the women look similar in each column; differences 
primarily exist between those whose first relationship was a non-marital 
cohabitation versus those for whom it was a marriage. Women may be 
distributed disproportionately between cohabitation and marriage for two 
reasons: a preference for cohabitation versus marriage or a preference to 
stay single rather than engage in any type of union. In the former case, 
cohabitation and marriage substitute for each other, while in the latter, 
women avoid the commitment of marriage or the illegitimacy of 
cohabitation. 

Whites are underrepresented among mothers and over-represented 
among wives, while blacks are underrepresented among wives and 
Hispanics underrepresented among cohabiting women. The latter tend to 
come from younger birth cohorts while the distribution of mothers and 
wives skews toward the older ones. Immigrants and women whose parents 
had less education are over-represented among mothers and wives while 
women whose parents were college-educated are underrepresented in 
those categories. Women raised without a religion or within Judaism are 
over-represented among those cohabiting and underrepresented among 
wives, while those raised as Protestants show the reverse pattern. Women 
raised in Catholicism are slightly underrepresented among those 
cohabiting but proportionally represented among wives. 

Tabulations (not shown) reveal that the transition most likely to occur 
first is entrance into full-time employment, followed by a marital union, 
and then a non-marital union. Cohabitation plays some role as a trial for a 
more permanent union, as women who enter this union first are then most 
likely to proceed to marriage. Interestingly, marriage most often leads to 
motherhood, but women who enter motherhood first are more likely to 
become single working mothers next rather than enter a union. 

Table 12.1 Sample characteristics 
(percents), American women 

  All Women Women who have a first…* 

    Birth Cohabitation Marriage Work 

N 9,537 6,593 3,636 4,067 7,791 

Race           

Non-Hispanic White 74.9 72.3 75.7 78.4 77.4 

Non-Hispanic Black 14.0 15.1 14.6 9.4 12.8 

Hispanic 11.2 12.6 9.7 12.3 9.8 
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Birth Cohort           

1950 to 1954 17.6 22.6 12.1 28.2 19.9 

1955 to 1959 21.0 26.5 20.7 27.6 23.6 

1960 to 1964 20.2 23.3 23.6 21.8 22.2 

1965 to 1969 17.9 16.3 22.4 14.3 18.9 

1970 to 1979 23.3 11.4 21.3 8.1 15.4 

Highest Parental 
Education 

          

Less than High School 20.2 24.8 18.9 24.2 19.5 

High School 40.2 43.7 41.5 42.6 41.7 

Some College 15.2 13.7 15.7 13.8 15.0 

College or More 24.4 17.8 23.9 19.4 23.9 

Immigrant 7.8 9.1 6.6 9.6 7.0 

Religion           

Protestant 56.2 57.8 53.9 59.0 56.4 

None 6.5 5.6 8.9 3.9 6.0 

Catholic 35.1 34.8 34.7 35.3 35.6 

Jewish 1.5 1.3 2.1 1.0 1.5 

Other 0.6 0.5 0.3 0.8 0.6 

Note: *As defined here, women have either a first cohabitation or a first marriage; entering one 
type of union removes them from the pool eligible for entering the other type. 

Table 12.2 shows results from the fall multivariate models for each 
transition (results from nested models available upon request). This 
section focuses on common patterns across transitions. The existence of 
numerous similarities is unsurprising given the interrelated nature of the 
processes. 

All transitions are strongly age-patterned. The effects of stratification 
are powerful as well. The racial and ethnic patterns documented in prior 
research are statistically significant. Effects of birth cohort are most 
evident for the transitions to cohabitation and marriage. The decreasing 
odds from oldest to youngest cohort that a first union is a marriage are 
mirrored by the increasing odds over time that the first union is non-
marital. Immigrants are significantly more likely than natives to delay 
their entry into the labor force, but they show no differences in the 
progression to first marriage. Higher levels of parental education have a 
delaying effect on all transitions. Respondents with the greatest resources 
from their parents may spend the most time accumulating their own 
human capital before entering adulthood; thus, stratification continues 
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across generations. Finally, relative to Protestants, respondents raised 
without religion appear to  

Table 12.2 Odds ratios for total effects 
on the transition to adult roles, 
American women 

  First Birth First Union First Work 

    Cohabitation Marriage   

Time      

Current Age 1.8879*** 3.3585*** 3.6862*** 8.1560*** 

Current Age Squared 0.9866*** 0.9754*** 0.9725*** 0.9571*** 

Individual Fixed Characteristics      

Race      

Non-Hispanic White 1.0000 1.0000 1.0000 1.0000 

Non-Hispanic Black 2.1438*** 0.6062*** 0.3967*** 0.6431*** 

Hispanic 1.5760*** 0.7876** 1.0468 0.6891*** 

Birth Cohort      

1950 to 1954 0.9193 0.6746*** 1.4289*** 0.9277 

1955 to 1959 1.0013 0.8672* 1.2251** 1.0048 

1960 to 1964 1.0000 1.0000 1.0000 1.0000 

1965 to 1969 0.9666 1.1268+ 0.6951*** 0.9000+ 

1970 to 1979 1.1652* 1.5225*** 0.5340*** 0.7029*** 

Immigrant 0.8604* 0.8446+ 1.1059 0.6837* *** 

Highest Parental Education      

Less than High School 1.0000 1.0000 1.0000 1.0000 

High School 0.9409 1.0236 0.8370** 1.2343*** 

Some College 0.7687*** 0.9496 0.6583*** 1.0884 

College or More 0.6495*** 0.7195*** 0.4665*** 0.8247** 

Religion      

Protestant 1.0000 1.0000 1.0000 1.0000 

None 0.9884 1.6320*** 0.7756* 0.9579 

Catholic 0.9581 0.8821* 0.6553*** 1.1670*** 

Jewish 0.8461 1.0830 0.3499*** 0.4681*** 

Other 0.6964* 0.3430** 0.7401+ 0.5889* 
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  First Birth First Union First Work 

    Cohabitation Marriage   

Globalization 

Macro-Level Indicators         

Yearly Female Unemployment Rate 0.9418*** 1.0167 0.9255*** 0.9902 

Yearly Change in Manufacturing Wages 1.0273+ 1.0236 1.0116 1.0178 

School and Work Status       

Full-Time Work 1.0000 1.0000 1.0000 – 

Full-Time Schooling 0.3960*** 0.4764*** 0.5479*** – 

Part-Time Schooling 1.0063 1.4453 0.3500* – 

Combining School and Work 0.6320*** 0.8067* 0.6519*** – 

Part-Time Work 1.2660*** 0.9255 1.1239 – 

Home 1.6904*** 1.0513 1.2074** – 

Accumulated Years of Part-Time Work 0.9865 0.9681+ 0.9751 0.7152*** 

Individual Time-Varying Characteristics 

Education       

In Primary or Secondary School 1.0000 1.0000 1.0000 1.0000 

High School Diploma 0.3717*** 0.7260* 0.8744 1.4523*** 

High School GED 0.2820*** 1.3939 0.7435 1.4474** 

High School Dropout 0.8297 1.3742+ 1.0750 0.7625** 

Bachelor’s Degree 0.9295 0.8988 1.2894*** 1.4341*** 

Union Status       

Never Married 1.0000 – – 1.0000 

Cohabiting 2.6343*** – – 1.3156** 

Married 10.5701*** – – 0.5537*** 

Divorced 1.4911** – – 0.5970** 

Parity – 0.9803 0.7566*** 0.6429*** 

Number of person-years 132,939 112,185 100,786 

F-test 237.26*** 106. 80*** 153.38*** 

Degrees of freedom 33,154 62,125 29,158 

Notes 
+ statistically significant at the 0.10 level 
* statistically significant at the 0.05 level 
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** statistically significant at the 0.01 level 
*** statistically significant at the 0.001 level 

substitute cohabitation for marriage, while respondents raised in other 
religions show evidence of greater delay in entry into unions overall. The 
macro-level indicators of globalization are strongly associated with all 
transitions when stratification and other life events are not included in the 
models (results not shown). Increases in female unemployment are 
associated with slower progression to first birth (p=0.000) and first 
marriage (p=0.000). Increases in manufacturing wages are associated with 
accelerated progression to first birth (p=0.001), first marriage (p=0.000), 
and first job (p=0.004) and slower progression to first cohabitation 
(p=0.082). Table 12.2 shows that the two effects of female unemployment 
remain in the full model. Uncertainty about economic conditions may lead 
women to postpone (normatively) permanent entrance into such 
consuming roles as wife and mother. Oddly, the female unemployment 
rate does not influence the transition into full-time employment. These 
results also show that positive changes in manufacturing wages are 
marginally associated with accelerating the transition to first birth, which 
seems logical since better economic prospects for partners would give 
women added certainty and security about becoming mothers.  

The individual-level measures of schooling and work status must be 
discussed in the context of other on-going life events. The significant 
results for schooling and work status, union status, and parity emphasize 
the interdependencies between these three domains of adulthood, as well 
as between these domains and education. Completing high school is 
associated with delayed progression to first birth, which fits with previous 
research on the highly disruptive effects of teen motherhood on 
educational attainment. Earning a bachelor’s degree is associated with an 
increased hazard of entering marriage, which fits with the increasing 
concentration of marriage among those with higher socioeconomic status. 
The results from the model predicting entry into the full-time labor market 
indicate the importance of educational credentials for obtaining a real job. 

Normative prescriptions for exiting full-time schooling before forming 
a family are reflected in the negative associations between full-time 
schooling or combining work with schooling and entering motherhood, a 
cohabiting union, or marriage. The negative association between 
schooling and first birth may also reflect the difficulty of pursuing 
motherhood and human capital investments simultaneously, as 
Francesconi and Golsch (this volume) suggest. The greater likelihood of 
union formation among women in full-time employment may stem from 
greater certainty about their future characteristics than can be observed 
among those still in schooling (Oppenheimer, 1988). The odds of first 
birth and first marriage are highest among women who are at home, 
meaning that they are not involved in school or work and thus most likely 
to have few competing demands on their time. These women may be 
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involuntarily unemployed or may be out of the labor force deliberately in 
order to focus on family life. 

Accumulated years of part-time work have a negative association with 
the transition to full-time employment. Mortimer and Kruger (2000) 
reported findings from several studies, which indicated that early 
employment experiences during high school lead to later positive labor 
market outcomes. They suggested that high school employment provided 
an alternative method of human capital accumulation for youth, especially 
minorities, who anticipate lower returns from formal schooling. When I 
add interaction terms for race/ethnicity and accumulated years of part-
time work, I find a positive interaction with part-time work for black 
women that reduces the negative effect (0.709 [odds ratio on part-time 
work] * 1.091 [odds ratio on black]=0.774; p=0.005). I also find 
significant interactions for part-time work with dropping out of high 
school, marrying, divorcing, and parity (results not shown). Thus, part-
time work outside high school years may have different implications. 
These results are consistent with Blank’s (1989) finding that women tend 
to remain in their particular labor market status over time. 

The substantial positive association between union formation and a 
subsequent first birth transition shows the continuing strength of norms 
about marital child-bearing. However, giving birth first is associated with 
lower odds of subsequently getting married. Presumably, those who are 
going to legitimate a birth do so before it happens, and, if not, and the 
relationship breaks up, it is difficult to find a man willing to raise another 
man’s child. The negative associations between family-related events and 
entering work suggest that norms about the separation of work and family 
activities remain influential. Women who cohabited in the previous year 
have higher odds of entering full-time employment in the current year, but 
women who got married, divorced, or had children have lower odds of 
doing so. The inclusion of interaction terms may illuminate the extent to 
which the effects of marriage and divorce are due to the burden of single 
parenthood. 

The results presented in Table 12.2 show statistically significant 
positive associations along the normative pathway to adulthood. 
Completing high school has a significant positive association only with 
employment, while completing college has significant positive 
associations with employment and marriage. Employed women have 
higher odds of family formation than women who are still involved in 
schooling, and marriage and cohabitation both have significant positive 
associations with first birth. On the other hand, women whose first 
transition is the first birth face a statistically significant negative 
association with making any of the other transitions, especially to 
marriage or full-time employment. Women who first marry cut their odds 
of entering full-time employment nearly in half. 

Globalization, uncertainty and youth in society      330



DISCUSSION 

In the theoretical framework for this volume, Mills and Blossfeld 
summarize the work of the economist Heiner: uncertainty requires actions 
to be governed by simple mechanisms that restrict the flexibility to choose 
from potential courses of action. Heiner interprets cultural traditions, 
social institutions or norms as such rule mechanisms. My analyses 
demonstrate the continued importance of mechanisms of racial/ethnic and 
class stratification, which restrict individual opportunities. They also 
demonstrate the continued importance of such norms as refraining from 
family formation activities while still in school (as also found for 
Germany in Blossfeld and Huinink, 1991). 

The results give mixed support to the contention that macro-level 
indicators of globalization are linked to the timing of the transition to 
adulthood in the United States. Many other indicators exist and may prove 
more useful than the ones included here. I focused on manufacturing 
because of its importance in the popular and academic literatures, but 
negative developments in this sector have primarily affected only a 
segment of the population, mainly women and their partners with low 
skills and levels of education. 

Many potentially interesting interaction effects remain to be explored 
from these analyses. Interactions may explain some of the more puzzling 
findings here. For example, we can interpret the lack of effect of the 
female unemployment rate on the transition to first job as a shortcoming 
of the measure. Perhaps a female unemployment rate limited to a smaller 
age range or to local metropolitan areas would have a greater effect. But 
another hypothesis is that since unemployment may disproportionately 
affect some sectors of the economy, we should interact the unemployment 
rate with information on types of job seekers. Preliminary analyses show 
that when the unemployment rate is interacted with the education statuses, 
the effect of unemployment on women with a bachelor’s degree is 
statistically significant and positive while the effects associated with 
earning a high school diploma, a GED, and dropping out of high school 
are significant and negative. This divergence may reflect the increasing 
bifurcation of labor market prospects among highly skilled and lesser 
skilled workers in the United States. 

As noted earlier, it may also prove informative to tease apart the effects 
of accumulated part-time work at different stages of the life course. As in 
Britain (see Francesconi and Golsch, this volume), part-time employment 
among adults is not especially helpful in transitioning to fall-time 
employment. Accumulating experience in part-time jobs may actually 
hinder women’s transition into the fulltime labor market because it is not 
the right experience, reflecting the bifurcation of the market into good and 
bad jobs. In this instance, part-time work would be connected to economic 
changes from globalization. However, among women who engage in part-
time work because they prefer it, such as mothers of young children, part-
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time status is a solution to the work/family dilemma (Bianchi, 2000) 
rather than a consequence of economic restructuring. These data do not 
include motivations for particular jobs or work statuses, but some of this 
information may be inferred by interacting accumulated part-time work 
with marital status, union duration, and ages of children. Blank (1989) 
found mixed evidence for the hypothesis that changes in household and 
family induced women to change their labor market status. 

The significant effects of macro-level variables in these models 
represent potential direct effects of those indicators on individual 
behavior. The possibility of direct effects leads to the question of 
reference groups. Does hearing about a national or global economic crisis 
influence individual decision-making processes, or do women limit their 
vision of uncertainty to their own and their partner’s current work statuses 
(see for example Edwards, 2001)? The results presented here include each 
of these two factors, but perhaps adding interactions between macro- and 
micro-level processes or between macro-level processes and lines of 
stratification would yield a clearer picture. 
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Globalization and the transition to 

adulthood in Mexico  
Emilio A.Parrado 

INTRODUCTION 

The demise of import substitution industrialization in the early 1980s 
marked the abrupt end of a relatively steady period of economic 
expansion in Mexico. Since then, the country has been increasingly 
vulnerable to the forces of globalization, changes in international 
economic conditions, and financial crises. The rapid deterioration of 
economic progress in Mexico motivated a series of policy measures 
intended to incorporate the country into the global economy. Fiscal 
reforms, privatization of state firms, labor market flexibilization, and 
export orientation were introduced to shift Mexico from an inward 
looking to a neoliberal model of development (Dussell Peters, 1998). The 
success of such policies has recently been called into question, as 
economic stagnation, political unrest, high rates of migration to the United 
States, and increased inequality appear to be the defining characteristics of 
the Mexican economy and society during the 1990s (Castañeda, 1996). 

It is difficult to overstate the impact of recent macro-economic changes 
on the lives of Mexican men and women. Increased levels of 
unemployment and underemployment, rapid deterioration of real wages, 
and lack of institutional channels of social support have left an indelible 
imprint on employment behavior, family life, and economic well-being 
(Dussell Peters, 1997). Rapidly changing macroeconomic conditions 
motivated micro-level adaptations to cope with globalization and 
economic restructuring (Gonzalez de la Rocha, 1994). Central to these 
transformations have been changes in women’s roles and behavior 
patterns. The diversification of survival strategies in the context of 
economic uncertainty directly affected women’s transition to adulthood, 
as self-binding decisions such as employment, marriage, and childbearing 
responded to financial crises and instability. 

This chapter examines the effect of globalization on women’s 
transition to adult social and economic roles in Mexico. My analytic 
strategy is to compare employment and family behavior at three points in 
time by drawing on data from the 1998 National Retrospective 
Demographic Survey, which collected retrospective information on three 
cohorts of Mexican women representative of different periods of Mexican 



economic and social development. I take advantage of the retrospective 
information to formulate dynamic models of labor market entry, first 
occupation, union formation, and first parenthood that relate women’s 
transition to adulthood to changes in other life course domains and macro-
economic conditions. 

GLOBALIZATION AND MEXICO 

Mexico represents an intriguing case study for understanding individual 
responses to globalization because its population has experienced growing 
uncertainty both on a macro and micro level. During the past several 
decades the country has become increasingly susceptible to financial 
crises and dependent on foreign capital investments, both of which are 
central for understanding women’s transition to adulthood.1 At the same 
time, significant improvements in women’s socioeconomic characteristics 
have rapidly altered gender roles, enhanced micro-level uncertainty and 
deeply affected established patterns of behavior. A central question 
motivating this research, therefore, is whether secular changes in women’s 
employment and family behavior derive principally from women’s 
changing socioeconomic characteristics or whether the unique effect of 
macro-level financial crises can also be identified. 

In the early 1980s Mexico’s per capita GDP was one half of the per 
capita GDP for other high-income OECD countries. By the 1990s it had 
declined to a mere one third (Ros, 2000). In fact, per capita income in 
Mexico today is almost the same as it was in 1980 in constant dollars and 
the country has not achieved a five percent growth rate for two 
consecutive years since 1981. This tremendous deterioration of economic 
conditions and living standards has been directly connected to the process 
of globalization and the accompanying economic restructuring policies 
(Castañeda, 1996). 

Moreover, the decline in per capita income has been accompanied by 
recurrent financial shocks that reflect the Mexican economy’s increasing 
dependence on foreign capital and financial institutions. While financial 
crises are not a new phenomenon in capitalist societies, during the past 
several decades Mexico has experienced financial shocks with alarming 
frequency. The financial crises of 1982 and 1987–88, associated with the 
debacle of import substitution industrialization, were followed by the 
more recent crisis of 1994 when the Mexican peso collapsed and the 
country nearly defaulted on its external debt. 

The economic crisis of 1994 is of particular significance, as it was the 
first time that an economic contraction in Mexico generated large-scale 
layoffs (Cooney, 2001). During 1995 around one million Mexicans lost 
their jobs, a precarious situation that was exacerbated by the absence of 
unemployment insurance. In addition, between 1994 and 1996 real wages 
declined by 27 percent, thus leading to a significant increase in poverty 
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that peaked at an astonishing 75 percent (Barkin and Rosen, 1997). 
During this period, income inequality also increased substantially. 
Between 1984 and 1994 the share of national income received by the top 
decile of the Mexican population increased from 32 to 41 percent, while 
the fraction received by the poorest half of the population shrank from 21 
to 16 percent (Castañeda, 1996). While this crisis had many causes, it 
certainly reflects the dependence of the Mexican economy on foreign 
capital that is increasingly dissociated from productive activities. A 
complete collapse of the Mexican economy was averted in part because of 
the unprecedented 50 billion dollar aid package put together by the United 
States and the International Monetary Fund (Cooney, 2001). 

The tremendous impact of these recurrent crises on everyday 
uncertainty is obvious. Unstable employment conditions, rapid declines in 
personal and family incomes, depletion of accumulated savings, and 
sudden increases in the cost of living rapidly trigger new survival 
strategies. The urgency of adapting to these financial shocks is likely to 
both reinforce the protective resource pooling function of the family and 
alter well-established patterns of female labor force participation to 
protect against economic instability and uncertainty. 

The second dimension of economic globalization expected to affect 
women’s transition to adulthood is the increasing importance of direct 
foreign capital investments. During the late 1980s the Salinas 
administration implemented numerous policies to incorporate Mexico into 
the global economy and promote an export orientation (Dussel Peters, 
1998). In 1985 the country joined the General Agreement on Tariffs and 
Trade (GATT) and in 1994 signed the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) with Canada and the United States (Gereffi and 
Martinez, 2000). This development strategy continued under President 
Zedillo and is likely to be reinforced during Fox’s presidency (Reinhardt, 
2000). 

A central component in this strategy has been the maquiladora 
industry. Maquiladoras were introduced in Mexico in 1965 when the 
government initiated the Border Industrialization Program (BIP) to attract 
foreign investment and provide cheap Mexican labor to U.S. firms, similar 
to the bracero program.2 Under the BIP, foreign-owned assembly plants 
were established along the Mex-ico-U.S. border. They were granted duty-
free importation of machinery, raw materials, parts, and components, 
primarily from the U.S. After being assembled in Mexico, the final or 
semi-final product is exported back to the U.S. with import duties paid 
only on the value added by the Mexican workers, that is, the cost of wages 
and related costs in Mexico (Kamel and Hoffman, 1999). 

Since the establishment of the maquiladora system the number of 
participating industries has grown steadily, especially after the 
introduction of economic restructuring policies and the signing of 
NAFTA. Between 1980 and 1994 the number of maquiladoras factories 
grew from less than 1,000 to 2,200 and since then it has increased to close 
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to 3,500. Currently, the maquiladora industry employs well over 1 million 
Mexican workers. Moreover, exports from the maquiladora industry are 
the largest source of foreign revenue for the Mexican government, 
surpassing oil in 1999. This has reinforced the export orientation of the 
Mexican economy; between 1990 and 1997 exports grew by 13.8 percent 
and currently they represent 48 percent of all exports from Latin 
American countries (INEGI, 2001; Cooney, 2001). 

The main implication of foreign capital investments for changes in 
women’s transition to adulthood lies in the tendency of the maquiladora 
industry to favor female employees. When it was first introduced in the 
1970s, close to 80 percent of all maquiladora workers were women. Even 
though this percentage has declined in recent years, women still constitute 
over 60 percent of the maquiladora labor force. The typical maquiladora 
worker is a young single woman who lives with her parents and 
contributes her income to the family economy (Kamel and Hoffman, 
1999). The prevalence of unattached female workers reflects transnational 
corporations’ preference for what is considered a more docile and pliable 
labor force. Accordingly, the rapid growth of the maquiladora industry is 
not only likely to have facilitated the incorporation of women into the 
labor market but also to have altered the occupational characteristics of 
the female labor force in favor of blue-collar and other assembly factory 
occupations (Fernandez Kelly, 1982; Tiano, 1994; Buitelaar and Padilla 
Perez, 2000). 

FINANCIAL SHOCKS, FOREIGN CAPITAL, AND 
WOMEN’S TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD 

The effect of globalization on individual transitions to adulthood is 
filtered by country-specific institutions, established patterns of behavior, 
and defined social and economic roles (Mills and Blossfeld, this volume). 
In Mexico, prevailing family arrangements and the associated gendered 
division of labor constitute important mechanisms that mediate women’s 
responses to economic instability and uncertainty. The dramatic 
deterioration of economic conditions and the flow of foreign capital 
throughout the period are likely to have altered the established gender 
specialization of activities, with important implications for women’s work 
and family life. 

The transition to employment 

Both individual- and macro-level forces affect women’s labor market 
entry. At the individual level, female employment is a function of 
women’s human capital and family characteristics. Higher levels of 
education raise the opportunity costs of non-work and encourage labor 
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market entry. Family responsibilities, on the other hand, tend to conflict 
with market work and married women and those with children are less 
likely to enter the labor market than their single and childless counterparts 
(Becker, 1991). The constraints imposed by family life on women’s 
employment, however, may vary according to their socioeconomic 
position. While the prevailing sexual division of labor in Mexico 
generally confines women to household activities, well-educated women 
may be able to hire domestic workers and reduce the conflict between 
home and market production (Garcia and Oliveira, 1994). Thus, we can 
expect family constraints to interact with education in determining female 
labor market entry. 

Macro-level forces also have an impact on women’s transition to 
employment, although different theories offer competing views of how 
globalization alters women’s labor market entry (Rubery, 1988; ILO, 
1993). The “discouraged worker” hypothesis posits that economic crises 
deter women from seeking employment since “good” jobs tend to be 
reserved for men, and women’s lower educational endowments and skills 
vis-à-vis men reduce the incentives for firms to employ them. Economic 
recessions are thus expected to reduce the returns from paid employment 
and discourage women’s labor market entry, particularly among married 
women (ILO, 1993). 

The “job segregation” hypothesis, on the other hand, predicts no effect 
of financial shocks or other macro-economic conditions on female labor 
market entry. This perspective links female employment to the extension 
of menial, low paying, and low-skills service jobs specifically tailored for 
women. The rigid sex-typing of occupations resulting from this highly 
segmented labor market implies that women’s labor force incorporation 
will be directly affected by changes in the demand for female-dominated 
jobs, such as those in the maquiladora industry, while larger cycles of 
boom and bust will have little effects (Tiano, 1994). 

Finally, the “added worker” hypothesis predicts that during financial 
crises families tend to diversify their sources of income by pushing 
additional members into the labor market. The deterioration of male 
employment conditions after the demise of import substitution 
industrialization made a rigid gender specialization of market and 
household activities within the family a risky survival strategy (Gonzalez 
de la Rocha, 1994). A more rational alternative is to incorporate other 
household members into the labor force, especially married women, so as 
to protect against breadwinner unemployment or wage deterioration 
(Rubery, 1988; Cerrutti, 2000). As a result, financial crises are expected to 
increase female employment by pushing more women into the labor 
market for the first time. 

Recurrent economic crises and period conditions can also affect 
women’s employment opportunities. The expansions of self-employment, 
home production and other domestic activities associated with economic 
globalization facilitate women’s labor market entry into more flexible 
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(although less protected) forms of employment, since these activities do 
not necessarily conflict with family responsibilities (Standing, 1989). 
Moreover, the expansion of multinational corporations and the 
maquiladora industry can increase women’s representation in blue-collar 
manufacturing occupations, since these industries largely rely on female 
workers. Overall, as a result of the expansion of unprotected forms of 
employment and the introduction of direct foreign investments, 
globalization is expected to alter the occupational distribution of the 
female labor force. 

The transition to marriage and childbearing 

The impact of globalization is also likely to be felt in women’s transition 
to marriage and childbearing. Relative to other OECD and more 
developed countries, Mexico is at a different stage of demographic 
transformation. The country has only recently completed its first 
demographic transition and fertility rates are still well above replacement 
level. Between 1960 and 2000 the Mexican total fertility rate declined 
dramatically from over 6 to 2.8 children per woman. As in other Latin 
American countries, the main contributor to this decline has been the 
extension of stopping behavior after a certain number of children has been 
achieved, with only modest delays in the timing of marriage or 
childbearing. Unlike the more developed countries discussed in this 
volume, Mexico as yet shows no signs of undergoing a second 
demographic transition (Van de Kaa, 1987). 

Similar to the “family-oriented” welfare regime prevalent in Southern 
Europe (see Simó et al.; Bernardi and Nazio, this volume), the family has 
long been a central institution for economic survival in Mexico. In 
precarious socioeconomic contexts that lack institutional and public 
structures of social support, the family often represents a central 
organizing principle to protect individuals against economic instability 
and poverty. Ethnographic studies have documented that the negative 
effects of financial crises are significantly mitigated among individuals of 
tightly knit families due to the ability of such families to pool resources 
among immediate and extended family members (Selby et al., 1990). 
Even across generations, family structures, networks, and social support 
are central to employment opportunities, social mobility, unemployment 
insurance, and childcare support (Balan et al., 1973; Guttman, 1996). In 
fact, in Mexico family formation is viewed as a highly desirable objective 
in and of itself (Selby et al., 1990). 

Overall, Mexico exhibits remarkable stability in the timing of union 
formation and first childbearing across generations (Parrado and Zenteno, 
2002; Quilodrán, 1995). Nevertheless, there is considerable individual 
variation in ages at marriage and childbearing that is closely associated 
with socioeconomic opportunities and macro-economic conditions. 
Oppenheimer (1988; 1997) has provided a model for understanding 
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differences in the timing of family transitions that links first union 
formation and parenthood to the uncertainties surrounding individuals’ 
transition to adult social and economic roles (see also Blossfeld, 1995). 
Given the expectation of economic independence for newly formed 
unions, a major source of uncertainty lies in the nature and timing of the 
transition to stable work careers. 

Depending on the nature of roles that women fulfill, uncertainties 
about long-term future prospects are particularly important for them. In 
contexts where women tend to specialize in home production and 
childrearing, most of the abilities required are passed from mothers to 
daughters during adolescence so that knowledge about women’s long-
term prospects is readily available at an early age. However, when 
women’s roles begin to converge with those of men, there is increased 
uncertainty about their long-term prospects. In this situation, factors 
directly associated with changing gender roles—such as educational 
attainment or employment—can delay union formation, not because they 
reduce the gains to marriage but because they prolong women’s transition 
to adult economic roles. At the same time, factors that reduce 
uncertainties—such as very high levels of education, stable employment 
in professional or skilled occupations, or strong attachment to the labor 
market—should facilitate marriage. 

Moreover, convergence in gender roles implies a significant change in 
men and women’s contributions to the household economy. Achieving 
economic independence and forming a union in a context of rigid gender 
specialization is almost completely dependent on men’s income. In 
Mexico, however, unstable economic conditions—such as high levels of 
unemployment or frequent financial crises—can make rigid specialization 
of activities a risky strategy. In such an environment, women’s labor force 
participation can actually facilitate marriage. 

Also macro-economic uncertainty holds the potential of affecting 
women’s family behavior. Economic crises and growing insecurity could 
delay marriage and childbearing if they hinder couples’ ability to afford 
an independent household. If, on the other hand, couple formation is 
sufficiently valued as a personal objective and the family is perceived as a 
central institution for social support, couples could engage in other 
strategies to enact their family preferences. Female labor force 
participation could then be one such strategy for achieving an independent 
household, even in the face of growing macro-economic uncertainty. 

DATA AND METHODS 

My analysis assesses the role of economic globalization in women’s 
employment and family behavior by comparing life course transitions 
across three cohorts of Mexican women. The data come from the 1998 
National Retrospective Demographic Survey, known by its Spanish 
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acronym EDER (Encuesta Demográfica Retrospectiva Nacional). The 
EDER collected retrospective information on family, fertility, and 
employment behavior3 for a mature, intermediate, and young cohort of 
Mexican women. As depicted in Figure 13.1, these three cohorts represent 
very different periods in Mexican economic development in terms of GNP 
per capita. The mature cohort born between 1936 and 1938 was 20 years 
old in the late 1950s and represents the early period of Mexican economic 
development. The intermediate cohort born between 1951 and 1953 was 
20 years old in the early 1970s and represents a period of rapid economic 
growth when import substitution industrialization in Mexico was at its 
zenith. Finally, the young cohort born between 1966 and 1968 was in its 
twenties in the late 1980s when economic restructuring and labor 
flexibilization policies were implemented, marking a period of prolonged 
income stagnation. To make the three cohorts perfectly comparable I 
restrict the analysis to events occurring between ages 12 and 30. 

The analysis estimates discrete-time event history models predicting 
first employment, first union formation, and first child. In addition, since 
globalization is expected to have an impact on the occupational 
opportunities available to women, I also estimate discrete-time competing 
risks models (Blossfeld et al., 1989) that predict labor market entry 
through particular types of occupation. 

Table 13.1 reports changes in the dependent variables across cohorts. 
The proportion of women working before age 30 increased from 45 to 66 
percent across cohorts and the occupational distribution of the female 
labor force also changed considerably. Even though women remain highly 
concentrated in only a handful of occupations,4 over time their 
representation in professional/clerical5  

 

Figure 13.1 Trends in 
Mexico’s per capita GNP 
and cohorts in the analysis 
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and retail occupations rose relative to domestic employment. In addition, 
the proportion of agricultural workers declined, while the proportion in 
blue-collar/manufacturing occupations rose across generations, although 
not monotoni-cally. 

Family behavior also shows some signs of change across cohorts. 
Table 13.1 evidences a slight delay in the timing of first union.6 While 
about 85 percent of the women in the mature and intermediate generations 
were married by age 30, the corresponding figure for the younger cohort 
was only 73 percent. The same delay applies to the proportion of women 
with children: a much larger share of young women had no children yet 
by age 30 compared to either mature or intermediate generations of 
women. 

The models to be estimated vary across life course transitions and 
include as predictors time-varying indicators of women’s individual 
socioeconomic characteristics such as school enrollment, educational 
attainment, marital status, and labor force participation.7 In addition, two 
sets of variables capture changes in period conditions. Dummy variables 
indicating membership in the mature, intermediate, or young cohort are 
expected to reflect the different economic and social environments in 
which each generation grew up. Dummy variables indicating years of 
boom, bust, or stable economic conditions were constructed using data on 
GNP per capita from the World Bank (2001). Boom and crises years are 
years in which GNP per capita grew by more than 3 percent and declined 
by more than 1 percent, respectively (see Figure 13.1 above). These 
indicators are intended to capture the direct effect of economic cycles on 
women’s transition to adulthood. 

Table 13.1 Changes in life course 
transitions across cohorts in Mexico 

Cohort 
(birth-year) 

Mature 
36–38 

Middle 
51–53 

Young 
66–68 

Employment outcomes       

Ever worked 44.7 52.4 66.3 

Type of first occupationa     

Agriculture 14.1 7.5 5.9 

Blue Collar/manufacturing 11.2 16.7 15.8 

Sales/retail 16.5 21.6 23.1 

Professional/clerical 20.0 29.1 36.6 

Domestic 38.2 25.1 18.7 

Marital status     

Ever married 85.7 84.5 72.7 
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Presence of children     

No children 9.7 12.1 19.5 

1–2 children 17.8 25.1 36.4 

3 children 72.5 62.8 44.1 

N 380 433 412 

Note 
a Among ever working women. 

RESULTS 

Labor market entry 

Changes in labor market entry reflect important transformations in 
women’s transition to adulthood. The key question in this analysis is 
whether rising female employment is a function of evolving human 
capital and family characteristics over time, or whether unique effects for 
cohort and economic instability can be identified. Results reported in 
Table 13.2 indicate that the rapid increase in female labor force 
participation across cohorts is closely associated with compositional 
changes in women’s socioeconomic characteristics. Model 1 shows that 
after controlling for women’s education and family situation, period 
conditions including cohort effects and cycles of boom and recessions 
have no significant effect on labor market entry. 

However, we would expect the effect of period conditions to be more 
pronounced among married women, since they are more directly affected 
by changes in family income and deteriorating living standards. Model 3 
adds an interaction term between marriage and cohort membership and 
shows that intermediate and young married women, representative of 
periods of economic  

Table 13.2 Estimates from discrete-
time models predicting labor market 
entry in Mexico 

  Mo 
del 1 

Mo 
del 2 

Mo 
del 3 

Mo 
del 4 

Mo 
del 5 

  Coef. (s.e.) Coef. (s.e.) Coef. (s.e.) Coef. (s.e.) Coef. (s.e.) 

Constant −5.883** (0.505) −6.324** (0.517) −5.915** (0.506) −6.029** (0.508) −6.381** (0.520) 

Baseline               

Age 0.320** (0.056) 0.382** (0.058) 0.334** (0.057) 0.344** (0.057) 0.398** (0.059) 
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Age-
squared 

−0.008** (0.001) −0.009** (0.002) −0.008** (0.001) −0.008** (0.001) −0.010** (0.002) 

Rural 
community 

−0.797** (0.089) −0.805** (0.089) −0.803** (0.089) −0.800** (0.089) −0.809** (0.089) 

Cohort 
(reference: 
mature) 

              

Middle −0.047 (0.112) −0.034 (0.112) −0.181 (0.122) −0.071 (0.112) −0.135 (0.123) 

Young 0.077 (0.117) 0.060 (0.117) −0.069 (0.125) 0.078 (0.117) 0.027 (0.126) 

Economic 
conditions 

              

Boom year −0.109 (0.094) −0.121 (0.094) −0.101 (0.094) −0.159 (0.102) −0.154 (0.102) 

Crisis year 0.012 (0.127) 0.012 (0.127) 0.004 (0.128) −0.169 (0.142) −0.148 (0.143) 

Edu 
cational 
chara 
cteristics 

              

In school −1.360** (0.124) −1.252** (0.127) −1.320** (0.125) −1.346** (0.124) −1.247** (0.127) 

Years of 
education 

0.130** (0.014) 0.103** (0.015) 0.128** (0.014) 0.129** (0.014) 0.105** (0.015) 

Marital 
status 
(reference: 
not 
married) 

              

Married −1.370** (0.163) −2.191** (0.266) −2.016** (0.274) −1.781** (0.252) −2.728** (0.355) 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

  Coef (s.e.) Coef. (s.e.) Coef. (s.e.) Coef (s.e.) Coef. (s.e.) 

Presence of 
children 
(reference: no 
children) 

              

1–2 children −0.239 (0.181) −0.240 (0.180) −0.268 (0.182) −0.228 (0.181) −0.238 (0.181) 

3+children 0.003 (0.222) 0.180 (0.224) 0.035 (0.223) 0.015 (0.223) 0.167 (0.226) 

Interaction 
terms 

              

Married* 
years of 
education 

   0.113** (0.027)      0.102** (0.031) 
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Middle* 
married 

     0.787** (0.299)   0.510* (0.311) 

Young*married      0.882** (0.292)   0.285 (0.333) 

Married*boom 
year 

        0.419* (0.262) 0.331 (0.272) 

Married*crisis 
year 

        1.010** (0.323) 0.810** (0.335) 

Chi-squared 728.09  745.10  739.00  737.77  755.61   

Df 12  13  14  14  17   

Person-years 20043             

Notes 
* p<0.10 
** p<0.05 

growth and recession, respectively, are both significantly more likely to 
enter paid employment than mature married women.  

Model 4 tests for the more immediate effect of economic fluctuations 
on married women’s employment entry by adding an interaction term 
between marriage and boom or crisis year. Results confirm that married 
women’s labor market incorporation is very responsive to rapid economic 
changes, particularly economic crises. Crisis years almost triple 
(exp(1.010)=2.746) married women’s likelihood of labor market entry. 
Boom years, in contrast, increase married women’s labor market entry by 
only 50 percent (exp(.419)=1.520). These outcomes would thus seem to 
speak in favor of the “added worker” hypothesis (see section “The 
transition to employment”). 

Model 5, which includes all interaction terms, shows that the effects of 
generational membership and economic cycles are closely associated. 
However, the fact that significant positive effects persist only for the 
interaction between marriage and intermediate cohort membership and for 
the interaction between marriage and crisis year suggests a different time-
span for the effects of growth and recessions on female employment. 
While economic crises have an immediate effect pushing married women 
into the labor market, periods of economic growth have the more long-
term effect of changing the attractiveness of married women’s 
employment. 

Individual characteristics also predict employment decisions in the 
expected direction. For instance, school enrollment conflicts with labor 
market activities, thereby significantly reducing the likelihood of labor 
market entry. Women with higher levels of completed education, on the 
other hand, are significantly more likely to work than their less educated 
counterparts. The negative effect of marriage reflects the constraints 
imposed by family life on market work, with a significant interaction 
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between marital status and socioeconomic conditions. Model 2 confirms 
that the constraints imposed by marriage on labor market entry decline 
with higher levels of education. The presence of children however, has no 
additional effect on first employment once marital status is controlled. 

It is important for our purposes to stress that economic crises motivate 
married women’s incorporation into the labor market for the first time. 
The lack of previous labor force experience or employment skills of these 
new workers and the fact that they often enter the labor market under 
adverse economic conditions is likely to have a negative impact on their 
wages and occupational opportunities. It is important, therefore, to 
consider the impact of globalization on women’s employment 
opportunities in addition to its impact on employment rates. 

Type of first occupation 

I therefore estimate competing risk models predicting labor market entry 
into particular types of occupations. Table 13.1 above documented 
important improvements in women’s occupational distribution across 
cohorts. However, once we control for women’s education, family, and 
period characteristics, the effects of cohort membership on the likelihood 
of entering employment via  

Table 13.3 Estimates from discrete-time multinomial logit 
model predicting first occupation in Mexico (reference: 
not working) 

  Agri 
culture 

Blue 
 Collar/ Manu 

facturing 

Sales/ Retail Professional/ 
Clerical 

Domestic 

  Coef. (s.e.) Coef. (s.e.) Coef. (s.e.) Coef (s.e.) Coef. (s.e.) 

Constant −5.790** (1.372) −6.588** (1.205) −9.054** (1.197) −16.499** (1.898) −5.928** (0.829) 

Baseline               

Age 0.092 (0.172) 0.163 (0.133) 0.477** (0.128) 1.099** (0.193) 0.351** (0.100) 

Age- 
squared 

−0.005 (0.005) −0.004 (0.003) −0.011** (0.003) −0.027** (0.005) −0.010** (0.003) 

Rural 
community 

0.776** (0.357) −0.885** (0.222) −1.272** (0.200) −0.726** (0.193) −0.974** (0.159) 

Cohort 
(reference: 
mature) 

              

Middle −0.203 (0.339) 0.413* (0.276) 0.316 (0.251) −0.512** (0.238) −0.061 (0.196) 

Young 0.368 (0.379) 0.509* (0.312) 0.507** (0.258) −0.734** (0.242) 0.346* (0.215) 

Economic 
conditions 

              

Boom year −0.158 (0.306) −0.049 (0.243) −0.204 (0.204) −0.104 (0.188) 0.131 (0.180) 
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Crisis year −0.439 (0.528) 0.364 (0.302) 0.198 (0.249) 0.092 (0.224) −0.003 (0.285) 

Educational 
characteristics 

              

In school −2.786** (0.759) −1.666** (0.335) −1.413** (0.283) −1.150** (0.198) −1.373** (0.289) 

Years of 
education 

−0.023 (0.056) 0.111** (0.034) 0.076** (0.028) 0.402** (0.031) −0.148** (0.031) 

Marital status 
(reference: 
not married) 

              

Married 0.520 (0.443) −1.831** (0.385) −1.605** (0.324) −1.051** (0.275) −1.817** (0.337) 

  Agriculture Blue Collar/ 
Manufacturing

Sales/ Retail Professional/ 
Clerical 

Domestic 

  Coef. (s.e.) Coef. (s.e.) Coef. (s.e.) Coef. (s.e.) Coef. (s.e.) 

Presence 
of children 
(reference: 
no 
children) 

                    

1–2 
children 

−2.027** (0.803) 0.564 (0.400) 0.019 (0.340) -
0.713**

(0.324) 0.291 (0.365) 

3+children −0.672 (0.697) 0.911* (0.499) −0.019 (0.442) −0.843 (0.562) 0.895** (0.433) 

Chi-
squared 

1314.5             

Df 60             

Person-
years 

20043             

Notes 
* p<0.10 
** p<0.05 

higher status occupations are actually reversed. In fact, results suggest that 
professional, teaching, and clerical opportunities for women in Mexico 
did not expand at the same pace as education. Table 13.3 reports that 
intermediate and younger women are actually less likely to enter the labor 
market through professional or clerical occupations than mature women. 
The insufficient expansion of high status employment opportunities was 
in part compensated by an increase in entry-level employment through 
sales and retail occupations across cohorts.  

Results from Table 13.3 highlight two main findings. First, cohort 
effects confirm changes in the occupational distribution of the female 
labor force associated with globalization and the expansion of the 
maquiladora industry. Both intermediate and younger women are 
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significantly more likely than mature women to enter employment via 
blue-collar and manufacturing occupations. Second, young women enter 
the labor market through domestic occupations at a higher rate than 
mature or even intermediate women. In fact, women in the intermediate 
cohort were not at all more likely to enter paid employment through 
domestic work than mature women: their effect was slightly negative 
(−0.061). 

Several processes contribute to the over-representation of younger 
women in domestic work (Chaney and Garcia Castro, 1989). One of them 
is the expansion of skilled occupations among women with higher social 
status, which increases their demand for domestic workers since career-
oriented women may try to reduce family obligations by delegating family 
responsibilities. This process is facilitated by the growing economic 
inequality that reduces the relative costs of domestic workers (Milkman et 
al., 1998). Another process is that deteriorating family incomes may force 
younger women to accept even more flexible forms of employment that 
do not necessarily conflict with household responsibilities. 

As in models of labor market entry (Table 13.2), economic cycles do 
not exert an independent effect on first occupation. However, it is married 
women who are hypothesized to be the most strongly affected by macro-
economic conditions. Therefore, I tested for an interaction between 
marriage and economic cycles. Results (not reported) showed that crisis 
years clearly accelerated the labor market entry of married women 
through agricultural, domestic, and professional occupations. The push 
into agricultural and domestic occupations reflects the fact that female 
employment has become an important household strategy among low-
income families to compensate for the deterioration of family income: 
again, this could be seen as supporting evidence for the “added worker” 
hypothesis (cf. section “The transition to employment”). The fact that 
economic crises also push married women into the labor market through 
professional occupations suggests that in many cases the middle classes 
were equally threatened by economic recessions. Together, these results 
confirm the radical change in married women’s labor supply conditions 
under periods of economic uncertainty and financial crises. 

Lastly, individual-level characteristics show that better educated 
women are more likely to enter the labor market through professional, 
retail, and even blue-collar and manufacturing occupations, but less so 
through domestic employment. Marriage significantly constrains 
employment in all but agricultural occupations, while the presence of 3 or 
more children is a significant trigger of women’s employment in both 
blue-collar and domestic occupations, suggesting that for large families 
from low socioeconomic origins female employment is an important 
source of additional household income. 
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First union formation and parenthood 

The other two life course events reflecting important changes in women’s 
transition to adulthood are union formation and first childbearing. 
Aggregate-level information (Table 13.1) showed relatively little change 
in the timing of marriage and parenthood over time. Nevertheless, there is 
considerable individual variation in the timing of these events that is 
expected to be closely associated with difficulties in the transition to adult 
social and economic roles. 

Table 13.4 reports results from event history models predicting the 
likelihood of first union formation and parenthood. Given the endogeneity 
of marriage to the transition to parenthood, I estimated models predicting 
childbearing without (1) and with (2) marriage as covariate. After 
controlling for women’s socioeconomic characteristics, neither cohort 
membership nor crisis and boom years have a negative effect on family 
formation. One period effect appears to actually exert a positive influence: 
the rate of union formation increases in years subsequent to a crisis, 
therewith suggesting that the relatively stable economic conditions 
following a crisis encourage union formation. 

The overall lack of clear cohort and crisis effects on family formation 
supports descriptions given in earlier sections of the centrality of the 
family in Mexican society. Family formation and childbearing are highly 
valued in Mexico, and they also provide a vital source of stability in the 
face of economic insecurity. Seen from this perspective, one could say 
that macro-economic conditions motivate changes in other realms of 
behavior—such as female labor force participation—that still allow 
Mexicans to act on their strong preference to form and build families at 
more or less prescribed ages. 

Micro-economic characteristics related to uncertainly affect family 
formation in a way that is consistent with expectations from life course 
models. For instance, school enrollment conflicts with family 
responsibilities and significantly reduces the likelihood of both marriage 
and childbearing. Higher levels of education are also associated with later 
ages at marriage. However, this effect is non-linear and weakens again as 
years of education increase, reflecting variation across educational groups 
in the uncertainties surrounding long-term attributes. Unlike poorly and 
highly educated women, who have more readily discernable economic 
prospects, women with intermediate levels of education face the greatest 
uncertainties about their economic potential and average the latest ages at 
marriage. The effect of education on first childbirth, on the other hand, is 
nearly linear, which is consistent with the assumption that the costs of 
childbearing increase with higher levels of education (although these 
effects are largely mediated through marriage, see model 2). 
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Table 13.4 Estimates from discrete-
time models predicting family 
transitions in Mexico 

  First parenthood 

  

Union 
formation Model 1 Model 2 

Constant −14.902**
(0.752)

−18.348**
(0.864)

−13.040** 
(0.989) 

Age 1.266**
(0.076)

1.533**
(0.083)

0.822** 
(0.095) 

Age-squared −0.029**
(0.002)

−0.034**
(0.002)

−0.019** 
(0.002) 

Rural community −0.041
(0.073)

−0.151**
(0.075)

−0.126 
(0.084) 

Cohort (reference: mature)     

Middle 0.093
(0.086)

0.190**
(0.086)

0.230** 
(0.096) 

Young −0.006
(0.094)

0.092
(0.096)

0.158 
(0.113) 

Economic conditions     

Boom year 0.075
(0.075)

−0.099
(0.076)

−0.102 
(0.086) 

Crisis year 0.002
(0.075)

−0.039
(0.077)

−0.105 
(0.087) 

Year after boom year 0.090
(0.093)

0.108
(0.093)

0.142 
(0.107) 

Year after crisis year 0.164*
(0.092)

0.093
(0.094)

0.058 
(0.107) 

Educational characteristics     

In school −1.645**
(0.183)

−1.887**
(0.238)

−0.901** 
(0.258) 

Years of completed education (reference= no 
education) 

    

1–5 −0.266**
(0.087)

−0.198**
(0.088)

0.048 
(0.103) 

6–9 −0.516**
(0.117)

−0.497**
(0.118)

−0.080 
(0.136) 

10+ −0.299**
(0.140)

−0.413**
(0.139)

−0.119 
(0.168) 

Globalization and the transition to adulthood in Mexico       353



  First parenthood 

  

Union formation 

Model 1 Model 2 

Employment (reference= not working)       

Agricultural worker −0.805**
(0.224)

−0.990**
(0.223)

−0.062 
(0.248) 

Manufacturing worker −0.546**
(0.176)

−1.302**
(0.197)

−0.500** 
(0.218) 

Professional/clerical 0.301
(0.185)

−0.776**
(0.144)

−0.150 
(0.169) 

Sales worker −0.277
(0.184)

−1.097**
(0.194)

−0.598** 
(0.214) 

Domestic worker −0.155
(0.138)

−1.016**
(0.159)

−0.455** 
(0.171) 

Years of work experience 0.060**
(0.016)

0.094**
(0.014)

0.034** 
(0.015) 

Married   3.964** 
(0.132) 

Chi-squared 811.51** 1050.73** 3000.81** 

Person-years 11937 13470   

Notes 
* p<0.10 
** p<0.05 

The relationship between labor force participation and women’s marriage 
timing is more complex. Only women employed in agriculture and 
manufactur− ing show later ages at marriage than non-employed women, 
suggesting the importance of family background for the relationship 
between occupation and marriage (Parish and Willis, 1995). Women’s 
income is an important resource not only for forming an independent 
household but also for their families of origin. Many households in 
agricultural areas are dependent on the incomes generated by sons and 
daughters. Under these conditions there are strong pres− sures on women 
to remain with their families of origin, because losing their economic 
contribution would be very costly for other family members. 

Women employed in manufacturing face a different kind of constraint. 
As mentioned before, various studies have shown that maquiladoras tend 
to recruit young, single childless women (Fernandez Kelly, 1982; Tiano, 
1994). The demand for such a flexible labor force without much family 
attachments makes manufacturing employment an obstacle to marriage. 
The fact that women employed in commercial or professional activities do 
not delay union formation relative to non-working women contradicts 

Globalization, uncertainty and youth in society      354



female independence theories and suggests that the gains to marriage are 
not any lower among highly-qualified women. 

The importance of economic stability for marriage is evident from the 
effect of previous work experience, which significantly increases the 
likelihood of women forming a union. Thus, instead of delaying union 
formation, work experience reduces uncertainties about women’s potential 
economic contribution and accelerates their transition to other adult social 
roles. 

The effect of employment characteristics on first parenthood indicates 
a stronger conflict between labor force participation and childbearing, 
since all types of employment reduce the likelihood of having a child 
(model 1). Some of these effects, however, disappear once we control for 
marital status (model 2). The fact that years of work experience actually 
accelerate having a child confirms the importance of the uncertainties 
surrounding women’s economic roles and the potential financial 
contribution of women for understanding family life in Mexico. 

DISCUSSION 

Globalization has significantly altered the Mexican model of 
development, with direct implications for women’s transition to 
adulthood. Using data from three generations of Mexican women, my 
analysis compared patterns of labor market entry, type of first occupation, 
union formation, and first childbearing under different periods of Mexican 
socioeconomic development. Results show that recurrent financial shocks 
and the expansion of foreign capital investments have significantly altered 
women’s labor market entry opportunities, with indirect effects on the 
timing of marriage and childbearing. 

Increased economic uncertainty and declining family incomes directly 
pushed married Mexican women into the labor market. The fact that this 
effect was present among married women only confirms the importance of 
income diversification as a household survival strategy to combat the 
growing insecurity accompanying the expanding global economy. Adding 
more family members to the labor market appears to be a rational 
household strategy among Mexican families in order to reduce the 
negative impact of breadwinner unemployment or rapid declines in 
household income that result from recurrent financial shocks. 

In addition, the occupational composition of the female labor force was 
affected by changes in the international division of labor. The growth of 
manufacturing employment associated with the expansion of the 
maquiladora industry and foreign capital investments has expanded blue-
collar employment among younger cohorts of women. At the same time, 
increasing female labor force participation came at a cost, as members of 
the younger cohorts required higher levels of education to achieve the 
same occupational status as earlier cohorts of Mexican women. 
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Particularly important has been the increased representation of younger 
women in domestic work. This result reflects deteriorating employment 
opportunities for women after the demise of import substitution 
industrialization and corroborates the expansion of more flexible and 
unprotected forms of labor force participation that accompany economic 
restructuring. 

The effect of globalization on first union formation and childbearing, 
on the other hand, was far more modest and mostly mediated by changes 
in female labor force participation. This result contradicts the experience 
of more developed societies, especially those in Southern Europe. The 
deeply rooted cultural value placed on family formation in Mexico and the 
importance of kinship networks as institutions of reciprocal support were 
not affected by macro-level uncertainties. Instead, Mexican women’s 
transitions into marriage and child-bearing are explained by micro-level 
uncertainties regarding the transition to adult economic roles and long-
term work careers. In fact, the analysis suggests that Mexican women 
adapted their employment behavior in order to achieve their family goals. 
This is a far cry from the situation in, say, Italy and Spain (see Simó et al.; 
Bernardi and Nazio, this volume). Thus, although Mexico is often—and 
perhaps rightly so—placed on a par with clearly “familistic” welfare 
regimes, this pooling runs the risk of missing an important finesse (see 
also Mills, Blossfeld and Klijzing, this volume). 

Overall, these results indicate the importance of household or couple 
survival strategies for understanding individual responses to the forces of 
globalization and uncertainty in Mexico. Financial shocks and foreign 
capital investments have both altered women’s life course transitions and 
reinforced well-established principles of social organization. The need to 
protect rapidly deteriorating household incomes by diversifying their 
sources has significantly altered women’s roles and contributions to the 
family economy, as well as intensified the reliance on mutual structures of 
social support that revolve around the family. 

NOTES 
1 The impact of globalization on Mexico is also evident in the large flow of 

labor migration to the United States, the emergence of new forms of social 
resistance (such as the Zapatista movement), and democratic reforms. 
However, these forces are beyond the scope of this chapter. 

2 The bracero program was a temporary workers program initiated after the 
Second World War that allowed the U.S. government to contract Mexican 
agricultural laborers and hire them out to private farmers. 

3 It is important to note that the questionnaire did not distinguish between part- 
and full-time or between public and private sector employment. 

4 A mere 20 occupations encapsulate over 80 percent of women’s entry-level 
employment in Mexico, with domestic work comprising the main source of 
employment, followed by sales, secretarial, and agricultural work. 

5 Teachers and secretaries are the most common type of professional workers 
among women, followed by nurses. 
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6 Consensual unions among young couples are relatively uncommon in 
Mexico and my analysis does not distinguish between consensual and 
formal unions. 

7 To mitigate problems of causal direction, time-varying variables were 
measured in the year prior to the occurrence of an event. 
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14  
Globalization and the transition to 

adulthood in Italy  
Fabrizio Bernardi and Tiziana Nazio 

INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this chapter is to study the transition to adulthood in Italy from 
the perspective of the globalization process. The impact of globalization 
on individual life courses is studied as an indirect effect that is mediated 
by the structural changes in production systems and labor markets of 
OECD-type countries over the last 20–25 years. On the one hand, the 
diffusion of new information technologies has entailed fundamental 
transformations in the production processes of goods and services. 
Automation and the introduction of re-programmable computer machinery 
in the 1980s and 90s have set the conditions for a shift from large-scale 
production of standardized goods to flexible specialization and 
differentiated quality production (Soskice, 1999). This transformation in 
production processes has also meant a shift away from big to smaller 
firms and from the hierarchical structure of internal labor markets within 
firms to new forms of network associations across firms (Piore and Sabel, 
1984; Sabel, 1991). Parallel developments in communication technology 
have made the transmission of information between separate and even 
remote locations increasingly faster and cheaper. Thus, 
telecommunications and computer-based transportation have provided the 
technological infrastructure for organizational restructuring such as 
downsizing, outsourcing to satellite firms and subcontracting (Castells, 
1996). 

On the other hand, the increase in economic interdependence in capital 
as well as in goods and services markets has prompted managers to search 
for more flexibility in employment relationships in order to cope more 
expeditiously with international competition and adapt more speedily to 
volatile and turbulent markets (Treu, 1992). In addition, the changes in the 
production and organizational structure of firms described above have 
contributed to a fragmentation of workers and a weakening of the 
bargaining power of unions. As a consequence, unions have been less able 
to oppose managerial claims for more flexibility (Leisink, 1999). 

The focus of the empirical analysis presented in this chapter is on the 
consequences of the structural changes in the productive and employment 
structure for individual life courses. The central idea is that these macro 



changes have brought about an increase in insecurity at the individual 
level (Standing, 1999). We focus on two forms of insecurity.1 At first we 
consider economic insecurity, which is referred to as the insecurity 
regarding the financial means available to an individual. An example of an 
economically insecure condition is that of being unem-ployed, or 
employed but in an occupation that involves a comparatively low level of 
pay and offers fewer saving opportunities (see also Kurz et al., this 
volume). Secondly, we study employment insecurity, which is referred to 
as the insecurity that an employee faces with regard to the future 
development of his or her current employment position. Crucial in this 
respect is the reduction in permanent employment and the diffusion of 
fixed-term contracts, training contracts and semi-independent forms of 
employment (such as collaborators, consultants) that have taken place in 
most of the OECD countries in the last decades. 

A previous study by one of the authors (Bernardi, 2000a) has focused 
on the consequences of the rise of these forms of insecurity for the early 
careers of new entrants in the Italian labor markets. This focus was similar 
to a series of other studies that have analyzed the process of entry into the 
Italian labor market (Schizzerotto and Cobalti, 1998; Bernardi et al., 
2000; Bernardi, 2000b). In the present chapter we aim to summarize the 
results of these previous studies on early employment careers and to link 
them to the analysis of first partnership formation and first childbirth. To 
this end, the transition to adulthood is studied as the outcome of three 
interrelated processes: entry in the labor market and early careers, 
formation of a first union and the transition to parenthood (see also 
Ongaro, 2001). The main questions that we address are: a) to what extent 
are economic and employment insecurity on the rise for the youngest 
cohorts of entrants in the Italian labor market? b) who is more affected by 
it? Or, in other words, are there some social groups that are more exposed 
to the rise of economic and employment insecurity than others? c) how 
does the rise in insecurity during early careers affect the likelihood of 
forming a first partnership and to have a first child? Needless to say, in 
trying to answer these questions there is inevitably a trade-off between a 
broad and synthetic approach and one that considers and discusses at great 
length all the possible facets of each of the single processes making up the 
transition to adulthood. In opting for the first approach, we will—when 
necessary—refer the reader to more specific analyses where early careers, 
union formation and first parenthood have been studied in more detail. 

The main hypothesis put forward by Mills and Blossfeld in the first 
introductory chapter of this volume and which is also at the core of the 
analyses presented in the current chapter is that insecurity in early careers 
spills over into other dimensions of the life course. In other words, 
increasing difficulties in entering and settling into the labor market faced 
by younger generations are expected to translate in a delay of the decision 
to form a union and to have a child. Therefore, it might be argued that 
economic and employment insecurity should reduce the likelihood of 
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forming a first union and to have a child (Clarkberg, 1999; Oppenheimer, 
1988; Oppenheimer et al., 1997). The underlying idea is that both 
decisions but particularly the one of having a child imply accepting long-
term responsibilities with the other individuals involved: the partner 
and—certainly—the baby. When one of the partners’ employment 
perspective is unclear, for instance in terms of opportunities and/or 
obligations to move to another city, it should be less likely that long-term 
commitments are taken. Moreover, both in the case of union formation 
and of childbearing there are financial costs involved that have to be met: 
the costs of adequate accommoda-tion for the couple and, eventually, the 
additional costs incurred by having a child. This is not to suggest that only 
economic and/or strategic considerations dominate the decision to form a 
union and have a child. Rather, having achieved a minimal level of 
economic independence and security with regard to one’s future 
employment situation may be regarded as a sort of “necessary but 
insufficient” condition to be fulfilled before any union formation and 
childbearing can take place. 

However, the general hypothesis that economic and employment 
insecurity reduce the likelihood of union formation and childbearing has 
to be embedded in the specific context of Italy’s institutions. National 
institutional contexts as defined by their different types of educational and 
training systems, labor market regulations and welfare state provisions 
play a crucial role in filtering and channeling the pressures brought about 
by the globalization process towards given social groups (Blossfeld, 
2000). In other words, the level and type of insecurity as well as who is 
more affected by it will ultimately depend on the characteristics of the 
national institutional context, and thus vary across countries. For instance, 
in countries with strong institutional links between the educational system 
and the labor market the school-to-work transition is smoother and, 
therefore, the search period for a first job shorter (Bowers et al., 1999). 
Moreover, the existence of generous unemployment benefits might 
compensate for the economic insecurity involved in a first job search or, 
more generally, being unemployed. In the same line of reasoning, a large 
provision of public services for families—for instance, child-care services 
and housing facilities—might reduce the insecurity related to being 
employed under a fixed-term contract. Independently from what may 
happen to such a job, the individual can at least rely on a set of public 
services that will help in case of need. 

As will be discussed at greater length in the next section, neither of 
these three examples of institutional mechanisms that might reduce 
insecurity seem to apply to the Italian case. Overall, when compared with 
their peers in other nations—possibly with the exception of Spain—Italian 
youngsters seem to be particularly exposed to the new forms of insecurity 
brought about by the globalization process. Exploring the consequences of 
this for their transition to adulthood is our aim in the remaining pages. 
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The structure of the chapter is as follows. In the next section, some 
institutional features of the Italian labor market are sketched. Then, the 
data and methods used in the empirical analysis are presented. Finally, in 
the last two sections the results of the analysis are discussed and some 
tentative conclusions are drawn. 

THE INSTITUTIONAL REGULATION OF THE 
TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD IN ITALY 

We will only discuss here the main characteristics of the Italian 
educational and vocational training systems (section “The Italian 
educational and vocational training systems: weak institutional linkages 
with the labor market”), labor mar-ket regulations (section “Labor market 
regulations”) and public services to families (section “The welfare state 
and the family”).2 In doing so we will selectively focus on those aspects 
that seem particularly important for the transition to adulthood.3 

The Italian educational and vocational training 
systems: weak institutional linkages with the labor 

market 

In Italy as in other developed countries an impressive increase in 
educational attainment has occurred since the end of the Second World 
War. Among school leavers in the period 1950–65, only 15 percent had 
achieved a diploma of secondary education and 4 percent a university 
degree. For school leavers after 1984 these proportions have risen to 46 
and 13 percent, respectively. The educational expansion has been 
paralleled by changes in the organization of the educational system. 
Before the reforms of the 1960s, the Italian educational system was 
characterized by a high degree of stratification and tracking. Lower-
secondary education was divided into two tracks: one academic (Scuola 
media unica) and one vocational (Scuola complementare and, since 1930, 
Scuola di avviamento professional), with the latter offering very limited 
opportunities to access higher education. The same division between 
academic and vocational education was present at the upper-secondary 
level of education: only those who had attended the general education 
school (Licei) had the right to enroll at a university, a privilege mostly 
restricted to the elite. In 1962 compulsory school age was raised to 14 
years, various tracks at lower-secondary education were abolished, and a 
unified Scuola media inferiore was created. Some years later, in 1969, 
under the pressure of students’ mobilization, access to university was also 
opened to graduates from secondary technical and vocational schools. In 
this way the already limited practical vocational training provided by 
these schools has been further reduced. 
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The greater access to universities, however, has been counter-balanced 
by an increase in the number of dropouts and in the duration of studies 
(Schizzerotto and Cobalti, 1998). In order to tackle these problems, new 
types of courses lasting only 2–3 years (Lauree brevi) were created at the 
beginning of the 1990s. However, given their low level of specialization 
and their uncertain value in the labor market, only few students have 
opted for these types of courses. Finally, at the end of the 1990s, a radical 
reform of the university system was introduced which is currently still 
being implemented and which divides academic studies into 3 basic years 
plus 2 optional ones to specialize. 

After a reform in 1978, vocational training outside the educational 
system is run by regional administrations and—in principle—it should 
provide specific skills that are necessary to enter the work force. 
However, it has progressively developed into an inferior “B-rate”, semi-
scholastic system which is mainly attended by dropouts from secondary 
education. Thus, practical and specific work skills and experience are 
mainly achieved through on-the-job-training (Regini, 1997). 

In brief, the main changes in the Italian educational and training system 
that are important for the transition to adulthood seem to be twofold. First, 
a steep rise in educational attainment has taken place across cohorts. This 
means that nowadays young individuals are spending more and more time 
within the educational system. There are also hints that the incidence of 
prolonged university careers has increased (Bernardi, 2000b). Second, in 
the Italian case the institutional links between the educational and 
vocational training system, on one side, and the labor market, on the 
other, are very weak (Hannan et al., 1996). Students exiting from 
secondary or tertiary education lack specific knowledge that would be 
directly valuable for entering the labor market. Vocational training 
programs outside the education system do little to fill this gap. This means 
that in general employers will have little incentive to hire school leavers 
when applicants with work experience are readily available. This de-
coupling of the educational and vocational system from the labor market 
makes the school-to-work transition problematic and very long: in 1998, 
33.5 percent of all youngsters aged 15–24 years were unemployed 
(ISTAT, 1999). Moreover, a large fraction (60 percent) of the long-term 
unemployed consists of young people searching for their first occupation. 

Labor market regulations4 

Following the post-war years of reconstruction and the economic boom of 
the 50s, which were accompanied by a fast decline in agriculture and a 
parallel growth in industrial employment, a trend emerged towards more 
regulation and protection of labor. This trend achieved its peak between 
the mid-1960s and -70s, a period also known as the era of ‘collective 
action’, with high levels of labor unrest and social conflict (Ginsberg, 
1989). For instance, in 1966 a law was passed that limited the right to 
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firing in large firms. In 1970 the Workers Statute (Statuto dei Lavoratori) 
further strengthened employment protection (Samek Lodovici, 2000). 
These reforms came at a time, however, when economic growth was 
already coming to an end (Wolleb, 1988). The two oil crises in the 1970s 
and the concomitant rise in unemployment and inflation led at the 
beginning of the 1980s to one of the deepest economic crises since the end 
of the Second World War. 

It is against this background of high employment protection gained by 
workers’ mobilization, enduring power of unions and serious economic 
crisis that the pressures of the globalization process as discussed in the 
introduction have to be framed. Thus, the organizational restructuring and 
management claims for more employment flexibility so as to adapt to a 
more volatile market and to face international competition were supported 
by the Government finding it increasingly difficult to use traditional 
Keynesian measures to boost the economy. Moreover, the high level of 
unemployment put the unions in an increasingly defensive position of 
preserving rights already achieved and protecting workers already 
employed. Given the unions’ resistance to any radical deregulation of the 
labor market, the measures that favored employment flexibility have been 
directed mainly towards new entrants into the labor market. 

The progressive erosion of employment protection for new entrants 
and the persistently high rate of unemployment have contributed to the 
emergence of an insider/outsider labor market that, to a certain extent, 
follows the division lines between successive labor force entry cohorts. 
That is, members of the older cohorts enjoy the strong employment 
protection guaranteed by the regulatory measures of the 1960s-70s, while 
members of the younger cohorts are more likely to be either unemployed 
or employed under non-permanent, precarious contracts. Two aspects thus 
seem important for understanding the situation of young entrants into the 
labor market: the system of unemployment benefits and the regulation of 
employment relationships. 

With respect to the first, it must be pointed out that people who are 
looking for their first job as well as the self-employed are not eligible for 
any unemployment benefits (Dell’ Aringa and Samek Ludovici, 1996). 
Among those who have been employed, the amount and duration of 
benefits varies greatly, depending on the kind and period of the previous 
job held, the sector of employment and, above all, the size of the firm.5 In 
1995 the proportion of unemployed workers who obtained some form of 
economic support was under 10 percent (Gallie and Pau-gam, 2000). 

With respect to the regulation of employment relationships, incentives 
for training contracts for young people were introduced by means of two 
reforms, one in 1977 and one in 1984 (Gualmini, 1998). These contracts 
have a maximum duration of two years, they can be used to hire young 
people aged 15–29 years6, they are non-renewable, and work experience 
should in principle be matched by general courses of vocational training 
(even if in practice this rarely seems to be the case). Later, incentives for 
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the transformation of training contracts into permanent ones were 
introduced. As a result, employers could create new training contracts 
only if at least 50 percent of previous training contracts in their firms had 
been transformed into permanent ones (Adam and Canziani, 1999). Apart 
from these training contracts, limitations on using fixed-term contracts 
were relaxed in 1987, while agency work was liberalized in 1997. 

Besides these training and fixed-term contracts for employees, Italy—
together with other Southern European countries—may be said to be 
characterized by one of the highest incidences of irregular employment 
and self-employment (Mingione, 1995).7 Moreover, self-employment has 
become more diversified and new forms of semi-independent employment 
are on the rise (Reyneri, 1996). Thus, new forms of employment now 
include the self-employed without employees as well as 
consultant/collaborators who, while being formally independent—they do 
not enjoy any protection and security regarding the continuity of their 
activity—de facto work in a dependent, subordinate position. The 
emergence of these new employment forms can be seen as part of the 
organizational restructuring induced by the globalization process. On the 
one hand, they can be interpreted as a way to off-set strict employment 
regulation and thus to achieve more employment flexibility for the 
individual; on the other, they can be read as an indicator of the resurgence 
of an entrepreneur spirit that is fostered by new technologies making it 
possible for small businesses to find their market niches (Castells, 
1996:221). 

The welfare state and the family 

The Italian welfare state together with other Southern European ones is 
well-known for its pronounced familistic character (Saraceno, 1994; 
Esping-Andersen, 1999). At the core of this overall welfare system is its 
“subsidiarity” principle: the State assumes the family (and women within 
it in particular) to be the main provider of welfare and limits its 
intervention to cases where the capacity of the family to cater to the needs 
of its own members is exhausted. For the impact of the Italian welfare 
state on the transition to adulthood and in particular to parenthood, three 
areas of public intervention can be distinguished: housing policies, the 
system of services and transfers provided for families, and the regulation 
of maternity and parental leave. 

Currently more than 70 percent of all Italian families are home-owners. 
However, results of a research reported by Saraceno (1998) suggest that 
achieving home-ownership has become increasingly difficult: if in the 
1960s buying a house required 2–3 times the annual income, in the 1990s 
this ratio has risen to 5–6 times (Tosi, 1994, as quoted by Saraceno, 
1998). The situation is not much better if one considers housing rents. In 
1978 a law was issued (Equo canone) that aimed at regulating them. This 
law has mainly benefited families who already had a renting contract and 
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who were able to reduce their rent via this new law. Indeed, an unintended 
effect of the law has been that of reducing the supply of houses in the 
official renting market and promoting a black market for them. This 
means that newly-formed families searching for a house were particularly 
penalized. Public housing has declined in the last decades as well, and is 
extremely limited now. Since families that have been evicted have priority 
access to public housing, newly-formed families are de facto largely 
excluded also from this sector. 

Moving to services and transfers provided for families, in Italy there is 
a highly developed public system of kindergartens for pre-school children 
(3–5 years old), with more than 95 percent of them being covered by this 
service. However, the supply of day-care facilities for children aged 0–2 
years is very limited and mainly delegated to the private market. The 
public service is a non-compulsory, local responsibility (with selection at 
entry due to exceeding demand) which is being paid for by the users, at 
high and in recent years growing costs. As a result, only 6 percent of all 
children aged 0–2 years have had access to this service (ISTAT, 1995). 
Moreover, in contrast to other European countries such as France and 
Germany, child allowances and fiscal deductions available to families are 
also very scant (Saraceno, 1998). 

With regard to maternal and parental leave, Italy seems to have one of 
the best laws in Europe in terms of length of leave, pay, and guarantees of 
job conservation. However, access to these rights has long been—and to a 
certain extent still is—segmented by occupation and type of contract 
(Saraceno, 1994; 1998). At one extreme, women employed in the public 
sector can fully enjoy the rights provided by the law; at the other, those 
employed in the black market do not have any protection. For women 
employed in the private sector, punishments at re-entry after maternity 
leave—whether in the form of job downgrading or transfers to another 
factory or city—are in actual practice by no means rare. More-over, for 
people employed under training or other fixed-term contracts, there is no 
guarantee of job conservation at the end of the leave. That is, once their 
contract has expired, chances of having it renovated if leave was taken 
seem small. Finally, autonomous workers (self-employed professionals, 
consultants, etc.) have long been discriminated in terms of pay received 
during their maternal leave. It is only at the end of the 1980s that their 
right to get an amount of money similar to the one received by dependent 
workers was recognized. 

As a consequence of the lack of an adequate child-care system and the 
segmentation of maternity leave regulations, coupled with the rise in non-
standard employment as described in the previous section, the trade-off 
that women nowadays face between pursuing a career in the labor market 
and having a child has exacerbated. In fact, as a previous study has shown 
(Bernardi, 2001), women exit the labor market to become housewives at 
the time of (or just before) getting married or having a child. As a result, 
in 1995, one in two married women aged 20–50 was housewife. Thus, the 
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traditional male breadwinner model is still widespread among Italian 
households. 

The institutional context: summary and hypotheses 

As comes out clearly from the above discussion, Italian youngsters should 
be particularly exposed to the rise in economic and employment insecurity 
brought about by the globalization process. Overall, it would seem that the 
Italian case can be considered as a “worst-case” scenario with regard to 
institutional mechanisms that might mitigate the rise in insecurity during 
early careers in the labor market. The following consequences for the 
transition to adulthood can, therefore, be expected. 

First of all, the very long search period for a first job and the lack of 
any benefits during this time should reduce the likelihood of assuming any 
long-term commitment. In the same line of reasoning, the lack of an 
adequate system of public services or economic support for families 
should exacerbate the impact of economic differences on the likelihood of 
marriage and childbearing. Following the segmentation of maternal and 
parental leave regulations, with some occupational groups enjoying more 
protection (public sector) than others (non-permanent contracts, new 
forms of self-employment), further differences can be anticipated in the 
likelihood of childbearing. Finally, given the persistence of the traditional 
male breadwinner model, it can be expected that economic and 
employment insecurity will have a different impact on men than on 
women. That is, if men are still supposed to provide the financial means 
of the family, one can surmise that economic and employment insecurity 
for them will be particularly detrimental to family formation and 
childbearing. On the other hand, since many women are at best 
supplementary income earners within the family and since they have the 
option or perspective of becoming housewife, early career insecurity for 
them should be less important in explaining their union formation and 
childbearing behavior. 

DATA, VARIABLES AND METHODS 

The empirical analysis is based on data from the Indagine Longitudinale 
sulle Famiglie Italiane (ILFI), the Italian Longitudinal Household Survey 
carried out in 1997 by a consortium of the University of Trento, Istituto 
Trentino di Cultura and ISTAT (Statistics Italy). The nationally 
representative sample consisted of 9,770 individuals belonging to 4,457 
households throughout Italy. 

In order to study the transition to adulthood we consider three 
separated but interconnected processes: entry and early careers in the 
labor market, formation of the first union and transition to the first child. 
For each of these steps we are interested in analyzing the consequences of 
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rising insecurity brought about by the labor market restructuring. As 
pointed out in the introduction, we focus on two forms of insecurity: 
economic insecurity and employment insecurity. 

As an indicator of economic insecurity we consider the employment 
status of the respondent and distinguish among the following 7 positions: 
being (i) in the educational system; (ii) outside the educational system but 
not yet searching for a first job; (iii) in search of a first job; (iv) 
unemployed; (v) inactive (housemaker); (vi) outside the labor market for 
other reasons (disabled, retired, etc.); and (vii) employed. Given the lack 
of unemployment benefits, individuals in search of a first occupation or 
the unemployed are particularly exposed to economic insecurity. Among 
the employed—in the absence of retrospective information on income—
we distinguish different occupational classes using Erikson and 
Goldthorpe’s (1992) class scheme. Since people employed in unskilled 
occupations earn lower incomes and have fewer saving opportunities than 
those employed in the service class or in skilled occupations, they can be 
considered to be more economically insecure.8 

With regard to employment insecurity, among the dependent workers a 
fivefold distinction was considered: those working (i) with a permanent 
contract; (ii) with a fixed-term training contract; (iii) with other forms of 
fixed-term contracts; (iv) as consultants/collaborators; and (v) without a 
contract.9 Ideally, this classification provides a hierarchy in terms of 
employment security, going from a maximum for those with a permanent 
contract to a minimum for those with no contract at all. The category of 
consultants/collaborators expresses a grey area between dependent and 
independent employment: formally they are independent but de facto they 
share the lack of autonomy and the hierarchical relationships that are so 
typical of dependent employment. Among the dependent workers we 
further distinguish between employment in the public and in the private 
sector. This distinction is particularly important in the analysis of 
parenthood. As we have argued in the previous section, women in the 
public sector—besides having working hours that allow them an easier 
reconciliation with family responsibilities—enjoy more protection and 
they can fully benefit from the rights of maternal and parental leave. 

The logic behind the specification of variables used to operationalize 
the two forms of insecurity is described in Table 14.1. 

The three processes that make up the transition to adulthood have been 
studied using an event history approach. With regard to early careers in 
the labor market, we summarize the findings presented in more detail by 
Bernardi (2000a). We focus on two transitions: entry into unemployment 
for all those who have entered the labor market, and exit out of insecure 
forms of employment for those who have achieved an insecure contract at 
entry into the labor market. The key question here is: are the risks of 
unemployment (economic insecurity) and entrapment in a precarious job 
(employment insecurity) evenly distributed, or are people employed in 
given occupational classes more exposed to them? 
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In the analysis of union formation we only study entry into marriage. 
Given the limited number of couples starting a non-marital cohabitation in 
Italy, a substantive analysis of this latter process was not possible. 
However, entry into cohabitation was defined as a competing risk in the 
study of entry into marriage. The time axis of the event history analysis 
for each individual begins at age 14 and is censored at age 35 for those 
who by that time had not yet experienced the event in question. The same 
window of observation was used in the analysis of the transition to the 
first child. The key question here is: to what extent do economic and 
employment insecurity, as defined above, lower the likelihood of the 
transition to marriage and first child? 

All the analyses have been stratified by cohort of entry into the labor 
market and, in the case of marriage and parenthood, also by gender. Given 
our interest in the recent and ongoing changes in the labor market induced 
by the globalization process, most of the attention will be focused on the 
experience of the youngest cohorts of entrants in the labor market (after 
1977), as these have been more exposed to those changes. Two 
differences in the analyses of early careers and first marriage/child should 
be mentioned. First, in the analysis of early careers only those who have 
ever worked are considered, and their cohort of entry in the labor market 
is defined according to the starting date of their first job. In the analysis of 
the transition to marriage and childbearing, also those who have never 
worked are considered. For these respondents the cohort of entry into the 
labor market actually refers to their date of exit from the educational 
system. Second, in the analysis of early careers, when focusing on the 
experience of the younger cohort we have considered entrants in the labor 
market after 1984. In the analyses of first marriage and childbirth, 
however, in order to have more events and robust results we have used a 
broader definition and considered entrants after 1977.10 Finally, in 
addition to the indicators of economic and employment relationship 
insecurity, other variables have been included in the analyses as well but 
mostly for control reasons. (The full lists of independent variables with 
corresponding definitions can be found in Appendix Table 14.1). In the 
next pages we will present and discuss only the results that refer to the 
consequences of economic and employment insecurity.11 
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Table 14.1 Variables used to 
operationalize economic and temporal 
(employment) insecurity in Italy 

 

RESULTS 

Table 14.2 offers a synthetic overview of various aspects of the transition 
to adulthood for different cohorts of entrants in the Italian labor market. 
Thus, for the youngest cohorts of entrants (after 1977), the chances of 
finding a permanent job at entry in the labor market have declined and the 
risk of experiencing unemployment in the subsequent 5 years has 
increased. There is also a rise in the median age at first marriage and 
childbearing.12 

In the following section (“Early careers”) we investigate in more 
detail—i.e., at the individual level—the processes related to the rise in 
economic and employment insecurity as described in the upper panel of 
Table 14.2. Thereafter we study the consequences of these processes for 
changes in marriage (section “First marriage”) and first parenthood 
(section “First child”). 

Early careers 

Table 14.3 presents the results of piecewise exponential models for the 
exit out of insecure forms of employment and for the entry into 
unemployment. Models 1 and 3 refer to all the cohorts of entrants in the 
labor market, whereas Models 2 and 4 include only those who have 
entered the labor market after 1984. The main findings of these analyses 
can be summarized as follows. 

Globalization, uncertainty and youth in society      370



First of all, the results point to a worsening of the employment 
perspectives for the younger entrants in the labor market. Compared to the 
reference cohort of entrants in the period of high labor market regulation 
(between 1966 and 1977), younger entrants have lower chances to 
transform an insecure contract into a permanent one (Model 1) and they 
run a higher risk to fall into unemployment (Model 3). Second, if one 
focuses only on the younger cohort, people in unskilled occupations are 
more likely to remain entrapped in insecure forms of employment (Model 
2) and to experience unemployment (Model 4), when compared to the 
service class, the white collars and skilled workers. In other words, for the 
cohort that has been most exposed to the changes induced by the 
globalization process, there is evidence that economic and employment 
insecurity tend to accumulate at the bottom of the occupational structure. 
Moreover, a comparison with the older cohort of entrants in the labor 
market, as discussed in Bernardi (2000a), suggests that class differences 
have become more accentuated for the younger cohorts. This clearly 
contradicts the popular thesis of an individualization of inequality as put 
forward by some globalization theorists (Beck, 1992). 

First marriage 

Table 14.4 presents the results of piecewise exponential models for the 
transition to first marriage, separately for men and women, of the two 
younger cohorts of entrants in the labor market (in this case, after 1977). 

Table 14.2 Early careers, marriage and 
first child for different cohorts of entry 
in the Italian labor market: summary 
prospect 

      Men     

  1900–
1949 

1950–
1965 

1966–
1976 

1977–
1983 

1984–
1997 

Probability 1st job:           

Permanent 33.9 54.7 58.6 51.9 41.1 

Fixed-term training contract 1.7 2.4 4.2 5.2 10.4 

Other fixed-term contract 3.6 4.7 5.8 9.4 10.5 

No contract 16.6 17.2 14.8 12.3 13.4 

Consultant 0.7 1.3 1.3 1.7 2.5 

Self-emp. with emp. 5.1 5.5 6.4 8.2 10.2 

Self-emp. no emp. 3.6 2.4 2.6 2.7 3.9 

Liberal professionals 0.3 0.3 1 2.1 3.7 
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Missing type of contract 2.2 1.8 1.5 1.9 1.7 

Agriculture 32.4 9.7 3.9 4.6 2.6 

Percent who have experienced 
unemployment at least once in the first 5 
years of employment 

4.1 6.0 8.3 11.5 14.9 

Median age at marriage 27.8 27.1 26.7 28.3 31.1 

Median age at first child 29 28.5 28.2 31.3 a 

      Women     

  1900–
1949 

1950–
1965 

1966–
1976 

1977–
1983 

1984–
1997 

Probability 1st job:           

Permanent 35.0 54.2 55.3 49 41 

Fixed-term training contract 1.0 2.8 5.7 3 9.5 

Other fixed-term contract 2.9 6.5 11.5 14.6 15.7 

No contract 17.8 16.2 16.3 18.3 14.8 

Consultant 1.9 1.5 1.1 2.5 5.4 

Self-emp. with emp. 3.5 4.2 3.6 5.2 4.2 

Self-emp. no emp. 4.6 3.6 1.3 1.5 2.5 

Liberal professionals – 0.1 – 0.7 2.9 

Missing type of contract 2.2 2.3 1.8 2.7 2 

Agriculture 31.0 8.5 3.6 2.5 1.9 

Percent who have experienced 
unemployment at least once in the first 5 
years of employment 

2.9 7.3 10.5 14.0 19.4 

Median age at marriage 24.3 23.3 22.9 24.8 29.3 

Median age at first child 25.4 24.5 24.2 27.3 33.8 

Note 
a 50% of the members of this entry cohort in the labor market have not had the first child at age 35. 
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Table 14.3 Transition from insecure to 
permanent contract (Models 1 and 2) 
and from employment to 
unemployment (Models 3 and 4) in 
Italy 

  Exit from insecure 
contract 

Entry into unemployment 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

  All entrants Younger 
entrants 

All entrants Younger entrants 

Entry in the labor market         

Before 1950 −0.66**  −0.47**   

Between 1950–1965 −0.08  −0.24*   

Between 1966–1976 
(Ref.) 

0.00  0.00   

Between 1977–1983 −0.25*  0.11   

Between 1984–1997 −0.38**  0.58**   

Type of contracta      

Fixed-term training 
contract 

0.24* 0.41* 1.40** 1.57** 

Other forms of fixed-term 
contract 

0.02 0.12 1.93** 2.20** 

Consultant −1.30** −1.17* −0.63 −0.10 

No contract (Ref.) 0.00 0.00 1.33** 1.67** 

Permanent contract (Ref.)   0.00 0.00 

Occupational class      

Service class −0.20 0.71** −0.49** −0.66** 

Routine white collar 0.00 0.89** −0.18 −0.37* 

Skilled workers −0.12 0.44 −0.30** −0.37* 

Unskilled non manual −0.01 0.38 0.09 −0.31 

Unskilled consumer 
service 

−0.01 0.22 0.08 0.07 

Unskilled manual (Ref.)b 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Self-employed no 
employees 

−1.64** −0.69 −1.33** −0.71 
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Self-employed with 
employeesc 

−2.21** −1.21** −1.52** −1.54** 

Liberal professions −1.63** c −2.03** c 

Number of events 518 140 666 296 

Selected effects of piecewise exponential models (controlling also for episode duration, sex, age, 
education, vocational training, region, previous spells of unemployment, and sector). 
Notes 
a Specified only for the dependent workers. 
b With the introduction of the variable “type of contract” for the dependent workers, the reference 
categories for the self-employed is unskilled manual worker with no contract (in models 1 and 2) 
and with permanent contract (in models 3 and 4). 
c Liberal professions are aggregated with the self-employed with employees. 
** p<0.05, * p<0.10 

Table 14.4 Transition to first marriage 
in Italy 

Younger entrants in the 
labor market (1977–97) 

Model 1 
Men 

Model 2 
Women 

Models 
Men 

Model 4 
Women 

Employment/non employment         

Out of school, not yet looking 1st job −1.74** −1.41** −1.40** −1.17 

Looking 1st job −1.41** −0.69** −1.09** −0.45* 

Unemployed −0.70** 0.11 −0.41 0.34 

Inactive (homemaker) – 1.24** – 1.46** 

Out of LM – −0.25* – −0.02 

Missing LM −0.07 −0.05 0.23 0.17 

Employed (ref.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Type of contracta       

Fixed-term training contract −0.65** −0.38 −0.65** −0.37 

Other forms of fixed-term contract 0.10 −0.06 0.09 −0.07 

Consultant −0.34 −0.35 −0.27 −0.39 

No contract −0.04 −0.60** −0.00 −0.60** 

Permanent contract (Ref.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Occupational class       

Service class    0.42** 0.36 

Routine white collar    0.55** 0.24 

Skilled workers    0.39** 0.17 

Unskilled service workers    0.12 0.24 
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Unskilled manual (Ref.)b 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Self-employed with employeesc −0.12 0.19 0.19 0.41 

Self-employed no employees −0.09 −0.54** 0.24 −0.29 

Agriculture −0.03 0.35 0.25 0.56 

Number of events 622 832 622 832 

Selected effects of piecewise exponential models (controlling also for episode duration, sex, age, 
educational level, educational enrolment, region) 
Notes 
a Specified only for the dependent workers. 
b With the introduction of the variable type of contract for the dependent workers, the reference 
category for the self-employed is unskilled manual with permanent contract. 
c Liberal professions are aggregated with the self-employed with employees. 
** p<0.05 
p<0.10 

Model 1 shows that both economic and employment insecurity reduce the 
rate of first marriage: men who are unemployed and in particular those in 
search of a first occupation are less likely to marry. The same is true for 
those employed under a fixed-term training contract. It is important to 
remember (see Table 14.2) that both the duration of the first job search 
and the probability of having a training contract at entry into the labor 
market have been progressively increasing over the last years. In Model 3 
where we add occupational class, it can be seen that men employed in 
unskilled manual occupations and thus more economically insecure given 
their lower salary, are also less likely to make the transition to marriage. 

For women the results are remarkably different. In general it seems that 
economic insecurity is much less a deterrent to marriage for them than for 
men. Unemployed women do not have a lower first marriage rate, while 
being inactive strongly increases it (Model 2). Women who—like men—
are in search of their first job are less likely to marry, but this effect is 
much smaller. Moreover, occupational class for employed women does 
not seem to imply substantial differences in their likelihood to marry 
(Model 4). On the other hand, employment insecurity is important also for 
women: those who are employed without a contract or who are self-
employed without employees are less likely to marry. 

First child 

Table 14.5 presents the results of our analysis of the transition to the first 
child, separately for men and women, for the two younger cohorts of 
entrants in the labor market (after 1977). The results of Model 1 for men 
resemble the findings of the analysis of the transition to first marriage. 
Thus, in general, economic and employment insecurity reduce the rate of 
first fatherhood: being in search of a first occupation and, among those 
employed, having a fixed-term training contract make having the first 
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child less likely. On the other hand, a positive effect is found for men who 
are employed in the service class, a hint that access to greater economic 
resources facilitates the decision to have a first child. 

As was the case in the analysis of first marriage, gender differences 
become evident when results for women are considered (Model 2). Being 
a housewife strongly increases the chances of having the first child, while 
no such effect appears for those in the other categories. Occupational class 
does again not make a difference among employed women. Thus, overall, 
the divide seems to run between women who are housewives and those 
who are part of the labor force. 

In Models 3 and 4 for the employed the distinction between public and 
private sector is introduced. This distinction is important because public 
employees are fully able to benefit from the existing legislation on 
maternal and parental leave. As expected, the results show that being 
employed in the public sector has indeed a positive effect on the rate of 
first parenthood, particularly among women. This finding supports the 
idea that the higher employment security enjoyed by women in the public 
sector increases their likelihood of having a first child. 

Table 14.5 Transition to first child in 
Italy 

Younger entrants 
in the labor market (1977–97) 

Model 
1 

Men 

Model 
2 

Women 

Model 
3 

Men 

Model 
4 

Women

Model 
5 

Men 

Model 
6 

Women 

Employment/non employment             

Out of school, not yet looking 1st 
job 

−1.41** −1.78** −1.36** −1.76** −0.87** −0.39 

Looking 1st job −1.61** −0.39 −1.57** −0.37 −1.06** −0.31 

Unemployed −0.30 0.04 −0.27 0.05 −0.14 −0.36 

Inactive (homemaker)  1.22**  1.23**  0.23 

Out of LM  −0.07  −0.06  −0.11 

Missing LM 0.32 0.43 0.35 0.44 0.27 0.23 

Employed (ref.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Type of contracta         

Fixed-term training contract −0.83* −0.06 −0.82* −0.04 −0.64 0.37 

Other forms of fixed-term contract 0.15 0.21 0.15 0.13 0.27 0.30 

Consultant −0.44 −0.48 −0.34 −0.37 −0.43 −0.25 

No contract 0.13 −0.42* 0.20 −0.37 0.58** 0.31 

Permanent contract (Ref.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 
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Occupational class         

Service class 0.37* 0.26 0.34 0.16 −0.02 −0.19 

Routine white collar 0.24 0.01 0.18 −0.10 −0.19 −0.20 

Younger entrants 
in the labor market 

(1977–97) 

Model 1 
Men 

Model 2 
Women 

Model 3 
Men 

Model 4 
Women 

Model 5 
Men 

Model 6 
Women 

Skilled workers 0.31 0.40 0.27 0.36 −0.12 0.20 

Unskilled service workers 0.04 0.14 −0.02 0.09 −0.08 −0.09 

Unskilled manual (Ref.)b 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Self-employed with 
employeesc 

0.13 0.35 0.17 0.36 −0.16 −0.14 

Self-employed no 
employees 

0.22 −0.39 0.27 −0.36 0.03 −0.63* 

Agriculture 0.45 1.03** 0.48* 1.03** 0.39 0.29 

Sector        

Public   0.14* 0.29** 0.15 0.13 

Private (ref.)   0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Marital status        

Married     3.03** 3.07** 

Cohabiting     1.75** 2.43** 

Single (ref.)     0.00 0.00 

Number of events 471 675 471 675 471 675 

Selected effects of piecewise exponential models (controlling also for episode duration, sex, age, 
education level, educational enrolment, region). 
Notes 
a Specified only for the dependent workers, 
b With the introduction of the variable type of contract for the dependent workers, the reference 
category for the self-employed is unskilled manual with permanent contract. 
c Liberal professions are aggregated with the self-employed with employees. 
** p<0.05 
* p<0.10 

Finally, in the Models 5 and 6 a time-varying variable controlling for 
marital status is added. This overrules most of the effects as commented 
upon so far. This suggests that getting married is the key intervening 
variable in explaining the transition to the first child in Italy. 
Substantively, it points to the fact that the decision to enter a marriage and 
to have a first child are closely interconnected. Finally, cohabiting couples 
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are also more likely to have a first child than single persons but this 
differential is much less pronounced than among married couples. 

CONCLUSIONS 

In this chapter we have studied the impact of globalization on the 
transition to adulthood. We have argued that one of the consequences of 
the extensive restructuring of firms and organizations as fostered by the 
globalization process has been the rise of insecurity at the individual level. 
We have, then, addressed three questions: a) to what extent are economic 
and employment insecurity on the rise for the youngest cohorts of entrants 
in the labor market? b) who are more affected by it? c) how does the rise 
in insecurity in early careers affect the likelihood of forming a first 
partnership and of having the first child? 

The results presented in the previous sections show that insecurity in 
early employment careers has indeed increased for the youngest cohort of 
entrants in the labor market. They need more time to find a first job, they 
have fewer chances to get a first job with a permanent contract and to 
transform an insecure contract into a permanent one. Moreover, they run a 
higher risk of falling into unemployment in the first years of their 
employment career. 

Furthermore, those employed in unskilled occupations among the 
youngest cohort are particularly at risk of experiencing unemployment 
and remaining entrapped in a precarious contract situation. Thus, the 
empirical evidence points to an accumulation of disadvantages at the 
bottom of the occupational structure. In other words, if early careers for 
young generations are in general already more insecure, this is particularly 
true for those employed in unskilled occupations. 

Finally, the worsening of employment opportunities for the youngest 
cohort of entrants in the labor market has a clear impact on both family 
formation and childbearing. Therefore, our results support the general 
hypothesis that economic and employment insecurity make the long-term 
decision to marry and to have children less likely. 

However, there are clear gender differences in this respect. These 
differences reflect the persistence of the traditional male breadwinner 
model among Italian families. In fact, it is especially economic and 
employment insecurity among men that influences family formation and 
childbearing. Thus, for them it is the condition of being unemployed, in 
search of a first occupation or employed under a precarious contract or in 
a low paid job that reduces their likelihood of getting married or having 
the first child. For women these effects are less pronounced, and the main 
distinction seems to be between inactive women (who are more likely to 
marry and have their first child) and those who are employed. However, if 
one considers the transition to first motherhood only, being employed in 

Globalization, uncertainty and youth in society      378



the public sector increases the likelihood of childbearing, whereas being 
employed in the black market (without formal contract) reduces it. 

The transitions to marriage and the birth of the first child appear very 
closely connected. In fact, being married is the single most important 
predictor for the arrival of the first child. Thus, given the low level of 
extramarital births in Italy, union formation seems to be the central step in 
the transition to adulthood. Even if we have not directly explored this in 
our analysis, one might argue that difficulties in finding suitable 
accommodation are at the core of the delay in marriage and thus 
childbearing. The fact that housing rents and prices have strongly risen in 
the last decades might also explain the strengthening of the economic 
differences that we found for the youngest cohort of men. 

Overall, these result have to be interpreted in the light of the specific 
characteristics of the Italian institutional context. As we have argued with 
regard to various institutional features that may help making the transition 
to adulthood smoother, Italy’s can be considered a “worst-all” case. First 
of all, the pressure of labor market restructuring that was induced by a set 
of processes collectively referred to as globalization has been largely 
directed towards young generations. Thus, new entrants in the labor 
market carry the dual burden of high unemployment and flexible 
employment. At the same time, there are no institutional mechanisms at 
work in Italy that might otherwise off-set or partially counterbalance the 
rise in insecurity in the labor market. As we have pointed out, there are no 
unemployment benefits for those who are in search of first-time 
employment, the provision of child-care services is modest, financial 
support to families scanty, and there are almost no housing policies for 
new families. Our findings suggest that in the absence of adequate 
institutional support, rising insecurity in employment careers for the 
youngest cohorts of Italians contributes to a progressive delay in their 
transition to adulthood. 

Appendix Table 14.1 Definitions of the 
independent variablesa 

In school-out of school   

Being out of school Dummy=1 if the person has finished education and exited 
school system 

Level of education achieved   

Elementary or less Dummy=if the person has acquired up to a primary educational 
level 

Compulsory (Ref.) Dummy=if a compulsory educ. level has been acquired (Dipl. 
Inferiore) 

Professional (2–3 years) Dummy=if professional educ. level has been acquired (Dipl. 
Profession.) 
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Technical (5 years) Dummy=if secondary educ. level has been acquired (Dipl. 
Superiore) 

Liceum (5 years) Dummy=if a secondary educ. level has been acquired (Dipl. 
Superiore) 

University Dummy=if a tertiary educ. level has been acquired (Laurea) 

Geographical area   

North Dummy=if the person resides in Northern Italy 

Third Italy (Centre) Dummy=if the person resides in Central Italy 

South (Ref.) Dummy=1 if the person resides in Southern Italy 

Being abroad Dummy=1 if the person resides abroad 

Cohort of entry into the labor 
market 

  

1900–1959 Dummy=1 if the person has entered the labor market between 
1900–1949 

1950–1965 Dummy=1 if the person has entered the labor market between 
1950–1965 

1966–1976 (Ref.) Dummy=1 if the person has entered the labor market between 
1966–1976 

1977–1983 Dummy=1 if the person has entered the labor market between 
1977–1983 

1984–1997 Dummy=1 if the person has entered the labor market between 
1984–1997 

Employment/non employment   

Out of school, not yet looking 1st 
job 

Dummy=1 if exited the school system but not actively looked 
for 1st job yet 

Looking 1st job Dummy=1 if looking for 1 st job 

Unemployed Dummy=1 if unemployed after having worked 

Inactive (homemaker) Dummy=1 if housewife 

Out of the labor market Dummy=1 if out of the labor market (renter, military service, 
and others) 

Employed (Ref.) Dummy=1 if working 

Type of contract (only for dependent 
workers)b 

  

Fixed-term training contract Dummy=1 if employed with a training contract 

Other forms of fixed-term contract Dummy=1 if employed with a fixed-term contract other 
than training 

Consultant Dummy=1 if employed as a consultant 
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No contract Dummy=1 if the job is without a formal contract 

Permanent contract (Ref.) Dummy=1 if employed with a permanent contract 

Occupational class b   

Service class Dummy=1 if service class (I–II) 

Routine white collar Dummy=1 if routine non manual worker (IIIa) 

Skilled workers Dummy=1 if skilled worker (V–VI) 

Unskilled service workers Dummy=1 if unskilled non manual worker (IIIa) 

Unskilled manual (Ref.) Dummy=1 if unskilled manual worker (VIIb) 

Self-employed with employees Dummy=1 if self-employed with employees (I–IVab) 

Self-employed no employeesc Dummy=1 if self-employed without employees or liberal 
prof. (I–IVab) 

Agriculture Dummy=1 if the job is in the agricultural sector 
(Ivc+VIIa) 

Sectorb   

Public Dummy=1 if the job is in the public sector 

Private (ref.) Dummy=1 if is in the private sector 

Marital status   

Married Dummy=1 if married 

Cohabiting Dummy=1 if cohabiting 

Single (ref.) Dummy=1 if not yet in marriage or cohabitation 

Notes 
a All variables with the exclusion of the cohort of entry in the labor market are time-varying, 
b Only for those who are employed, 
c Liberal professions are aggregated with the self-employed without employees. 

NOTES 
1 For a more in-depth discussion on various forms of insecurity in the labour 

market, see Standing (1999). 
2 Another important feature of the Italian case is the geographical 

segmentation of its labor market (Reyneri, 1996). For this reason we have 
taken geographical differences into account in our empirical analysis (see 
Nazio and Bernardi, 2002, for more details). However, given the trade-off 
between synthesis and comprehensiveness, we will not discuss the 
implications of geographical cleavages for the transition to adulthood. 

3 For a more exhaustive description of the functioning of the educational 
system, the changes in labour market regulations and characteristics of the 
Italian welfare state, see e.g. Bernardi (2000b); Samek Lodovici (2000); 
Saraceno (1994; 1998). 

4 This section draws on Bernardi (2000a). 

Globalization and the transition to adulthood in Italy       381



5 For a more detailed discussion of the types of income support for the 
unemployed in Italy and the criteria of qualification, see Dell’ Aringa and 
Samek Lodovici (1996). 

6 The maximum age was raised to 32 in 1994. 
7 In the mid-1990s irregular employment was estimated to be around 15 

percent of the overall labor force, while the self-employed accounted for 
more than 25 percent of the employed (ISTAT, 1999). 

8 One might argue quite aptly that using social class as an indicator of 
economic insecurity is not correct. In fact, the concept of class points to a 
stability and persistence in a given position in the structure of inequality 
(Erikson and Goldthorpe, 1992). In this respect, people employed in the 
unskilled classes are secure rather than insecure of having a low income. 
But while the income is sure, changes in the environments and in the costs 
of making a living are not. In particular, one has always to face 
unforeseeable and unpredictable financial expenses: for instance, car 
repairing, house maintenance, dentist bill, etc. Thus, working in an 
unskilled position (however certain the low income and little possibility of 
saving associated to this position might be) can be considered an 
economically insecure position because one can not be fully sure of 
disposing of the financial means needed to make a living. 

9 One should be cautious in interpreting the effects for the category “other 
forms of fixed-term contracts”. This is a quite heterogeneous group that 
includes, for instance, temporary teachers, seasonal workers in the tourist or 
food industry, occasional workers in construction, etc. Moreover, its 
composition has changed across cohort and by gender. See Nazio and 
Bernardi (2002) for more details. 

10 Since, as we will show, insecurity in early careers has increased over time, 
one might speculate that effects found for entrants after 1977 actually 
underestimate the impact of the worsening employment conditions on the 
transition to first marriage/childbearing. In this regards, our results can be 
considered as conservative. In order to assess the full impact of the 
worsening employment opportunities on the transition to first marriage and 
child, one would have to wait until the complete marriage and childbearing 
histories of those who entered the labor market in the second half of the 
1980s become available. 

11 The entire set of results and the descriptive statistics for the independent 
variables are reported in Nazio and Bernardi (2002). 

12 The results in Table 14.2 regarding first marriage and childbirth for entrants 
in the labor market after 1984 are at best indicative because the processes 
under study can only be partially observed. 
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The effects of the globalization process 
on the transition to adulthood  
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Soro Bonmatí 

INTRODUCTION 

The global division of labor derived from an increasingly integrated world 
economy, and the pressing need to adjust to accelerating changes in the 
international environment have deeply transformed the context of work in 
most countries (see Blossfeld, this volume). In the process of adapting 
their productive structures to new demands and increasing competition 
from other countries with lower labor costs, most post-industrial societies 
have experienced a sharp increase in unemployment as well as a rise in 
job precariousness and temporality, as a sort of accommodating strategy 
to pressures for increasing flexibility, which basically transfers the risks of 
the employer in a rapidly changing market to the employee (McKay, 
1988). Spain is no exception to these developments. In fact, a combination 
of historical, structural, and institutional factors have converged to 
exacerbate some of the adverse implications of globalization, such as 
unemployment and job precariousness, for which Spain holds the highest 
record in the European Union. This situation at the macro level carries 
important consequences at the individual level for the transition to 
adulthood. 

The economic system during the Franco regime was extremely rigid, 
based on secure employment in exchange of modest salaries and absence 
of workers rights, very low unemployment at the expense of pervasive 
underemployment, exclusion of women from the labor force, massive 
migration and a weak welfare system with scarce social services built on 
the assumption that it would be complemented by women’s unpaid work 
as caretakers. The end of the dictatorship in the mid-1970s marked the 
onset of a period of intensive political, economic, social and cultural 
modernization. The democratization of the country and its opening-up to 
the international arena intensified the influences of the globalization 
process. In the economy, this process brought about a dramatic decline of 
the agrarian sector, a deep restructuring of the manufacturing sector 
(mostly in the metal and textile industries), and a steep rise of the service 
sector, mainly in administration and tourism (Tamames, 1995). These 



important economic transformations coincided in time with a substantial 
rise of the economically active population, due to the entry into the labor 
market of larger birth cohorts and to the increase in women’s labor force 
participation. The latter is linked to the remarkable expansion of women’s 
education, as well as to their rising aspirations to a work career (Garrido 
Medina, 1992). This educational expansion is partly in response to the 
increasing need of knowledge and information that a globalizing world 
requires (see Blossfeld, this volume). 

For a long time the Spanish labor market has been characterized by a 
strong rigidity. As a consequence, compared to other Western European 
countries, unemployment rates have increased enormously, broadening 
the gap between labor market “insiders”, mainly adult males, and 
“outsiders”, mainly youngsters and women trying to find or improve their 
job positions (OECD, 1994; Garrido Medina, 1992). As we will see, 
several labor market reforms and changes in the educational system have 
been initially directed to these outsider groups in order to facilitate their 
entry into the labor market. However, most recent labor policies have only 
succeeded in introducing deregulation and flexibility in work relations 
(Moran, 1991). Although these reforms have facilitated the access to the 
first job, they have primarily brought about an increasing instability and 
precariousness in working relations for people entering the labor force. In 
addition to longer waiting times between leaving school and first 
employment, young men and women are increasingly confronted with 
unstable labor conditions, such as temporary work and time-limited 
contracts. Moreover, those developments have not been accompanied by 
policy attempts to build a social protection system especially addressed to 
those vulnerable groups. Consequently, the family remains the main 
institution responsible for providing the necessary support to young adults 
until they achieve economic emancipation. 

We will see that in the Spanish context, characterized by difficult 
access to the first job and by an increased exposure to unemployment, 
individuals postpone partnership formation and the family building 
process. In our reasoning, individuals are assumed to adapt their 
partnership and childbearing preferences to the new constraints and 
sources of uncertainty that they are faced with when trying to establish 
themselves in the labor market. This chapter focuses on how these 
changes affect the transition to adulthood. It is organized as follows. The 
first section provides a description of the most relevant developments in 
those institutions which play a significant role in the transition to 
adulthood in Spain: the educational system, the labor market and the 
welfare protection system. Then we present the theoretical framework 
used as a guideline for the empirical analysis and formulate the 
hypotheses in the light of this framework. It follows a description of the 
data set and the methodology. Next we discuss the main results of our 
analyses and, finally, summarize our major findings and conclusions. 
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THE ROLE OF THE INSTITUTIONS 

The Spanish educational system 

As pointed out by Iannelli and Soro-Bonmatí (2000), the Spanish 
educational system is in many respects similar to that of other European 
countries such as Italy. According to them, the Spanish system can be 
classified as one with a high degree of standardization and medium degree 
of stratification, in which “a common system of curricula, certifications 
and examinations is decided at the central national level and uniformly 
applied at the local level, while the upper secondary level is differentiated 
into tracks (academic and vocational), although the content of vocational 
education is quite general, so that the degree of stratification is medium” 
(Iannelli and Soro-Bonmatí, 2000, p. 4). 

The peculiarities of the contemporary Spanish educational system 
reflect the outcomes of the reforms introduced since 1970. The 1970 
Education Law (Ley de Ordenación de Educatión Básica) introduced 
among other things the following changes in the previous educational 
system. First, it fixed the end of compulsory education at two years before 
the legal age of entering the labor market (age 14 for mandatory schooling 
against 16 for legal labor market entrance). Second, with its application, 
the Law of 1970 eroded the image of vocational training, which became 
the poor brother of general education programs (Albert et al., 1999, p.28). 
In order to overcome these problems, a new reform of the Spanish 
educational system was introduced in the 1990s, known as LOGSE (Ley 
de Ordenación General del Sistema Educativo), which increased the 
compulsory education up to age 16 and which included basic technical 
training within this period of compulsory education. Nevertheless, the 
effects of this recent reform are not yet visible since it has been only 
gradually implemented, so that the academic year of 1999–2000 was the 
first in which the entire system was working under the new setting. 

Furthermore, the 1983 Law for the Reform of the University System 
(known as LRU, Ley de Reforma Universitaria) played a major role in the 
rapid expansion of education at the tertiary level. The LRU granted 
autonomy to Spanish universities which from the mid-1980s onwards 
have been experiencing a rapid growth, both in number and in the amount 
of curricula offered. The greatest expansion has been in the supply of 
short-term degrees (two- or three-years university degrees). As a result, 
Spain has experienced the fastest development of the higher education 
system in Europe. As outlined by Iannelli and Soro-Bonmatí (2000), the 
annual series of the Spanish Labor Force Survey show that the proportion 
of 25–34 year-olds with a university level of education (including short- 
and long-term degrees) is three times higher in the 1990s than in the 
1970s. Their study also offers a preliminary assessment of the relative 
weight of short-term degrees in Spain compared to other European 
countries. According to their figures, in Spain 40 percent of higher 
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education degrees correspond to short-term degrees, while in Italy the 
equivalent proportion is only 9 percent. 

Finally, it is worth remarking that the large educational expansion has 
significantly narrowed the gender gap in education. In fact, in the 1990s 
this gap has disappeared, and young men and women now reach 
analogous levels of educational attainment. As we shall highlight later on, 
this increase in the educational attainment of Spanish women underlies 
the notable rise in female labor force participation rates. 

The Spanish labor market 

As we noted in the introduction, Spain has experienced in the last three 
decades an intense process of economic modernization and a fast 
integration into the world economy. These transformations have been 
accompanied by a sharp increase in the rate of unemployment (see Figure 
15.1), which in the 1980s and first half of the 1990s averaged 20 percent, 
a rate more than twice the Western European average and far exceeding 
that of any other industrial society (Maravall and Fraile, 1998). 

This high level of unemployment has made the Spanish case a central 
topic of specialized literature (Bentolila and Blanchard, 1991). One of the 
peculiarities of the Spanish labor market is the uneven distribution of 
unemployment, which is concentrated among women and youth. In 1995, 
for instance, the rate of unemployment for women was 30.6 percent 
compared to 18.2 for men, and among those aged under 25, 
unemployment rates reached 36.4 percent among men but 48.1 among 
women. Another characteristic of Spanish unemployment is its 
persistence. Despite the reforms intended to reduce the long-term 
unemployment problem, the percentage of Spaniards unemployed for 
more than twelve months is still very high, especially among those aged 
16–24 (around 45 percent in 1995). 

However, neither the uneven distribution of unemployment nor its 
persistence are exclusively Spanish; they are also distinctive features of 
the labor market in other Southern European countries such as Italy (see 
for example Bernardi and Nazio, this volume). After recent labor market 
reforms, the Spanish unemployment problem seems to have been 
somewhat alleviated in the sense that the percentage of people who are 
long-term unemployed and looking for a first job has decreased, although 
at the cost of increased levels of job instability (Iannelli and Soro-
Bonmatí, 2000). 

The high levels of unemployment in Spain and the increasing need of 
upgraded skills to ensure a successful job career have probably reinforced 
the expansion of education, particularly at the post-compulsory level. In 
contrast to the past, however, the decision to remain longer in education is 
often no longer based on the prospects of future higher wages (the recent 
period is characterized by declining returns to education), but on the lack 
of an alternative occupation or merely on the hope to enhance the chances 
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to avoid unemployment. This has produced a displacement (or crowding-
out) of young workers with at most compulsory education from their 
traditional entry jobs—for example, clerical and administrative 
occupations (Dolado et al., 2000)—by workers with higher levels of 
educational attainment. 

A series of labor market reforms initiated in Spain, as in other 
European countries, in the mid-1980s in order to introduce flexibility and 
increase competitiveness have transformed the Spanish labor market 
structure (Iannelli and Soro-Bonmatí, 2000). Since 1984, when new 
modalities of fixed-term contracts were introduced, Spain has gone 
through a series of reforms aimed at reducing hiring and firing constraints 
(Bentolila and Dolado, 1994). The 1984 reform of the Workers’ Statute1 
introduced three new modalities of fixed-term contracts, namely, training 
contracts, practice contracts and contracts to promote hiring  

 

Figure 15.1 Age- and sex-
specific unemployment 
rates, Spain, 1974–1995 
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Source: ILO, Year Book of Labor 
Statistics, Genf, 1993; ILO, Year Book of 
Labour Statistics, 1945–1990; and Spanish 
Survey of Active Population (EPA). 
Madrid, National Institute for Statistics 
(INE). Enquête “Jeunes et carrières 1997”, 
INSEE. 

(contrato de aprendizaje, contrato en prácticas, contratos de promotión 
de empleo), which by suppressing the high firing costs of traditional 
indefinite contracts were assumed to promote hiring. Employers quickly 
embraced these flexible work arrangements, particularly temporary 
employment, which then expanded from 10 percent of the salaried labor 
force in 1984 to about one-third in 1995, by far exceeding the average in 
the European Union (see also Klijzing, this volume). The expansion has 
been more marked among those under age 25, for whom the percentage of 
employees with fixed-term contracts in 1995 was over 70 percent. 

The process of flexibilization and deregulation of temporary 
employment has not affected all age groups homogeneously. Temporary 
contracts are mainly offered to new entrants in the labor force, leaving 
unchanged the protection enjoyed by permanent workers. As a result, the 
Spanish labor market has become a clear example of a dual labor market 
segmented into two categories of workers (Lindbeck and Snower, 1989): 
the “insiders” or those enjoying indefinite contracts (predominantly adult 
males) and coverage by high firing constraints against the risk of being 
laid off, and the “outsiders” or those with short-term contracts 
(predominantly the young and women), who endure poor working 
conditions, instability and few opportunities for advancement. Hence, the 
risks and uncertainties associated with globalization are not equally spread 
across all workers but have been channeled towards those age groups 
which are precisely at the life cycle stage of family formation. 

The effects of recent labor market reforms on job stability have often 
been addressed in the literature (Bentolila and Dolado, 1994; Amuedo-
Dorantes, 2000). Although temporary contracts do provide first-entry 
labor market opportunities, they deepen the insider-outsider divide since 
long-term jobs are rarely available to new entrants. Furthermore, as 
several studies have revealed (Amuedo-Dorantes, 2000), temporary work 
is more likely to become a trap than a bridge to permanent employment 
and, therefore, the efficacy of temporary employment as a vehicle of job 
mobility towards a more stable position is dubious. 

Hence, young cohorts—despite being the highest educated in Spanish 
history and the best qualified to meet the challenges of the information 
society—can not count on stable employment to develop their project of 
life in other spheres. As we will discuss later on, uncertainty in the work 
domain is likely to pervade the private domain, reducing their ability 
and/or willingness to engage in long-term commitments that partnership 
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formation requires. Young adults not only have difficulties entering the 
labor market but once inside it, they face a pessimistic outlook on their 
chances of stability and upward mobility. Since education alone is no 
longer a guarantee of success in a highly competitive environment, they 
may be also compelled to concentrate all their efforts on building their 
career at the expense of their private life. 

The family-oriented Spanish welfare system 

The difficulties of young Spaniards to enter and remain in the labor 
market are just barely mitigated by the prevailing welfare system. Since 
social entitlements derive principally from employment rather than 
citizenship (as is the case in the Nordic welfare model) or proven need, 
they do not apply to most young job searchers. Furthermore, even those 
who succeed in entering the labor force do not have their unemployment 
coverage insured unless they accumulate 12 months of contributions, a 
requirement difficult to fulfil when individuals work under fixed-term 
contracts. In the absence of state transfers or supporting policies, young 
(and adult) aspirants and recent entrants in the labor market typically rely 
on family support and kinship networks, a pattern that reflects the 
institutionalized familism embedded in the Spanish welfare system 
(Esping-Andersen, 1999). In a context where the family plays a central 
role in sheltering young adults from the hardships of the market forces 
(Reher, 1998), individuals may be less willing to form a partnership and 
set up a new household, when that transition implies a relative 
deterioration of their standard of living with respect to the one they enjoy 
in the parental household. In Spain, as in other Southern European 
societies, the family rather than the welfare state plays the major role in 
decommodifying2 or reducing uncertainty during difficult periods in the 
life course: the phase of education, entry into the labor market, building an 
occupational career, family formation and family dissolution. The role of 
the family as a safety net has become even more important in the last 
decades, because when social policies concerning maternity leave, family 
allowances and free nurseries are lacking or not generous enough, as in 
Spain (Baizán, 1998), reaching adulthood does not necessarily mark the 
end of the support period from the family of origin. 

It has to be underlined that the labor market career has traditionally 
played a different role in men’s than in women’s life courses. In Spain, 
the predominant family model in the recent past has been that of the male 
breadwinner and female homemaker (see Blossfeld and Drobnič, 2001). 
However, with the rise in women’s education and labor force participation 
over the last two decades, dualearner partnerships have become 
increasingly common in Spanish society. Yet, the Spanish welfare state 
has not been able to respond satisfactorily to the growing need for social 
policies that ease the combination of work and family obligations. This 
has become especially worrisome since the mid-1980s because labor 
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market deregulation, as previously discussed, has mainly affected young 
people and women. Spanish females who join the labor force are often 
confronted with short and unstable contracts. Labor flexibility and the 
associated increase in rapid job changes (including changes in timetables, 
positions and responsibilities in the workplace), while reducing the 
relative importance of the private life sphere, have heightened the relative 
importance of individuals’ commitment to their labor career. 

THE RATIONAL ACTOR AND THE SPANISH 
TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD 

We refer to globalization as the macro process in which most nation states 
are involved and that is characterized by: (1) the increasing dominance of 
a single, worldwide market with growing flows of capital, goods, services, 
labor and information across national borders; (2) the expanding global 
division of labor that makes national economies, nation states, and 
multiple cultural settings increasingly interdependent on each other; (3) 
the rising tendency to set up supranational organizations and the 
weakening of national ones in the economy and the political sphere; and, 
(4) the increased pressure on the national economy and the nation state to 
internally adjust to accelerating changes in the international environment. 
At the societal level, globalization entails the following developments (see 
also Blossfeld, this volume): (1) the increasing significance of knowledge 
and information; (2) the extraordinary rise in productivity; (3) the growing 
need of flexibility; (4) the increasing uncertainty of future developments 
and the instability of social relations; and, (5) the intensified competition 
among nation states and the spread of supranationally ungovernable 
economic forces that play a prominent role in giving increasing 
responsibility to the market (Breen, 1997). At the individual level, these 
dramatic changes in the societal context bear substantial consequences 
that are particularly important in the transition to adulthood. Since they 
can be seen as sources of constraints and uncertainty about future 
developments, they have an important impact on individuals’ achievement 
of autonomy characterizing adulthood. They not only affect decisions that 
imply a substantial economic effort, like buying a house which in the 
Spanish context is still one of the markers of the transition to adulthood, 
but also decision processes implying long-term commitments, like 
establishing a first union or having a first child. 

In order to relate recent changes in the transition to adulthood in Spain 
to the major social and economic transformations resulting from the 
globalization process, we use the rational actor approach (Dawes, 1988). 
In this theoretical framework, individuals may be seen as typical actors 
who act rationally in typical situations (see also Blossfeld, this volume), 
i.e., as decision makers attempting to optimize the decision process itself 
and the output they can obtain from it. In particular, in our analysis of the 

Globalization, uncertainty and youth in society      392



transition to adulthood in Spain, individuals are seen as rational actors 
who adapt their decisions on partnership and parenthood to the new 
sources of uncertainty that they face when entering the labor market. 

With the globalization process not only temporal uncertainty increases, 
but also uncertainty about the behavioral alternatives themselves—which 
alternative to choose and when—and their outcome probabilities, as well 
as uncertainty about the amount of information to be collected for a 
particular decision process (see also Blossfeld, this volume). The position 
that an individual occupies in the labor market determines his or her 
degree of economic independence. Economic and residential 
emancipation from the family of origin are usually regarded as 
prerequisites for taking long-term commitments, like the decision to 
establish a first union or to have a first child. This is especially the case in 
Spain where, as already stated, the degree of welfare assistance is still 
weak. In analytical terms, we will therefore first examine the impact of 
globalization on the entrance into the first job and on the risks of 
subsequent unemployment. Then, the decision process of entering first 
partnership and parenthood will be analyzed by means of an explanatory 
choice model based on a dynamic categorization of the level of 
precariousness of the individual’s position in the labor market. 

Two major developments have already been highlighted when 
describing the changing context of the transition to adulthood in Spain: 
the increased time invested in education and women’s remarkable 
advancement both in educational attainment and labor force participation. 
Recently, union formation has also undergone significant transformations 
in Spain. A steady trend towards a progressively later entry into marriage 
has been manifest since the early 1980s (Miret-Gamundi, 1997; Castro 
Martin, 1993; Delgado and Castro Martin, 1999). Vital statistics show, for 
instance, that the mean age at first marriage increased from 23.5 in 1980 
to 27.1 in 1996 among females, and from 25.9 to 29.2 among males. 
Although this upward trend started a decade later than in Northern Europe 
(Blossfeld, 1995), it proceeded at a faster pace. As a result, the pattern of 
late marriage currently observed in Spain closely resembles that in most 
other European countries. This apparent convergence in the timing of 
family formation is, however, somewhat deceptive. Whereas in many 
European countries first marriage is often preceded by cohabitation and, 
consequently, partnership formation occurs significantly earlier than is 
reflected by marriage statistics (Kiernan, 1999), in Spain the prevalence of 
non-marital cohabitation is still relatively low. Hence, the documented 
late pattern of entry into marriage implies also a late pattern of entry into 
partnership. 

Besides the role of legal marriage as the prevailing form of entry into 
partnership, other distinct features that characterize the transition to 
adulthood in Spain are the prolonged stay at the parental home and the 
strong interconnection between leaving it and getting married (Baizán, 
2001; see also Klijzing, this volume), the relatively low prevalence 
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therefore of independent living before union formation (Billari et al., 
2000), and the relatively low frequency of child-bearing outside the 
context of a marital union (Muñoz Pérez, 1991). The persistence of these 
“traditional” features which partly challenge the convergence in family 
patterns initially envisaged under the paradigm of the Second 
Demographic Transition (Van de Kaa, 1987), has made it increasingly 
common nowadays to talk about a “Mediterranean” pattern of the 
transition to adulthood (Billari et al., 2000), thus highlighting the 
persisting heterogeneity in the various paths to family formation within 
Europe (Kuijsten, 1996). As a consequence, young Spanish people have 
been remaining in the parental home longer, waiting for a better moment 
to leave and/or marry. As has been noted elsewhere (Miret-Gamundi, 
1997; Cabré, 1997), 62 percent of young single people living within the 
parental home do work and could therefore be considered as economically 
independent, but most of them do not enjoy the work stability that would 
allow them to marry and leave the parental home. 

In such a context, the transition to parenthood has also been delayed. 
Compared to the traditional pattern in which childbearing started right 
after marriage, recently married couples have increasingly delayed the 
conception of their first child (Castro Martin, 1992). Women’s labor force 
participation is regarded as an important factor in this delay. Both 
working women who anticipate difficulties in combining work and family 
responsibilities, and unemployed women who aspire to get a stable job 
before initiating childbearing, have important reasons to delay the arrival 
of their first child. 

In a previous study, Simó et al. (2001) reported on the steadily low 
percentage of women and men having left the parental home before 
establishing their first union. This pattern suggests the persistency of 
barriers to young men’s and women’s residential emancipation. These 
same researchers also found that among those who had already 
experienced entry in the labor market, partnership formation and 
parenthood, a large majority had done so in exactly that order. There 
were, however, significant gender and generation differentials reflecting 
the fact that more women than men enter the labor market after 
partnering, and that the traditional sequence—although still predominant 
among young cohorts—is becoming less frequent. 

HYPOTHESES 

In this section we present four hypotheses regarding the impact that the 
macro process of globalization has on the transition to adulthood. The first 
hypothesis is related to the precariousness that the young are faced with 
when entering the labor market for the first time; the second refers to the 
effects of the globalization process on the mismatch between educational 
skills and the first job obtained; the third concerns the uncertainty about 
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medium- and long-term commitments; and, finally, the fourth refers to the 
impact of globalization on gender differentials in work and family role 
identities. 

Globalization increases precariousness in the process of 
labor market entry 

In the section “The role of the institutions” on Spanish institutions, we 
distinguished three different phases in Spain’s recent history of economic 
and social change. Given the predictions provided by our rational choice 
model about how the globalization affects the timing and sequencing of 
life course transitions, we expect the following. First, we anticipate that 
labor market entry will be delayed for the youngest cohorts. If the 
individual leaves the educational system in periods of high 
unemployment, the chances of getting a first job will diminish. Therefore, 
men and women entering the labor force in 1975–84 or 1985–95 will be 
less likely to find a job soon than those joining the labor force in 1965–74. 
Second, this period adversity effect will not only decrease the likelihood 
of getting a first job, but it will also increase the likelihood of losing it, 
especially among those who found their first job during 1985–1995, the 
period when major labor market reforms towards greater flexibility took 
place. To summarize, our first hypothesis states that the globalization 
process in Spain augments precariousness in the process of labor market 
entry: the transition to first jobs is delayed and the early stages of work 
careers are increasingly characterized by alternating spells of employment 
and unemployment, until a stable job is found. 

Globalization changes the returns to human capital 
investments 

According to Becker (1971), individuals will invest in human capital in 
order to maximize their future stream of income. This means that the 
higher the level of education is, the greater are the chances of obtaining 
better jobs and avoiding unemployment. Thurow (1975) adds another 
dimension to Becker’s human capital theory. He argues that in a labor 
market context where good jobs are scarce, there will be a queue in which 
individuals are ordered according to their qualifications, in such a way 
that highly educated individuals will have more chances to become 
employed and occupy better positions than individuals with low 
educational skills, who will be the most affected by the inflation of 
credentials. The rapid Spanish educational expansion, which can be 
considered as another effect of globalization (in that it increases the 
demand for high-level skills), has coincided in time with the worsening of 
labor market prospects for young people due to high unemployment and 
increasing job instability during early work careers. Therefore, the 
following patterns can be expected. First, in periods of high 
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unemployment, individuals with low educational skills will be less likely 
to enter the labor market than individuals with high skills. Furthermore, 
we also predict that if educational skills in the first job are low, the 
likelihood of becoming unemployed will be high since fixed-term 
contracts are rather frequent in low-skilled occupations. To conclude, our 
second hypothesis states that in Spain the globalization process has altered 
the returns to human capital investments: low-skilled people will have 
higher unemployment risks in the youngest than in the oldest cohorts. 

Globalization brings about uncertainty about medium- 
and long-term commitments 

We view economic uncertainty as the outcome of two major changes 
related to the rapid globalization process to which Spain has assisted in 
the last two decades: the growing precariousness that individuals face in 
their labor market entry and the increasing inflation of credentials. This 
has resulted in a crowding-out of the low-skilled whose job positions are 
being taken by the high-skilled, who thus tend to occupy jobs for which 
they are overqualified. According to our rational choice model, we expect 
to see the impact of this increasing uncertainty on the timing and 
sequencing of long-term decisions. More concretely, we predict the 
following. First, long-term decisions such as partnership formation and 
first parenthood will be delayed among the youngest generations. Second, 
within each particular cohort, those individuals with a more precarious 
labor market situation will be less likely to form a couple or have a child 
(see Sommer et al., 2000; Simó et al., 2000 for further details). Thus, our 
third hypothesis states that glob-alization brings about uncertainty for 
medium- and long-term commitments so that partnership formation and 
parenthood decisions are more and more delayed. The sequence of these 
decisions and the emergence of more “flexible” family forms seem also to 
be affected by globalization. For example, cohabitation before marriage 
seems to be an increasingly accepted behavior pattern. However, its 
prevalence is still low in Spain and, therefore, it is too early to evaluate 
whether in a context discouraging long-term commitments it might serve 
as an alternative living arrangement. 

Gender differences have not disappeared within the 
process of globalization 

In the section “The role of the institutions” we discussed how the role of 
women in Spain has changed substantially in the last two decades: they 
have much higher educational levels, their labor force participation has 
risen dramatically, and they are slightly better protected by the welfare 
state than thirty years ago. Nevertheless, Spanish men and women still 
have very different work and family role identities, so that their 
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‘readiness’ associated with the decision of partnering and parenting also 
differs. 

In the traditional single-earner model, which in the Spanish context has 
been mainly the male breadwinner model, work and family role identities 
differ substantially among women and men, with the result that there is a 
sharp gender specialization with respect to domestic tasks and those of 
providing economic resources for the family (Blossfeld and Drobnič, 
2001). We argue that for men the distribution of work and family roles 
has not changed significantly over time, and that a stable position in the 
labor market still is a key prerequisite for taking the decision of 
establishing the first union and having the first child. Consequently, 
economic uncertainty affects the medium or long-term security required 
for taking such long-term decisions. 

At the same time, the lack of adequate social policies makes it difficult 
for women to combine a labor market career with family responsibilities. 
For most women belonging to older birth cohorts, being a housewife was 
the prevailing option and basis to accomplish readiness for family 
formation. However, because of their investments in higher education, 
women of the younger cohorts are expected to opt more often for a 
satisfying job before they accomplish readiness to establish a partnership 
and fulfil their childbearing plans. 

DATA AND METHODS 

For the analysis we use longitudinal data from the Spanish Fertility and 
Family Survey (FFS).3 The Spanish FFS, carried out in 1995, is based on 
a nationally representative sample of households. Interviews were 
conducted with 4,021 women and 1,991 men between the ages of 18 and 
49 years (Delgado and Castro Martin, 1999). Some limitations of these 
data for our analysis have to be noted. First, FFS data do not provide 
information on the type of contract (fixed-term versus permanent). This 
information would have been highly valuable, since we argue that one of 
the key mechanisms through which globalization influences decisions on 
union formation is job precariousness. However, we have used the 
distinction between part- and full-time work instead because, given the 
fact that in Spain part-time employment does not typically provide a 
viable career prospect, it captures some degree of instability in labor force 
attachment. A second data limitation is that we can not distinguish 
between voluntary and involuntary unemployment. This represents a 
particularly important shortcoming in the case of women, since it is 
conceivable that voluntary and involuntary unemployment for them have 
opposing effects on union formation and childbearing. A third 
shortcoming derives from the lack of retrospective information on the 
work careers of partners. The decision to form a union and to have a child 
is usually taken on the basis of both partners’ resources, but data 
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restrictions oblige us to analyze the transitions to marriage and parenthood 
from the perspective of the individual respondent rather than the couple, 
as would have been desirable. A fourth limitation is that no information is 
available about the region of residence, impeding to outline the important 
plurality that characterizes the Spanish nation state. Finally, it is worth 
mentioning that FFS information about the type of work comes in only 
two of the four digits of the conventional ISCO scheme. This restriction 
enabled us to construct the 5 categories of the OECD occupational 
classification, but it did not allow us to use more complex divisions of 
occupa-tional classes. 

For the analysis of the entry into the labor market our window of 
observation starts at age 10, since an important number of individuals 
belonging to the oldest generation had their first job at very early ages.4 
Respondents who have not experienced the event in question are censored 
at age 35 or at the time of the interview, whichever comes first. With 
regard to the transition to unemployment, our window of observation 
starts when individuals get their first job and finishes when they fall into 
unemployment, with other destination states being censored.5 The analysis 
of this particular transition is restricted to dependent workers only; the 
category of the self-employed refers to a very complex mix including 
own-account workers and employers, and is thus excluded. Finally, in the 
analysis of the transitions to partnership and parenthood our window of 
observation starts at age 16. Respondents who have not experienced those 
events are censored at age 49 (45 in the case of first motherhood) or at the 
time of interview, whichever comes first. In the analysis of partnership 
formation, first unions encompass only partnerships that started as a 
marriage which, even though consensual unions are becoming 
increasingly popular among the youngest cohorts, is still the majority 
rule.6 In the analysis of parenthood we subtract 9 months from the date of 
birth of the first child so as to come closer to the actual timing of the 
decision to have it. 

We use event history analysis to model the entry into adulthood which 
is assumed to encompass the above mentioned four interdependent 
transitions. We use piecewise constant models (Blossfeld and Rohwer, 
1995) by defining several intervals in months in order to capture possible 
changes in transition rates across them. For the analysis of partnership 
formation and parenthood we have defined a set of time-varying 
covariates that, based on the information provided by the educational and 
employment histories, measure activity status on a monthly basis. 
Following Sommer et al. (2000), we distinguish six activity states which 
are assumed to capture different degrees of relative uncertainty: (1) in 
school, not working; (2) not in school, not working; (3) in school, working 
full-time; (4) in school, working part-time; (5) not in school, working 
part-time; and (6) not in school, working full-time (used as the reference 
group). We also include a macro indicator, namely, the age- and sex-
specific unemployment rate at the time the respondent completes his or 
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her studies. This indicator is intended to reflect not only the actual 
difficulties of first accessing the labor market but also the individual’s 
(optimistic or pessimistic) perception of the economic climate regardless 
of his/her own situation. Other variables included are age as an indicator 
of the life cycle stage, and highest level of education. Respondents with 
secondary school, vocational training, and unclassified educational 
certificates are grouped in one category (2), while those with tertiary 
education diplomas in an other (3). Respondents with only compulsory 
education as well as those without any diploma belong to the reference 
group (1). In the transition model of parenthood we have also included a 
covariate indicating whether marriage has already taken place. To capture 
changes over time in the various dependent processes we have included 3 
birth cohorts in the models, except for the transition from first job to 
unemployment where we use labor market entry cohorts. In that particular 
case we have also included 5 categories of occupational class. Because we 
expect to find significant gender differentials, women and men are 
analyzed separately. 

RESULTS 

The survival functions in Figure 15.2 for the transition to the first job 
show that the youngest cohorts enter the labor market considerably later 
than the oldest cohorts. At the age of 18, 60 percent of men born during 
1965–1977 against 40 percent of those born during 1944–1964 are still in 
the risk set of individuals who have not yet found a first-time job. The 
survival functions for women show even greater differences across 
cohorts: by age 18, around 80 percent of those born during 1965–1977 
against 65 percent of those during 1955–1964 and 55 percent of those 
during 1944–1954 have not yet exited the pool of first-time job seekers. 
These figures can be interpreted as a reflection not only of the adverse 
labor market conditions in the last two decades which have delayed the 
labor market entry of youngsters (especially of women), but also as a 
consequence of the remarkable educational expansion which has taken 
place in Spain during the same period. In a previous study (see Simó et 
al., 2001) examining the transition rates throughout the entire age range, 
the authors found large gender differentials for all birth cohorts, especially 
for the oldest ones. As expected, men were more likely to find a first job 
than women, and the gender gap widened after the age of 18, mainly 
among those who had entered the labor market before 1975, a period with 
low male unemployment and very low female employment rates. 
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Figure 15.2 Product-limit 
estimation. Males’ and 
females’ transition to the 
first job from 10 years old 

Source: 1995 Spanish FFS. 
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Table 15.1 Piecewise constant 
exponential models: main steps of the 
transition into adulthood in Spain 

  From age 10 to first 
job 

First job to 
unemployment

Partners ship 
formation 

Parenthood 

  Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women 

Periods 
from 
age 16 

                

16–19      −6.9050*** −5.8638*** −7.0507*** −6.4361*** 

20–24      .4.8374*** −4.5041*** −5.6157*** −5.6950*** 

25–29      −4.0446*** −4.2225*** −5.0300*** −5.7877*** 

30–34      −4.4954*** −4.9287*** −5.2762*** −6.4144*** 

35+      −6.0560*** −6.4273*** −6.7999* −7.9709*** 

Periods 
from 
age 10 

                

10–11 −6.8941*** −7.7294***        

12–13 −4.7961*** −6.1573***        

14–15 −3.0811*** −4.3839***        

16–17 −2.7931*** −4.0317***        

18–19 −2.8973*** −3.8670***        

20–21 −2.8986*** −3.8613***        

22–23 −2.7681*** −3.9022***        

24–25 −2.7719*** −3.8923***        

26–27 −2.6798*** −4.1809***        

28+ −3.4511*** −4.4529***        

  From age 
 10 to first job 

First job to unem 
ployment 

Part 
nership formation 

Pare 
nthood 

  Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Wo 
men 

Months 
after 
having o 
btained a 
the first job 

                

0–5    −5.6704*** −5.0833***      
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6–11    −5.4206*** −5.1310***      

12–17    −5.8060*** −5.4541***      

18–23    −6.5646*** −5.8514***      

24–35    −6.1394*** −6.2743***      

36–47    −6.5925*** −6.1135***      

48–59    −6.7462*** −6.6170***      

60+    −7.2984*** −6.9589***      

Education 
status 

                

(Out of 
education) 

Ref. Group Ref. Group         

In the 
educational 
system 

−0.9575*** −0.8878***         

Birth 
cohort 

           

(1945–
1954) 

Ref. Group Ref. Group    Ref. Group Ref. 
Group

Ref. Group Ref. Group 

1955–1964 −0.1923*** −0.1250**    −0.0656 0.2461*** −0.3005*** 0.1605*** 

1965–1977 −0.3879*** −0.2628***    −0.6043*** −0.1394* −1.2632*** −0.6715*** 

Labour 
market 
cohort 

           

(1955–
1974) 

   Ref. Group Ref. Group      

1975–1984    1.0132*** 0.5911***      

1985–1995    1.9667*** 1.3555***      

  From age 10 to first job First job to 
unemployment 

Partnership formation Parenthood 

  Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women 

Educational 
Level 

            

(Primary) Ref. Group Ref. Group    Ref. Group Ref. Group Ref. Group Ref. Group 

Secondary −0.3786*** −0.3580*** −0.4001*** 0.0111 −0.0261 −0.1368*** −0.1397* −0.2568*** 

Tertiary −0.0194 0.1771** −0.2914 0.323* −0.0414 −0.2922*** −0.3151** −0.4069*** 

Occupational 
Class 

            

High skilled 
and non 
manual 

   −0.8298*** −0.7052***       
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Medium 
skilled and 
non manual 

   −0.5829* −0.6022***       

Low skilled 
and non 
manual 

   −0.5713** −0.5145***       

Skilled and 
manual 
worker 

   −0.5295*** −0.5611***       

(Unskilled 
manual 
worker) 

   Ref. Group Ref. Group       

Activity 
status 

            

In school, 
not working 

      −2.9257*** −1.5186*** −2.2615*** −1.1818*** 

Not in 
school, not 
working 

      −1.1029*** −0.7282*** −1.2499*** 0.9002*** 

In school, 
working >25 
hr. week 

      −0.6235*** −0.6186*** −0.4140** −0.9770*** 

In school, 
working <24 
hr. week 

      −1.3427** −2.7832*** −0.6933 −1.9421*** 

Not in 
school, 
working <25 
hr. week 

      −0.3505** 0.0497 −0.2686* 0.0976 

(Not in 
school, 
working <25 

      Ref. Group Ref. Group Ref. Group Ref. Group 

  From age 10 to first job First job to 
unemployment 

Partnership formation Parenthood 

  Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women 

Age-specific 
unemployment rate 
(macro) 

    0.0061 −0.0063*** 0.0141 −0.0128*** 

Had first marriage   −0.3659** −0.1133   1.3893*** 1.8900*** 

Number of cases 1599 2960 220 513 857 2343 858 2301 

Number of episodes 3493 6956 3959 5978 210905 330950 225177 371794 
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Log likelihood 
(starting values) 

−9123.1748 −17313.6462 −1595.0351 −3577.5771 −5575.4065 −13942.1038 −5637.0926 −14001.5761 

Source: Spanish FFS, 1995. 
Notes 
* p<0.10 
** p<0.05 
*** p<0.01 

Table 15.1 presents the coefficients of the piecewise constant models 
estimated to investigate the four interdependent processes of the transition 
to adulthood. Columns 1 and 2 correspond to the models for men and 
women on the entry into a first job. The results confirm the preliminary 
evidence outlined above by the survival functions of this transition. That 
is, both men and women born during 1965–1977 and, to a lesser degree 
during 1955–1964, are significantly less likely to enter a first-time job 
than those born during 1944–1954. The effect of education is worth 
highlighting: women with high levels of education are significantly more 
likely to enter a first-time job than those with low education, whereas 
women as well as men with medium-level skills are significantly less 
likely to do so. The latter finding may be related to the fact that fixed-term 
contracts are being widely used to hire workers in low-skilled occupations 
(Iannelli and Soro-Bonmatí, 2001). Low-educated individuals may 
therefore be more likely to find a first-time—probably fixed-term—job 
than individuals with a medium level of qualifications. 

The degree of job stability is examined through the analysis of the 
transition from first job into unemployment (see columns 3 and 4 of Table 
15.1). As expected, the more recent the entry is into the labor market, the 
more likely it is to move into unemployment. In a previous study the 
authors have shown that this pattern remains even after controlling for the 
position in the educational system, the occupational class of the first-time 
job, and the individual’s marital status (Simó et al., 2001). They also 
found that those who are combining education with a first-time job are 
significantly less likely to lose that job. This may be the case for instance 
of students who need the money in order to pay for their living expenses. 
Concerning the role of education, our results in Table 15.1 show that the 
likelihood of falling into unemployment lowers for men with secondary 
educational levels, whereas it increases for women with tertiary education. 
Regarding interaction effects between educational levels and cohorts, the 
authors found in their previous study that the returns to education are 
worsening over time. Relative to the members of the oldest labor market 
entry cohort with primary education only, the likelihood of falling into 
unemployment increases enormously at all educational levels, in the 
middle as well as in the youngest labor market entry cohort (Simó et al., 
2001). 

The contrasts according to Table 15.1 are largest between, on the one 
hand, those entering the labor force in 1985–1995 who were the most 
affected by the deregularization of the Spanish labor market, and those 
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entering in 1955–1974, on the other, when unemployment rates were low 
and fixed-term contracts did not yet exist. These results confirm that the 
degree of instability in early job careers has significantly increased in the 
last two decades. Unfortunately, as already stated, we do not have 
information on the type of contract of the first-time job. However, the 
occupational class in the first-time job could be taken as a proxy for 
having a fixed-term or permanent contract. As discussed above, after the 
labor market reforms in the 1980s, most low-skilled workers were offered 
a fixed-term contract, so that those working in unskilled occupations were 
also the ones most likely to lose their first-time job. This is precisely the 
result emerging from the models in Table 15.1: unskilled manual workers 
are significantly more likely to move into unemployment than workers in 
any other occupational class. The effect of marital status also deserves 
attention since it shows that globalization notwithstanding, gender 
differences in young people’s life courses remain: being married 
significantly reduces the likelihood of losing one’s first job for men, but 
not so for women.7 

To summarize, our findings for the transition to first jobs and from first 
jobs to unemployment suggest that for recent cohorts there is a longer 
waiting time until a first-time job is found and that there is a greater 
instability associated with this first-time job. Taken together, these results 
offer support to hypothesis 1 stating that globalization increases the 
precariousness of youngsters’ labor market entry, as well as to hypothesis 
2 stating that globalization changes the returns to human capital 
investments. 

Columns 5 and 6 of Table 15.1 present the results of the piecewise 
constant exponential models of entry into first partnership for men and 
women. They illustrate the recent trend of delayed entry into first union. 
As visualized by life table curves in Figure 15.3, the youngest cohort—
those born in 1965–1977—exhibits a far lower rate of transition to first 
union than previous cohorts, thus reflecting a marked tendency to 
postpone and/or forgo partnership formation. In order to assess whether 
this tendency can be partly attributed to the different activity status 
composition of the youngest cohort with respect to the preceding ones at 
the time of exposure to union formation (as we have hypothesized when 
discussing the impact of globalization on recent work patterns), we added 
to the birth cohort variable in Table 15.1 the time-varying indicator of 
individuals’ activity status and a macro indicator of unemployment rates, 
both of which reflect the degree of uncertainty. Although the coefficient 
for the youngest cohort remained sizable and statistically significant, its 
magnitude lessened when these two variables capturing the degree of 
attachment to the labor force and the contextual level of unemployment 
were controlled for, particularly among women. Although this is no 
conclusive evidence, it still suggests that the changing context of work 
does indeed play a role in the recent trend of delayed union formation. 
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As far as educational level is concerned, this variable has been 
traditionally regarded as having a negative impact on the propensity to 
marry, at least for women, although recent studies have revealed that this 
effect is not so much related to human capital accumulation but rather to 
the incompatibility of educational and marital roles (Blossfeld and 
Huinink, 1989). Although we expected to find a weak effect of education 
level once school enrollment status was taken into account, our models 
show that this is only the case for men. Among women, the negative 
effect of educational level on union formation remains statistically 
significant even after controlling for current enrollment, suggesting that 
the more advanced the educational level is that women have completed, 
the lower will be their transition rate to partnership. Nevertheless, when 
separate models were run for each birth cohort (Simó et al., 2001), the 
results were that educational level inhibits union formation only for the 
youngest female cohort. This is precisely the cohort that has largely 
benefited from the remarkable expansion of education  

Globalization, uncertainty and youth in society      406



 

Figure 15.3 Survivor 
function for the transition 
to first partnership in 
Spain—Life table 
estimates of the 
cumulative proportion of 
men and women entering 
first partnership, by birth 
cohort 

Source: 1995 Spanish FFS. 
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but which faces more difficulties to get good returns to their educational 
investment in the labor market. 

With regard to the impact of activity status on union formation, our 
models confirm some of the expected patterns. Being enrolled in school 
and not working lowers substantially the rate of transition to first 
partnership for both women and men compared to the reference category 
(not in school, working full-time), which supposedly represents the lowest 
degree of uncertainty in socioeconomic terms. Delayed partnering also 
occurs when school and paid work are being combined, suggesting that 
the role of student is largely regarded as incompatible with the role of 
spouse, even when there is already an attachment to the labor force. 

The effect of being out of school and not working on union formation, 
however, differs greatly by gender: while it has a strong negative effect on 
the marital transition for men, it has a positive effect for women. The 
results for men confirm the hypothesized association between uncertainty 
in the work domain and deferment of partnership formation. The results 
for women, on the contrary, suggest that this status—as we have noted 
earlier, one of the caveats of the analysis is that we cannot discern 
between voluntary and involuntary reasons for not working—enhances 
their transition to first union. Although these results fully agree with the 
traditional breadwinner-homemaker family model, we expected to find a 
different pattern for younger cohorts. When we looked at separate models 
for each birth cohort (see Simó et al., 2001), we found indeed that 
although the sign of the coefficient for this particular activity status 
remained positive across all female cohorts, its effect became 
progressively smaller as we moved from the older to the youngest cohort. 
In fact, the coefficient for the 1965–1977 cohort—although still 
positive—was no longer statistically significant. We had also expected 
that the inhibiting impact of (being out of school and) not working on first 
union formation would become stronger for males of the younger cohorts, 
for whom unemployment is less and less a transitory and more and more a 
long-term stage. However, the results of the cohort-specific models 
showed that although the negative coefficient associated with this 
particular status remains sizable also for the most recent cohort, it is no 
longer statistically significant (Simó et al., 2001), a result that could be 
related to small sample sizes. Finally, regarding the difference between 
part- and full-time work, our cohort-specific models show that men who 
are out of school and working on a part-time basis have a lower transition 
rate to first union than similar men working full-time, as one would expect 
given the higher degree of uncertainty associated with part-time positions. 
The results for women, however, show no such differences in the union 
transition rates of part- and full-time workers. 

In sum, our findings on partnership formation suggest that: (i) the 
worsening of labor market conditions does delay union formation; (ii) the 
higher the women’s educational level, the lower their transition to 
partnership; (iii) an uncertain position in the labor market lowers the 
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transition to partnership for both women and men; and (iv) the effect of 
being unemployed on union formation differs greatly by gender. These 
results support hypotheses 3 and 4 stating, respectively, that uncertainty 
hinders medium- and long-term commitments and that gender 
differences—even if currently being transformed—have not disappeared 
in the process of globalization. 

Lastly, we analyze the transition to parenthood.8 The results on the 
proportions of childless men and women by birth cohorts in Figure 15.4 
illustrate the remarkable delay that younger generations experience in the 
onset of childbearing. In columns 7 and 8 of Table 15.1 we can observe 
that the likelihood of entry into parenthood diminishes considerably for 
the youngest cohort compared to the cohort born in 1945–1954. (The 
likelihood of first motherhood for the middle cohort appears to be higher 
than for the oldest cohort, but it decreases markedly for the youngest 
cohort.) Concerning education, the results for both men and women show 
that the higher their level of education, the lower their likelihood of 
becoming first-time parents. On the other hand, unemployment rates do 
again not play the same role for men and women. While for women their 
impact is significant and negative (the higher the female age-specific 
unemployment rate is when they enter the labor market, the lower is the 
rate of first motherhood), for men it does not seem to affect significantly 
the transition to first fatherhood. 

Finally, we examine the results of the impact of the various uncertainty 
categories (built around the dimensions of in/out of school, working/not 
working, and hours worked) on women’s and men’s transition rate to 
parenthood. Both women and men who are still in education and not 
working have very low odds of entering parenthood. But, as was the case 
in the models of the transition to first partnership, the effect of being out 
of education and not working differs greatly by gender. It displays the 
highest propensity to have a first child among women, while for men this 
is low. Another clear gender differential is that part-time work decreases 
the likelihood of parenthood compared to full-time work among men, but 
not among women. 

We summarize our findings on the transition to parenthood as follows. 
First, as found in the transition to partnership, the worsening of labor 
market conditions does inhibit and delay parenthood. Second, the higher 
women’s and men’s educational level is, the lower becomes their 
transition to a first child. Third, an uncertain position in the labor market 
lowers the transition to parenthood, particularly for men. Fourth, being 
unemployed has a gender-specific impact: while it is negative for men, it 
is positive for women. Finally, aggregate unemployment rates lower the 
transition to first births, but only among women. Also these results lend 
support to hypotheses 3 and 4. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

We have seen that in Spain globalization has increased uncertainty by, on 
the one hand, a growing liberalization and deregulation of the labor 
market which has accentuated the fracture between insiders and outsiders 
and, on the other, a growing need to update skills through continued 
education, with both macro processes making the entry into the labor 
market more and more difficult. The  

 

Figure 15.4 Proportion of 
childless men and women 
in Spain by age and birth 
cohort 
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Source: Own elaboration using 1991 
Spanish Sociodemographic Survey. 
Madrid, National Institute for Statistics 
(INE). 

former has introduced a high degree of precariousness in work relations, 
affecting particularly low-skilled people in their transitions into 
partnership and parenthood, since instability in the labor market and 
uncertainty about future prospects make it difficult for men and women to 
make such medium- to long-term commitments. Furthermore, even if 
gender differentials may nowadays be transforming, they have not 
disappeared. The lack of social policies and welfare support as well as the 
slow movement towards a more egalitarian family system simply make it 
very difficult for Spanish women to combine a job career with 
childbearing. They have increased their investment in education and their 
participation in the labor market. Due to the growing need for skill 
upgrading and continuous learning that the globalization process implies, 
high levels of educational attainment have become almost a necessity for 
those who want to pursue a job career. While in former times of the 
single-earner family model men’s stable position in the labor market 
provided a solid basis for the decision of becoming partners and parents, 
currently young men face increased difficulties to attain such a stable 
position. Moreover, there is currently a growing awareness that dual-
earner families may fare better in the uncertain context of globalization 
than provider-only families. As Oppenheimer (1994) argues, gendered 
specialization is a risky strategy for a nuclear family in today’s world, 
because diversifying household income sources could provide economic 
flexibility and other backup mechanisms. However, in Spain, women face 
even more barriers than men when trying to find a job, and the lack of 
supporting social policies makes it difficult for them to combine work and 
family responsibilities. 

NOTES 
1 The 1980 Workers’ Statute (Ley de Estatuto de los Trabajadores, known as 

LET) was the first law protecting worker rights after the dictatorship. 
2 This term is used by Esping-Andersen (1999) to describe how the welfare 

state in European societies makes the effects of uncertainty more bearable. 
3 The authors wish to thank the Advisory Group of the FFS research program 

of comparative research for its permission, granted under identification 
number 61, to use the FFS data on which this study is based. 

4 1995 Spanish FFS only provides information about the time leaving 
education when individuals remain in it till the age of 15. 

5 As a destination state we use the “unemployed” category appearing as a main 
activity between job spells. For those having only one job spell we use the 
main activity at the time of the interview. 

6 According to the 1995 Spanish FFS, 7 percent of women and 9 percent of 
men belonging to the birth cohort 1966–77 started their first partnership 
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before marrying. For women, 15 percent of those partnerships do not end in 
a marriage, while for men this proportion reaches 24 percent. 

7 The sign of their coefficient even switches to positive when the level of 
education is excluded from the model (see Simó et al., 2001). 

8 Most of the results referring to this transition are based on Simó et al. (2000). 
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16  
Ireland and economic 

globalization  
The experiences of a small open economy 
Richard Layte, Philip J.O’Connell, Tony Fahey and Selina 

McCoy 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter we reflect on two basic assumptions of the globalization 
literature: first, that as economic globalization increases, the power of the 
state to influence national labor markets and institutions decreases 
(Ruggie, 1982), and second, that globalization necessarily leads to a trend 
of increasing uncertainty in both labor markets and fertility decisions. On 
the contrary, using recent Irish history as an example, we argue that states 
are important agents in shaping the impact of globalizing forces and that it 
is these choices—good or bad—in combination with the business cycle 
that shape both labor market and fertility patterns. 

Today, Ireland stands as a good example of a small open economy that 
has embraced and prospered from globalization, a stance originating in 
policy decisions made in the 1950s. After the achievement of political 
independence from Britain in 1922, the new Irish state sought to achieve 
economic and social autonomy by erecting industrial protectionism, 
encouraging self-sufficiency and pursuing cultural isolationism. Yet, by 
the 1950s, this policy of self-sufficiency had proven to be an unmitigated 
disaster, yielding lower standards of living and slower industrial 
development than the rest of Europe, a failure that was most evident in the 
mass emigration of 400,000 people from a population of 3 million. 

In response to this crisis, industrial policy shifted in the mid-1950s to 
the development of an open economy that was fully integrated into the 
international economy and which encouraged foreign investment. By the 
mid-1990s Ireland had the fastest growing economy in Europe and a 
standard of living approaching that of the EU average. Using the initial 
failure of Irish economic development and belated success as an example, 
we want to argue here that contrary to much literature on globalization, 
the policies of nation states have a large bearing on the impact that 
globalization has on an economy and society at the macro level. We show 
how the economic policies adopted by the Irish state after 1960 helped 
alter the balance of industrial sectors and in so doing increased levels of 



employment, decreased insecurity and brought about a more sustainable 
demographic situation. Moreover, using data on labor market transitions 
we show that the structure of labor market regulations adopted by states 
has impacts on certain risks at the micro level, irrespective of the 
uncertainty in the labor market itself, though we also show that the 
economic cycle remains an important influence. 

The chapter proceeds as follows. In the section ‘The rise of the 
developmental state’ we briefly detail the move to an open, outward 
looking economy in the 1950s that laid the foundations for the 
extraordinary growth of the 1990s. This section argues for the importance 
of the state as an actor in the development of the ‘globalized state’ by 
outlining the policy decisions that influenced the nature of Irish 
industrialization and the Irish experience of recession and economic 
growth. The importance of the state is also highlighted through the labor 
market regulations in the Irish context that have led to the inequitable 
distribution of social risks in the form of unemployment and employment 
precarity. 

These risks are the subject of the section ‘Globalization and transitions 
in the labor market’ that clarifies several hypotheses about labor market 
risks and how these might be related to globalization and labor market 
regulation. These hypotheses relate to two competing theories about the 
changing distribution of risk once in the labor market. On the one hand, 
the ‘segmentation’ argument (Breen, 1997; Layte et al., 2000) holds that 
employers will seek to defer the risk of uncertain markets onto their 
employees, but this deferment will not be uniform across the workforce. 
Instead, employers will tend to differentiate according to the type of 
contract held. On the other hand, German theorists and researchers (Beck, 
1992; Leisering and Leibfried, 1999) have argued that the labor market 
instability brought by globalization has actually reached higher into the 
non-manual classes, a process they label ‘transcendence’ or 
‘individualization’. Here we argue and show that segmentation is the 
norm in the Irish labor market, but the nature of this segmentation has as 
much to do with state policy as it does with the employment policies of 
employers. (For a critique of the ‘individualization’ thesis in the case of 
Italy, see Bernardi and Nazio, this volume.) 

In the section ‘The data source’ we outline the data used in this 
chapter: two waves of the School Leavers’ Survey and follow-ups from 
1987 and 1993. These large surveys give us a cross-section of those 
leaving the educational system with which to test theories of changing 
cohort experience during a period of recession and one of growth. In the 
section ‘Analysis one: entering the labor market’ we then turn to an 
empirical test of the hypotheses outlined above. 

In the section ‘The impact of economic policy on fertility patterns’ we 
return to the importance of state policies for both economy and society by 
examining the impact of the changing performance of the Irish economy 
on patterns of fertility and marriage in Ireland in the course of the 20th 
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century. We argue that the expansion of economic opportunity in Ireland 
after the adoption of more outward looking policies increased security of 
lifestyle and made possible a more sustainable demographic performance. 

THE RISE OF THE DEVELOPMENTAL STATE 

It is frequently argued that increasing globalization as reflected in 
financial flows and investment decisions means that the power of national 
governments to implement policy and intervene in the economy is 
decreasing (Ruggie, 1982). Yet, in Ireland the state has played a crucial 
role in shaping the exposure of the economy to globalizing forces. In fact 
the state has played a central role both in Ireland’s long-run industrial 
transformation and in the more recent about-turn in Irish fortunes. Many 
would argue that Ireland’s economy has been open and outward looking 
for at least 150 years in the sense that emigration to Great Britain and the 
US provided an outlet for excess labor supply at home and agriculture was 
based on exports to the UK. But, when we speak of the rise of 
globalization in this chapter we refer to the adoption of policies that did 
not attempt to shield indigenous business from overseas competition and 
explicitly courted foreign direct investment. Responding to the failure of 
protectionist policies in the 1950s, the Irish state adopted a very active 
role in seeking to promote economic growth and development through 
closer integration with the international economy, and in attracting foreign 
direct investment. The adoption of this developmental role was 
complemented by an expansion of the distributive role of the state, 
ushering in an era of economic and social progress in the 1960s. 

Perhaps the most far-reaching change was that the state became the key 
actor in attracting foreign direct investment (FDI) and creating a ‘world 
class’ location for mobile investment, a position unchanged for the 
following forty years. The body responsible for this task, the Industrial 
Development Authority (IDA), was very successful and throughout the 
1960s foreign investment grew rapidly, with the proportion of gross 
output accounted for by these firms rising from 2.3 percent in 1960 to 
15.9 percent in 1973 (O’Malley, 1989). Irish political and economic 
institutions were radically reshaped through the 1970s to the same end. 
The structure of state finances was transformed to reduce taxes on capital 
and profits, thus leaving the state heavily reliant on income taxes. 

While it could be argued that the policies of the Irish state after 1960 
were characteristic of a globalized economy, we would argue that 
successive governments were doing more than creating a comfortable 
environment for FDI. The role of the IDA was extended and by the 1990s 
this body worked closely with managers of transnational subsidiaries in 
Ireland to define the character of Irish industry without attempting to 
define the specific strategies of firms (Ó’Riain and O’Connell, 1999). The 
state also contributed to growth through investment in the education 
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system. Free education was instituted in 1967, which, together with a 
university construction program would yield large numbers of well-
educated young people for the emergent industries of the 1980s and 90s. 

From depression to growth 

Closer integration with the international economy initially generated a 
spurt of economic development in the 1960s. However, the international 
recession in the 1970s revealed the structural weaknesses in the Irish 
economy, as traditional indigenous industry contracted in the face of 
international competition. By the 1980s, with mass unemployment and 
renewed emigration, Ireland was in the throes of economic and fiscal 
crisis. 

The world economic slowdown of the late 70s and early 80s meant that 
the decade of the 1980s was particularly severe for the Irish economy. The 
numbers at work declined by about 1½ per annum over the first half of the 
1980s, while the size of the labor force increased due both to natural 
population growth and rising labor force participation by women. The 
contraction in employment was partly fuelled by the belated decision to 
remove protection from inefficient indigenous firms in areas such as 
textiles. Once exposed to the world market, these firms could not 
compete. Contraction in employment combined with labor force growth 
resulted in an increase in the unemployment rate from just under 10 
percent in 1981 to a peak of almost 17 percent in 1987. This negative side 
of globalization was compounded by the fiscal crisis that ensued from 
governments attempting to maintain high levels of spending in the face of 
falling tax revenues. It was in dealing with this fiscal crisis that the first 
‘social partnership’ deal was struck in 1987 between government, unions 
and employers, and it was this institutional innovation that laid the final 
foundation of the conditions that would lead to growth in the 1990s. The 
state took the lead in brokering the new partnership arrangements, and for 
the last decade and a half it has underwritten growth by exchanging tax 
cuts for wage moderation in an effort to boost Ireland’s international 
competitiveness. Thus, at each stage in an uneven process of industrial 
transformation and development, the state in Ireland has played a key role. 
The prominence of the state in Ireland is at odds with globalization 
approaches that argue for the progressive retreat of the state with 
increasing globalization. 

Table 16.1 shows trends in numbers at work, unemployed, and the 
labor force, as well as net migration over the years 1987–1999. While 
impressive growth was achieved over the decade as a whole, the rate of 
growth was in fact unevenly distributed according to the following three 
sub-periods: 

1 Recovery, 1987–90. A period of recovery with strong growth in 
investment and exports and curtailment of public spending, which 
generated a brief employment boom between 1989–90 when total 
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employment increased by 4 percent and unemployment fell to 13 
percent. 

Table 16.1 Numbers at work, 
unemployed, labor force and net 
migration, Ireland, 1987–1999 

Year At work Unemployed Labor force Unemployment rate Net migration 

  (1,000) (1,000) (1,000) % (1,000) 

1987 1110 226 1336 16.9 −23 

1990 1160 172 1332 12.9 −23 

1993 1183 220 1403 15.7 0 

1999 1591 97 1688 5.7 19 

Sources: Central Statistics Office, various years, Labor Force Survey and Quarterly National 
Household Survey. 

2 Sluggish growth, 1991–93. A downturn in international activity that 
coincided with increases in interest rates and an exchange rate crisis 
meant that growth in Ireland faltered. Employment declined in 1991 
and 1992 so that continuing growth in the labor force led to increased 
unemployment, which reached almost 16 percent in 1993. 

3 Very rapid growth, 1993–99. Stimulated by both accelerated export 
growth and increased domestic demand since 1993, the Irish economy 
has expanded very rapidly, with annual rates of growth in excess of 8 
percent. This growth has resulted in a rapid and dramatic improvement 
in labor market conditions. In the six years from 1993 to 1999, total 
employment grew by about 400,000 or 33 percent, whereas the 
unemployment rate fell to 5.7 percent (April 1999). 

Flexibilization 

We have argued that the Irish economy was already substantially 
globalized by the mid-1970s and that the incentives offered to 
transnational companies in the form of low corporate tax rates and other 
fiscal advantages were put in place to make Ireland an attractive location. 
However, as also argued, these developments initially led to high levels of 
unemployment, as indigenous industry was opened to competition. The 
development of industrial policy in Ireland also left a legacy of flexible 
labor market regulation—similar to that of the United Kingdom—that has 
encouraged the growth of atypical employment. As in the United 
Kingdom, however, there is no statutory control of part-time contracts so 
contracts of any length and number of hours can be offered, but part-time 
workers are afforded the same statutory protections as full-time workers. 
Although legislation does limit the use of serial fixed-term contracts, this 
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is not enforced in practice. On the other hand, trade union density in 
Ireland is higher than in the UK and due to their involvement in the 
partnership agreements (see above) trade unions tend to have rather more 
influence than in the UK. Nonetheless, rather low levels of redundancy 
payments and weak judicial control of employers decisions means that 
employers have a great deal more flexibility and control over the use of 
labor in Ireland than they would in countries such as Italy, France or 
Germany. 

The increased internationalization of economic activity is believed to 
lead to an increase in labor market flexibility, particularly in terms of 
working hours and contractual arrangements, giving rise to a greater 
incidence of atypical working. Table 16.2 shows the incidence of both 
part-time and temporary working by gender from 1983 to 1997. Part-time 
working increased from less than 7 percent of total employment to over 
12 percent between 1983 and 1997. The incidence of part-time working is 
far higher among women, who account for over 70 percent of all part-time 
workers. In these respects, Ireland participates in a widespread 
international trend towards increased part-time working by women. 
O’Connell (2000), however, notes that despite this recent increase the 
incidence of part-time working in Ireland—12 percent in 1997—remains 
substantially lower than the European average (17 percent). 

Table 16.2 Part-time and temporary 
work as a share of total employment, 
Ireland, 1983–1997 

  Men Women All 

Part-time as a share of total employment (%) 

1983 2.7 15.3 6.7 

1990 3.3 16.8 8.0 

1993 4.8 21.1 10.8 

1997 5.4 23.1 12.3 

Temporary as a share of total employment (%) 

1983 4.7 8.5 6.0 

1990 6.6 11.0 8.4 

1993 7.3 11.8 9.2 

1997 7.1 12.2 9.4 

The numbers working on fixed-term temporary contracts also increased in 
recent years, from 6 percent in 1983 to 9 percent in 1997, with a higher 
incidence among women than men. Here, again, O’Connell (2000) argues 
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that while the extent of temporary working in Ireland has increased, it still 
lags behind trends elsewhere in Europe. 

With regard to both part-time working and temporary contracts, Ireland 
has participated in a common European trend towards increased 
flexibility. However, while Ireland has followed this trend, the rate of 
flexibilization of employment in Ireland has been slower than the average 
in the European Union, and the extent of both part-time and temporary 
working in the latter half of the 1990s remained lower than the average in 
the European Union. 

If Ireland is very much a globalized context and, moreover, if it has 
encouraged or at least not hindered the flexibilization of labor, then this 
undoubtedly has implications for one of the main analytical foci of this 
volume—the transition into the labor market. In the following section we 
outline several hypotheses about the effect of globalization on labor 
market transitions and try to contextualize these within the Irish 
environment. 

GLOBALIZATION AND TRANSITIONS IN THE 
LABOR MARKET 

The last section has outlined the dramatic and far-reaching changes that 
have occurred in the Irish economy and society over the last thirty years. 
As discussed, many of these developments are dimensions of the process 
of ‘economic globalization’ as described in the introduction to this 
volume, i.e. the growth of foreign direct investment and the presence of 
transnational corporations, although their effects are highly influenced by 
the Irish context. The ‘open’ nature of trade and investment policy has 
meant that Ireland is an interesting context within which to examine the 
effects that these processes may have on patterns of transition to 
adulthood. 

The type and quantity of foreign direct investment that has occurred in 
Ireland is important, but it has also interacted with the late 
industrialization of Ireland to produce an economy which has a high 
reliance on information and communication industries. In fact, even the 
growth in manufacturing industry from the late 1980s was based upon the 
growth of high technology manufacture, primarily in the form of micro-
chips, computers and Pharmaceuticals. These types of industries are 
highly mobile and intrinsically more ‘uncertain’ in their outlook than, for 
instance, large-scale heavy industry and traditional manufacturing. 
Uncertainty may be exhibited in the stability of the enterprises themselves 
with redundancy being more probable, but it may also be visible in the use 
of part-time, fixed-term or short-term contracts. The literature on 
‘flexibilization’ holds that employers will use these forms of contract in 
an attempt to provide numerical and temporal flexibility to labor power 
(see e.g. Kurz et al., this volume). 
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However, there are two contradictory hypotheses about the 
consequences of this growing uncertainty for different types of workers. 
On the one hand, researchers such as Breen (1997) hold that the rising 
economic risks associated with globalization lead to a growing 
segmentation of the labor market, expressed in social class terms as a 
greater experience of both atypical contracts and unemployment among 
those on ‘labor-type’ contracts such as manual workers and particularly 
unskilled manual workers. The individualization thesis (Beck, 1992; 
Liesering and Leibfried, 1999), on the other hand, holds that growing 
uncertainty means an increasing equality of risk of experiencing atypical 
work and unemployment, as the structuring force of social class wanes in 
the face of a proletarization of all employees and other risks associated 
with life course transitions. As argued above, however, we would 
maintain that state employment regulation has just as much importance 
for labor market patterns as does the growth of internationalization and 
product market uncertainty. Certainly, if we compare Irish labor market 
regulation to that in countries such as Italy where employment protection 
is high, it is clear that employers are far more able to differentiate among 
employees. 

All these hypotheses, however, come from the international literature 
and do not take into account the particular conditions of the Irish economy 
over the last twenty years, i.e., the transition from a depressed economy 
with high unemployment to one with the highest growth rates in Europe 
and an extremely tight labor market. In these conditions it may well be 
that many of the effects of growing uncertainty will be diluted by the fact 
that the economy is booming and employers need labor. 

The hypotheses 

What hypotheses can we identify from the brief discussion above and 
from that in the introduction to this volume, that we can examine using 
Irish evidence on transitions into the labor market? Unfortunately, we do 
not have data in the Irish context that would allow us to look back before 
the globalized period, i.e. before 1960, but we do have data from the 
1980s and 90s that allow us to examine the effects of ‘globalized’ labor 
markets on transitions in both a period of recession and one of boom. 
Given this restriction, we examine the following hypotheses: 

Increasing uncertainty—atypical contracts 

From the foregoing discussion we would expect that temporary contracts 
are now a more common feature for entrants to the labor market, but we 
have conflicting theories in the form of the segmentation and 
individualization hypotheses about how widely such atypical contracts 
will be distributed among workers. On the one hand, the segmentation 
theory suggests that we should see a significant difference between those 
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looking for ‘service-orientated’ work compared to those looking for 
‘labor-type’ work in the probability of being offered a temporary contract 
and making the transition from such a contract to a permanent position. 
Similarly, there should be a big difference between these two groups in 
terms of their chances of experiencing subsequent unemployment when in 
the labor market. The individualization hypothesis, on the other hand, 
posits that we should see no differences between social class groups in 
terms of these risks. This pattern may very well be similar to what one 
would expect from strong economic growth, which—as the discussion 
above indicated—was the case in Ireland from 1994 onwards. However, 
the individualization hypothesis also suggests that—declining class 
differentials notwithstanding—we should still see increasing 
unemployment and use of atypical employment, which is the opposite of 
what would occur in a strong economic growth scenario. 

Increasing uncertainty—unemployment 

The globalization literature further holds that unemployment will be a 
common experience because of the increasing uncertainty of world trade 
and markets. But as with the transition to a permanent contract, one may 
ask: is this risk structured by social class cleavages or is it not? 

THE DATA SOURCES 

The section ‘The rise of the developmental state’ described two very 
different periods in recent Irish economic experience that we can label the 
‘pre-boom’ and ‘boom’ periods. In the former, economic growth was at a 
low level or negative and inward investment in the economy was very 
small-scale. In the second, on the other hand, the economy had the fastest 
growth rates in Europe on the back of large amounts of foreign, mostly 
US investment. To allow us to examine changes over time in labor market 
transitions, this chapter uses two different but related data sources: the 
Irish School Leavers’ and Follow-up Surveys of 1987–93 and 1992–98, 
respectively. The fact that these surveys cover the period from the late 
1980s to the late 1990s is important, as this coincides with the pre-boom 
and boom periods. Using data from across this period we can analyze the 
impact that these changes had on patterns of transition into the labor 
market. 

The ‘School Leavers’ Surveys’ have been carried out every year in the 
Republic of Ireland since 1980 and are based on a stratified sample of 
those leaving full-time second-level education. A representative sample of 
school leavers are interviewed approximately 9–12 months after leaving 
their final education (thus, those leaving in May 1986 were interviewed in 
April/May of 1987). Using a common sampling approach, a standardized 
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design, weighing, imputation and data adjustment1, the School Leavers’ 
Surveys offer data that are truly comparable across time. 

However, as the one-year follow-up period of the School Leavers’ 
Surveys does not offer a very long period of observation, we also make 
use of two ‘Follow-up’ Surveys that were carried out on selected cohorts 
approximately five to six years after the original School Leavers’ Surveys. 
As with the questionnaires for these surveys themselves, changes to the 
follow-up questionnaires were kept to a minimum in order to maximize 
the comparability across time offered by the merged database. 

The 1992 Follow-up Survey was based on the 1985–86 cohort of 
school leavers as interviewed in 1987. Of the original 2,090 school 
leavers, 1,659 were re-contacted in 1992, giving a response rate of 79 
percent. The 1998 Follow-up Survey revisited the 1991–92 cohort of 
school leavers as interviewed in 1993, with an initial sample of 1,396. Of 
these, 996 were retraced, giving a response rate of 71 percent. However, 
the 1993 survey was not a random sample of the school leavers 
population, as it did not interview those who went directly from school to 
third-level education in the year in which they graduated. To compare 
such a sample with the complete sample of school leavers as interviewed 
in 1987 would present difficulties, thus here we have made the decision to 
confine the analyses to those in both years who did not go on directly to 
third-level education. This brings down the available number of 
respondents in 1987 to 1,075 and means that these analyses cannot be 
seen as representative of all those making the transition into the labor 
market in these two periods. Nonetheless, the analyses should be very 
revealing about general changes in patterns of transition. 

Definitions and measures used 

The standardized structure of the School Leavers’ Surveys allows us to 
create common variables across the data sets for analysis. ‘First job’ was 
defined as the first position that respondents took following their 
completion of full-time education, irrespective of the status of 
permanency of the job. This means that any part-time or vacation jobs that 
respondents took whilst engaged in full-time education are ignored. 
However, a small minority of respondents who subsequently enrolled in a 
third-level course did not go onto this course immediately after 
completing their second-level education, but on average one year later. If 
this period was one year or less, the point of entry into the labor market is 
taken as the end of the third-level education rather than the time of exit 
from the second-level institution. 

Both the social class and education variables used in this chapter are 
coded using the classifications employed in the CASMIN study (König et 
al., 1988). The variables for both the respondent’s class and that of their 
father are coded using a collapsed, seven-class version of the original 
eleven-class CASMIN schema. 
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Education in the CASMIN schema (König et al., 1988) distinguishes 
between eight categories according to level and—to some degree—the 
type of schooling involved. However, we have chosen to disregard some 
of the distinctions that are meaningless in the Irish context and thus 
collapse the eight categories into a four-fold classification. Thus 
categories 1a, 1b and 1c (inadequate, completed and basic vocational 
elementary education) are combined into a primary or incomplete 
secondary category. It makes no sense in the Irish context to separate 
those leaving the junior cycle early and those leaving without 
qualifications. Similarly, 1c (elementary education plus vocational 
training) does not exist in the Irish school system. Since category 2a 
(general intermediate plus specific vocational training) does not exist in 
Ireland, lower and intermediate secondary education (CASMIN 2a and 
2b) are combined to form a single lower secondary category. 

The closest approximation to this is apprenticeship training that usually 
follows completion of general intermediate education. Apprenticeships are 
almost exclusively taken by men and the numbers involved are small and 
have been declining. Category 2c is retained as a higher secondary 
category, while lower and higher third-level education (3a and 3b) are 
combined to make a single tertiary education category. 

Though relatively few of the respondents either had children or became 
married during the period of observation up to the follow-up survey, we 
nonetheless employ time-varying measures of these variables in the 
transition rate analyses presented later in the chapter. Combining non-
marital and marital cohabitation in a single variable expresses the effect of 
having a partner on transition processes. Similarly, the time-varying 
number of children is entered as a covariate where appropriate. (However, 
because of the small numbers, we abstain from modeling partnership and 
parenthood as dependent processes themselves.) 

Unemployment after entry into the labor market may be an important 
determinant of the speed of transition into a first job and moreover of 
subsequent success in the labor market (De Vreyer et al., 2000; Layte et 
al., 2000). As such we use a variable to represent the number of months 
spent unemployed. 

ANALYSIS ONE: ENTERING THE LABOR 
MARKET 

Here we want to examine the hypothesis that the globalized economy 
impacts on entry into the labor market by increasing the experience of 
atypical forms of work such as part-time work and temporary 
employment. However, as the section The rise of the developmental state’ 
made clear, the period covered by the data is that in which Ireland 
experienced unprecedented growth and transformation of the labor market 
from around 16 percent unemployment to less than 6 percent. If there is a 
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process of increasing uncertainty in the labor market, it may be that this is 
less noticeable in an economy that is already at close to full capacity both 
in terms of labor and capital. 

Table 16.3 gives the proportions from our two cohorts experiencing a 
temporary contract on entry into their first job and makes for interesting 
reading. As discussed earlier on, first job here refers to that job taken 
immediately after leaving full-time education, although if the respondent 
subsequently returned to education within a year, the next job thereafter 
was used. For all social class groups apart from the routine non-manuals 
there is a decrease between years in the proportion receiving a temporary 
contract, the fall being particularly large among the service class 
employees. 

Table 16.3 Proportion gaining a 
temporary first contract by year and 
social class, Ireland, 1987–1993 

  1987 1993 

Service 28.6 16.7 

Routine Non-Manual 30.6 35.7 

Technical/Supervisory/Skilled 28.9 21.3 

Semi-Unskilled 38.4 34.0 

All 32.6 28.3 

N 306 185 

Such descriptive analyses do not take account of the confounding effects 
of other variables such as sex or qualifications, thus in Table 16.4 we 
show the results of three logistic models of receiving a temporary contract 
in one’s first job. 

The last coefficient in column one of Table 16.4 confirms the finding 
of the descriptive analyses in it shows a decrease in the prevalence of 
temporary contracts between the cohorts, suggesting that the better labor 
market situation for the 1993 cohort aided their transition into the labour 
market. But there are characteristics that increase the probability of 
receiving such a contract. 

Across both cohorts, having spent a longer period unemployed before 
gaining one’s first job increases the probability of receiving a temporary 
contract, as does having less than upper-secondary education, or gaining 
an unskilled job. However, all these risk factors except the previous 
experience of unemployment become insignificant in the second period 
when economic conditions picked up and the labor market became tighter. 
As already discussed, the waning of the segmenting effect of social class 
could suggest that we are seeing here evidence of the individualization 
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hypothesis, but the decline in the risk of gaining a temporary contract does 
not chime with this interpretation. 

Given this, the logistic analysis implies that economic growth 
decreases the ability of employers to offer temporary contracts. However, 
it is also clear that in worse economic times the use of such contracts was 
segmented among employees: those in unskilled manual occupations were 
far more likely to receive them.  

Table 16.4 Logit model of whether to 
receive a temporary contract in first 
job after leaving education in Ireland 

Variable Effect and significance 

  All Cohort 1 Cohort 2 

Constant −0.66** −0.84** −0.14 

Female −0.05 −0.11 0.06 

Months unemployed before 1st job 0.42*** 0.39** 0.53* 

Education primary     

Intermediate certificate 0.09 0.29 −0.25 

Leaving certificate 0.54** 0.80** 0.16 

Vocational qualification 0.63** 0.80* 0.47 

Own class unskilled     

Service −0.88** −1.07* n/a 

Routine non-manual −0.34* −0.52* −0.57 

Technical and supervisory −1.01 −0.24 0.00 

Skilled manual −0.63*** −0.61** −4.70 

Father’s class unskilled     

Father service −0.06 −0.07 −0.67** 

Father routine non-manual 0.17 0.38 −0.08 

Father petty bourgeois −0.04 −0.01 −0.50 

Father farming −0.07 0.12 −0.25 

Father technical and supervisory 0.17 −0.01 −0.25 

Father skilled manual −0.03 −0.07 0.13 

1987 Cohort     

1993 Cohort −0.22    

Log likelihood 1637.139 1025.954 597.936 
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N 1307 812 495 

Notes 
# p<0.1 
* p<0.05 
** p<0.01 
*** p<0.001 

Moving to a permanent contract 

The uneven distribution of atypical contracts suggests that there are 
segmenting processes in the labor market, as argued by Breen (1997). The 
question is, how− ever, does this segmentation also affect the movement 
of those who enter on temporary contracts to a more permanent position? 
In the following analyses we use the sample of those who gained a first 
job during the six-year observation period of the follow-up surveys on 
both cohorts, but restrict the analysis to those who did not obtain a 
permanent contract in their first job. Furthermore, rather than losing the 
respondents in the two samples who did not know if they had a contract in 
their first job, we label this group as having no contract and enter them 
into the analysis as reference group.2 

Here we test the competing hypotheses of segmentation and 
individualization discussed earlier. Given that we want to examine the 
tendency to move into a permanent contract over a set (and censored) 
observation period, the appropriate methodology is some form of 
transition rate model. We use the most flexible form of parametric hazard 
rate models, the piecewise constant exponential model to analyze this 
transition. In this model the baseline hazard is taken to be exponential 
within each of a set of arbitrarily long time periods. Our time periods are 
six months long up to a final time period of 60+ months. Using this 
structure we can examine the estimates for a number of other covariates 
that are important in terms of the hypotheses outlined earlier. Some of 
these covariates are entered in time-varying format allowing us to 
examine whether their changing states affect the rate of transition. 

In Table 16.5 we show the results for three such models, one using data 
from both cohorts and two models confined to each single cohort. Turning 
first to the term that represents the difference between the two cohorts we 
can see that, contrary to the findings in Table 16.4, being in the later 
cohort makes the transition to a permanent position significantly less 
likely. This finding may seem surprising but it should be kept in mind that 
the general increase in temporary contracts during the period covered by 
the data (see Table 16.2) is largely among those employees who are 
already in the labor market rather than new entrants. As we can see here, 
controlling for other factors, in the later period such workers were less 
likely to make the move into a permanent position if they had not done so 
already. 
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Table 16.5 shows furthermore that those who experienced 
unemployment prior to entry are less likely to subsequently enter a 
permanent position. Other evidence in favor of the hypothesis of 
segmentation is that those in routine non-manual or skilled manual classes 
are far more likely to move into a permanent position than those in 
unskilled manual positions. (As one would expect, being self-employed 
has a strongly negative effect, although the small number of respondents 
in this class makes the estimate insignificant.) Unlike in Table 16.4, 
however, this segmenting effect does not decline in the later period, 
suggesting that even when the labor market is constrained employers 
continue to segment different types of employees. 

Interestingly, the estimated effect of being female is negative in all 
three models in Table 16.5, indicating that women are less likely than men 
to make this transition. Although the cohort-specific estimates are barely 
statistically significant, they increase in the second period, thus women 
may well be at a disadvantage relative to men. 

Lastly we come to the effect of being on a temporary contract rather 
than no contract. Though receiving a temporary contract slows the 
transition for both cohorts, it is only significant in the second, and of 
larger magnitude. This suggests that the transition may have become more 
difficult in this second, more buoyant period. This last analysis—as the 
one on entry into the labor market—makes clear that a subsequent 
transition into a permanent position is heavily segmented. Thus, if one 
enters the labor market on a temporary contract, it is less likely that a 
move into a permanent contract will occur.  

Table 16.5 Piecewise constant hazard 
rate model of moving from a 
temporary or no contract to a 
permanent employment contract in 
Ireland 

Variable Effect and significance 

  All Cohort 1 Cohort 2 

Female −0.18* −0.1 6# −0.24# 

Married/cohabiting 0.04 0.12 −0.18 

Months unemp before 1st job −0.40*** −0.43*** −0.36* 

Number of children −0.23 n/a −0.20 

Education primary     

Intermediate certificate 0.08 0.12# 0.02 

Leaving certificate 0.20 0.28 0.02 

Tertiary −0.19 0.08 −1.20* 
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Vocational qualification −0.01 −0.06 −0.04 

Own class unskilled     

Service 0.63*** 0.86*** 0.06 

Routine non-manual 0.52*** 0.44*** 0.69*** 

Farmer 0.11 0.01 0.05 

Technical and supervisory 0.82 −8.28   

Skilled manual 0.43*** 0.38** 0.50** 

Self-employed −7.04 −7.99 −8.13 

Father‘s class unskilled     

Father service −0.24 −0.26 −0.30 

Father routine non-manual −0.08 −0.05 −0.30 

Father petty bourgeois 0.04  0.00 

Father farming −0.04 −0.03 −0.19 

Father technical and supervisory −0.10 −0.35 0.37 

Father skilled manual 0.08 0.08 0.12 

No contract     

Temporary contract −0.21* −0.19# −0.38* 

1987 Cohort     

1993 cohort −0.61***    

Log-likelihood −4205.65 −2590.18 −1294.38 

Total number of events 1612 947 665 

Total number of periods 1708 1023 685 

Notes 
# p<0.1 
* p<0.05 
** p<0.01 
*** p<0.001 

An increasing experience of unemployment? 

Having looked at entry into the labor market and the experience of 
atypical employment in the form of temporary contracts, we now turn to 
the analysis of whether unemployment is spread evenly across the 
respondents in our data, or whether certain characteristics make it more 
likely. As we have already seen in Table 16.1, the decrease in the 
unemployment rate from 1994 onwards in Ireland was truly remarkable, 
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thus this may have a large bearing on these analyses, with the latter cohort 
being far less affected. 

As in the last analysis, here we want to examine the tendency to move 
into unemployment while taking account of the fact that the observation 
period is censored, thus once again we use the piecewise constant 
exponential model. Results from such a model are shown in Table 16.6. 

Looking first at the dummy variable representing membership of the 
latter cohort, we can see that, as expected, the probability of 
unemployment fell quite considerably between the two periods. However, 
Table 16.6 also shows that certain characteristics make the experience of 
unemployment more likely. Across both cohorts being female makes one 
less likely to experience unemployment, but this effect is only significant 
(and then only at the 10 percent level) in the overall model. On the other 
hand, having experienced unemployment before entering one’s first job 
leads to an increase in risk across both cohorts. It is clear also that being 
on a temporary contract has a significant positive influence on 
experiencing subsequent unemployment, again an effect that increases 
between the cohorts. 

Do we see a degree of segmentation among the social class groups in 
terms of their risk of unemployment or are all groups as likely to 
experience unemployment, as suggested by the individualization 
hypothesis? Table 16.6 shows almost all social class groups are less likely 
to experience unemployment than the unskilled manual class, though the 
net effect is only significant for the service, routine non-manual and 
skilled manual classes. The effect for level of education is less clear: 
lower- and higher-secondary qualifications (intermediate and leaving 
certificates) are positive in the first cohort but negative in the second. 

THE IMPACT OF ECONOMIC POLICY ON 
FERTILITY PATTERNS 

In the section The rise of the developmental state’ we argued that the 
economic and social policies adopted by the Irish state in areas such as 
foreign investment and education significantly influenced the type of 
industrialization experienced in Ireland and the impact that globalization 
has had on this. In this final section we argue that these policy decisions 
also influenced the development of fertility patterns in Ireland by shaping 
the level of life course uncertainty experienced by Irish people from the 
1950s to the late 1990s. 

As outlined earlier, in the 1960s Ireland switched from a policy of 
resistance to globalization (aiming at inward looking self-sufficient 
development) to an enthusiastic embrace of globalization (aiming at 
export-led economic growth based on an open trading regime and high 
levels of foreign direct investment). Although it  
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Table 16.6 Piecewise constant hazard 
rate model of experiencing a spell of 
unemployment after gaining a first job 
in Ireland 

Variable Effect and significance 

  All Cohort 1 Cohort 2 

Female −0.17# −0.16 −0.23 

Married/cohabiting 0.19# 0.20 0.21 

Months unemp before 1st job 0.56*** 0.55*** 0.67*** 

Number of children −0.59 n/a −0.59 

Education primary     

Intermediate certificate 0.30* 0.42* 0.00 

Leaving certificate 0.18 0.43* −0.41# 

Tertiary 0.01 0.18 −0.41 

Vocational qualification −0.35# −0.14 −0.72* 

Own class unskilled     

Service −0.73* −0.62# −0.99# 

Routine non-manual −0.26* −0.21 −0.49* 

Farmer 0.43 −0.34 0.89 

Technical and supervisory 0.71 0.33 1.15 

Skilled manual −0.23* −0.23# −0.21 

Self-employed −0.77 −0.41 −1.15 

Contract permanent     

No contract 0.03 −0.07 0.27 

Temporary contract 0.55*** 0.45*** 0.76*** 

1987 Cohort     

1993 Cohort −0.34***    

Log-likelihood −3470.81 −2343.87 −1114.29 

Total number of events 1612 947 665 

Total number of periods 1742 1038 704 

Notes 
# p<0.1 
* p<0.05 
** p<0.01 
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*** p<0.001 

seemed for a time in the 1980s that this shift was failing to deliver the 
social and economic advance it promised, the longer-term picture has 
been positive. By the end of the 1990s, having full employment, rapid 
economic growth, booming exports and strong exchequer surpluses, 
Ireland was in a position of greater eco− nomic security than at any other 
time in its history. For the first time ever, work− ers were faced with the 
pleasing situation where demand for labor exceeded supply and the threat 
of unemployment had therefore eased to an unprecedented degree. While 
it would be excessive to say that economic uncertainty has thus 
disappeared off stage in Ireland, one could say that the Irish economy has 
emerged from a long history of extreme uncertainty into a period of much 
greater security and confidence. It thus represents the reverse of the 
malign trajectory often associated with globalization, as shown in many 
other chapters in this volume. 

Given that the Irish economic trajectory is so at odds with the negative 
imagery of globalization, it becomes of particular interest to ask if 
demographic and family change is similarly at odds with patterns 
elsewhere. The answer depends very much on the precise terms in which 
the issue is posed, that is, the details of what is defined as the standard 
pattern. In some respects, Irish trends in fertility and marriage have shown 
the same tendencies as elsewhere and should, therefore, be subject to the 
same patterns of destabilization and growing diversity of family life. 
Fertility has declined (from a total fertility rate of 4.0 in 1960 to 1.89 in 
1999), the share of births occurring outside marriage has soared (reaching 
32 percent in 1999) and marital breakdown has steadily increased over 
recent decades, although only to the level found in the low-divorce 
countries of Southern Europe such as Spain and Italy. Marriage rates have 
also declined from the historically high levels recorded in the 1970s. 

However, these aspects of Irish trends do not tell the whole story. 
There are other respects in which the underlying direction of Irish 
developments is quite distinctive. This is particularly so when recent Irish 
experience is placed in the context of Ireland’s longer-term history of 
family life and demographic development. In the 1950s, as the ‘baby 
boom’ and post-war demographic expansion was well underway in most 
of the developed world, Ireland’s demographic situation was unrelievedly 
gloomy. The country seemed stricken by an inability to keep up, much 
less increase its population numbers. Crippling waves of emigration and 
economic insecurity meant that non-marriage reached very high levels by 
the 1930s and remained so into the 1960s, with a quarter of all women 
aged over 50 having never married in 1961. Thus, whereas most other 
European countries were enjoying a marriage and fertility boom in the 
1950s, Ireland’s depressed economy and high levels of unemployment 
and poverty led to a declining population and birth rate. 
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The radical turnaround in economic policy undertaken in the early 
1960s was in part prompted by desperation arising from the relentless and 
apparently intensifying demographic decline in the 1950s. Large areas of 
the West of Ireland were experiencing depopulation to alarming levels. It 
was hoped that economic openness might reverse these population trends 
in a manner that the earlier policy had not. In the event, this hope was 
fulfilled, although with some halts and reverses. Population decline was 
turned into modest, but nevertheless real growth (at an annual rate of 0.7 
percent from 1960 to the mid-1990s). Apart from a brief resurgence 
during the crisis years of the late 1980s, emigration declined and in recent 
years has turned into substantial net inward migration. Moreover, 
marriage and fertility rates tracked the growth of the economy that 
occurred in the early 1970s when the FDI made itself felt. The marriage 
boom of the 1970s led to a baby boom of the late 1970s and early 1980s 
that provided a large cohort of young workers for the growth period of the 
1990s. Although both marriage and fertility rates subsequently declined 
during the recession years of the 1980s, the period since 1994 has 
witnessed a resurgence of household formation and first births to 
unprecedented levels. 

Interestingly, Ireland still has one of the highest total fertility rates 
among developed nations and the highest in Europe, but the make-up of 
this fertility has changed markedly since the 1950s. In 1960, 32 percent of 
all births were of the fifth or higher child in the family and first and 
second births made up only 39 percent, by 1980 this balance had switched 
to 15 and 53 percent, respectively, and by 1995 to 5 and 71 percent. The 
high average number of births to married women before 1960 was 
balanced in part by the large number of women that never married and 
thus remained childless (rates of illegitimacy were low). Yet after 1970, 
not only did the rate of marriage increase, but the average number of 
births per woman decreased, a process linked to the large increase in 
educational attainment among women after the introduction of free 
education in 1967 and a trend toward increased employment participation 
among women. The pattern of high fertility in the earlier period was thus 
of a very different nature compared to that of the latter part of the century. 

These developments have lent substance to the image of Ireland as a 
modernizing, developing nation and as a major beneficiary of 
globalization. Where demographic decline up to the 1960s had been a sign 
of national backwardness and stagnation, the demographic recovery since 
then and its consolidation in the 1990s has signaled a new vibrancy and 
has helped to justify the positive rhetoric that now dominates the political 
discourse about Ireland’s socio-economic performance and prospects. 
Furthermore, the marked pace of Ireland’s demographic upswing in the 
1990s like its economic growth coincides with an incipient sluggishness 
in the demography of other western countries, as reflected in the rapidly 
ageing populations of countries like Germany and Japan. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

In this chapter we have argued that the idea put forward in much 
globalization literature that economic globalization leads to the erosion of 
the power of the state to intervene with social and economic policy to 
shape outcomes is simplistic at best and, in the Irish case, the opposite of 
the true process. After three decades of under-development and recession, 
the dismantling of protectionism and the embracing of globalization by 
Irish policy makers in the 1950s laid the foundations for the extraordinary 
growth that occurred in the 1990s. By the end of the 1960s Ireland was 
already a recognizably globalized state with a large proportion of total 
output coming from foreign-owned firms that were attracted into the Irish 
context by a regulatory and tax system tailor-made to the inflow of 
international capital. However, contrary to the basic assumption of much 
globalization literature, this investment was not in unskilled jobs in low-
value-added processes. Because of the IDA policy of targeting high 
technology and pharmaceutical companies, investment was instead in high 
productivity processes staffed by skilled professionals and technical 
workers. 

Though the opening-up of the economy and the end to protectionism 
initially led to the destruction of up to a quarter of indigenous Irish 
manufacturing in the recession of the 1980s, the policy of encouraging 
FDI and open trade paid off in the mid-1990s with high rates of growth. 
We can see then that the state played a crucial role in guiding the 
development of the Irish economy and was not overpowered by the 
anonymous face of global capital and market forces. 

Similarly, we also saw that the nature of employment regulation has 
shaped the distribution of risk in the labor market, as shown by the 
analyses of labor market transitions in this chapter. Whether we looked at 
the first job after entering the labor market, the transition to a permanent 
contract or the experience of unemployment, it was clear that 
disadvantage and risk were not spread evenly across the population. 
Contrary to the individualization thesis, the unskilled manual working 
class experienced a far higher level of risk compared to those with higher 
levels of skills or more service-type occupations. 

In the last section we pointed out that positive effects from economic 
globalization could also be traced in the evolution of demographic 
patterns over the past 50 years. Prior to 1960, Ireland’s population history 
had been marked by long-term weakness and unsustainability, reflected 
especially in massive emigration and population decline. As the economy 
opened up, demographic stabilization set in. Today Ireland’s demographic 
performance, as indicated by fertility and population growth is among the 
strongest in Europe. This further indicates that positive effects of 
globalization can be found in various aspects of social life, even in small 
peripheral countries. Here also, as in earlier sections, we saw the 
importance of state policy and economic conditions in shaping behavior. 
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As discussed in the introduction to this volume, this relationship is linked 
to the pattern of uncertainty in the economy throughout this extraordinary 
period in Irish history. 

In many ways Ireland has been fortunate to have had the right 
economic policies in place for a sufficient amount of time to reap the 
benefits of developments in particular industrial sectors and the sustained 
period of growth which many countries, but particularly the UK and US, 
have experienced in the 1990s. Although state intervention was crucial in 
providing the right conditions, Ireland has nonetheless been fortunate to 
be in the right place at the right time to reap the positive aspects of mobile 
capital. As we have described, this has transformed Ireland from an under 
performing economy with chronic unemployment to the so-called ‘Celtic 
Tiger’ with double digit growth rates. This does not mean however that 
Ireland will not see the darker side of economic globalization. The Irish 
Industrial Development Authority will need to continue to connect Ireland 
into growth sectors of the world economy and government will need to 
ensure that Ireland remains competitive when attracting mobile 
investment if development is to be sustained. 

NOTES 
1 All the surveys have been carried out by The Economic and Social Research 

Institute (ESRI) in Dublin. 
2 Such a lack of knowledge on this subject is quite common in Ireland and the 

United Kingdom where a large minority of workers, particularly in manual 
occupations, do not know if they have a contract or not. In law they are 
required to receive one after a relatively short period but employment 
protection in general is so weak in these countries that such contracts often 
have little practical benefit in reality. 
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17  
Becoming an adult in uncertain 

times  
A 14-country comparison of the losers of 

globalization  
Melinda Mills, Hans-Peter Blossfeld and Erik Klijzing 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter provides a short summary of the key empirical findings from 
the 14 countries included in this study. It confronts our expectations and 
theoretical assumptions as outlined at the onset of this volume. 

Four general findings emerge. First, youth in all countries are clearly 
exposed to more uncertainty in the course of globalization. Yet 
uncertainty is unequal, as risk appears to accumulate in certain groups, 
generally those at the bottom of the social ladder. Second, in support of 
our general hypothesis, uncertainty has consequences for family 
formation, with those in more precarious positions more likely to 
postpone or forgo partnership and parenthood. Third we describe how 
youth develop rational responses to this uncertainty, which we identified 
in the form of diverse behavioral strategies. Strategies include remaining 
in the education system, postponing family formation, taking on multiple 
roles or engaging in flexible partnerships. A notable result is that young 
men and women are affected and respond differently to uncertainty, 
resulting in an unmistakable gender-specific strategy, particularly in the 
male-breadwinner societies. Fourth we show overwhelming support for 
the expectation that nation-specific institutions serve to shield or funnel 
this uncertainty in unique ways and to particular groups of youth. The 
chapter concludes with a summary of major findings, the contribution of 
this study to the field of youth studies and globalization research and the 
added value of this approach. 

THE EMERGENCE OF UNCERTAINTY 

The first central finding is that in a globalizing world, youth are 
increasingly vulnerable to uncertainty across all countries, which 
supports our life course hypothesis elaborated upon in the introductory 
chapter. This materializes in increasingly more precarious and lower-



quality employment such as fixed-term contracts, part-time or irregular 
work hours, or lower occupational standing (see Table 17.1). This in turn 
bestows the youngest labor market entrants with a more uncertain future. 
Youth, who have less labor market experience and who are not yet 
shielded by internal labor markets, are more greatly exposed to the forces 
of globalization, which makes them the ‘losers’ of globalization. As our 
second volume (Blossfeld, Mills and Bernardi, forthcoming) illustrates, 
there are indeed some groups such as mid-career men, who generally 
surface as ‘winners’ in the globalization process. As insiders, mid-career 
men are to a large extent shielded by labor force experience, internal labor 
markets and existing power structures. The forces of globalization are 
therefore shifted to outsiders such as youth. 

The 14 country studies provide evidence for youth’s increased 
exposure to globalization in diverse ways. For example, the youngest 
cohorts in Italy took more time to find a first job and had fewer chances to 
transform a fixed-term contract into a permanent one (Bernardi and Nazio, 
this volume). Young Spanish workers were similarly affected by fixed-
term contracts and high unemployment, with British and Hungarian youth 
increasingly more likely to start their employment career in non-standard 
temporary jobs or as self-employed workers. In comparison to previous 
cohorts, the occupational prestige of the first job for Dutch youth 
plummeted for those born in the 1960s (Liefbroer, this volume). The post-
socialist cohorts entering the Hungarian labor market in the 1990s had 
difficulties not only finding a job, but when they did, it was much more 
likely to be on a fixed-term contract, particularly for men (Robert and 
Bukodi, this volume). Even in Sweden, where youth are largely protected 
by the social-democratic welfare system, youth took progressively longer 
to find a job that fit their educational qualifications (Bygren et al., this 
volume). As Table 17.1 demonstrates, out of the 14 countries, there was 
only one exception. Due to globalization, Ireland experienced an 
unprecedented economic boom that actually reduced uncertainty for 
youth. Compared to previous historical periods, recent Irish cohorts were 
in fact better off. The increased certainty generated by the Irish ‘economic 
miracle’ shows the positive side of the globalization process, an aspect we 
will return to in our discussion of institutional filters. 

INEQUALITY OF UNCERTAINTY 

In Chapter 1, we hypothesized that globalization may accentuate or even 
cultivate inequality, a hypothesis that was confirmed. Not only has 
uncertainty intensified, but also a clear segmentation process comes about 
among youth (Breen, 1997). Certain groups of youth are 
disproportionately impacted, with the risks of globalization being 
accumulated at the bottom. In support of our employment relationship 
hypothesis, this insider/outsider split was even more evident in societies 
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with a closed employment system where uncertainty was channeled to 
labor market outsiders much more intensively (see Bernardi and Nazio; 
Simó et al., this volume). Our expectations regarding open employment 
systems were also confirmed. Here the relative shielding of workers was 
much less prevalent, with risk spread over a wider base, leaving youth to 
rely much more on their own human capital. Yet in support cf our human 
capital hypothesis, even though uncertainty was more pervasive, 
inequality still accumulated disproportionately in certain groups such as 
blacks or visible women, and those with less human  

Table 17.1 Summary of main results: 
Rising uncertainty in the labor market 
and impact on partnership and 
parenthood behavior 

Welfare regime 
and country 

Rising uncertainty in early life course 

  Impact of employment uncertainty on 
hazard of: 

  

Uncertain labor market 
position for younger 

cohorts Partnerships Parenthood 

    Men Women Men Women 

Conservative           

Germany ↑ ↓ ↑ ↓ ↑ 

Netherlands ↑ ↓ ↑ ↓ ↑ 

[France] ↑ ↓ ↑/↔ ↓ ↑/↓ 

Social-democratic           

Sweden ↑ ↓/↔ ↓/↔ ↓ ↓ 

Norway ↑ ↓ ↓ ↓ ↓ 

Post-socialistic           

Hungary ↑ ↓ ↓ ↓ ↑ 

Estonia* ↑ ↓/↔ ↓/↔ ↓/↔ ↓/↔ 

Liberal           

Britain ↑ ↔(c)↓(m) ↓(c)↔(m) ↔ ↑ 

Canada ↑ ↓ ↓ ↓ ↓ 

United           

States♀ ↑ − ↓ − ↓ 

Family-oriented           
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Mexico♀ ↑ − ↔ − ↔ 

Italy ↑ ↓ ↑ ↓ ↑ 

Spain ↑ ↓ ↑ ↓ ↑ 

Ireland ↓ − ↔ − ↔ 

Notes 
↑ Increase in hazard. 
↔ No significantly observed effect. 
↓ Decrease in hazard. 
Not examined. 
♀ Only women examined, 
(m) Marriage, 
(c) Consensual union. 
* Analysis was not divided by gender. 

capital (see Francesconi and Golsch; Berkowitz King; Mills, this volume). 
These differences are apparent when we examine which types of youth 
experience economic, temporal and employment relation uncertainty. 

Recall that economic uncertainty was operationalized by factors such 
as the caliber of precariousness of youth’s employment and educational 
activity, as measured by activity status, occupational class, benefits, and 
earnings. All countries showed an increase in the amount of economic 
uncertainty, confirming our expectation that youth experience more 
uncertainty in the employment sphere. With respect to occupational class, 
it was the manual, un- and semi-skilled workers that were the most 
impacted by the recent changes, particularly in the closed employment 
systems. For example, youth in lower occupational classes showed a 
higher risk of: being employed in temporary contracts (e.g., Spain, 
Germany, Italy, Ireland, Britain), becoming or remaining unemployed 
(e.g., Spain, Italy), remaining entrapped in insecure positions (e.g., Italy, 
Ireland), or having no pension benefits (e.g., Canada). 

In Italy and Spain, youth with lower levels of education were actually 
more likely to find a first job. In these employment systems, highly 
educated youth need to get a high-quality job match when entering the 
labor market. If they obtain a job below their qualification level, it is 
much more difficult to get back on track. This is in stark contrast from the 
‘stop-gap’ job circuit that youth from open employment systems undergo, 
where lower-level jobs have comparatively less of a ‘scarring’ effect on 
their long-term careers. Due to the importance of a good job match in 
closed employment systems, youth with higher education are very 
selective and thus have a longer search period. This translated into higher 
unemployment rates in these societies (see Klijzing, this volume), often of 
the highly skilled who then must rely on the support of their families. The 
irony is that fixed-term contracts are used to hire individuals in lower-
skilled occupations, thus it is these disadvantaged groups of youth that are 
the most affected (see Simó et al., this volume). In Germany, there was 
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clear and significant stratification in the type of youth that experienced 
unemployment from the mid-1980s to the end of the 1990s. Educational 
qualifications, class position, sex, region (East versus West) and migrant 
status made a difference in whether youth experienced unemployment or 
not (Kurz et al., this volume). Findings in Britain and Canada showed that 
there was a larger amount of heterogeneity across workers in non-standard 
or precarious work, thus supporting our expectation that labor market 
flexibility is more widespread among various social groups (Francesconi 
and Golsch; Mills, this volume). 

Particularly in the closed employment systems, uncertainty took the 
form of employment relation or temporal uncertainty. In these countries, 
insiders are especially protected. The only way to introduce flexibility into 
the system is by shifting it to outsiders who have not yet secured 
employment protection. The youngest and least qualified workers were 
increasingly in precarious, fixed-term contracts in Hungary, the 
Netherlands, Ireland, France, Germany, Spain, Italy and Britain. The use 
of fixed-term contracts has skyrocketed in many countries. In the 
Netherlands, for instance, there has been a clear drop in the number of 
youth who hold a permanent contract and a rise in those with temporary or 
training contracts (Liefbroer, this volume). Even Irish youth, who were 
witnessing the best economic upsurge in recent history, had a higher 
probability of having a temporary contract (Layte et al., this volume). 
Younger cohorts in Estonia reported a lower level of control and lack of 
confidence for the future, thus exemplifying clear temporal uncertainty 
(Katus et al., this volume). 

One type of work that results in both lower economic and employment 
relation uncertainty is part-time employment. The move by many 
countries to cut the social benefits for part-time workers (e.g., in France, 
United States, Canada, Britain) made it advantageous for employers to use 
this labor market flexibility measure to hire two or more part-time 
workers for each full-time regular position. In these countries, part-time 
work is synonymous with job insecurity, non-standard working times, 
lower skilled jobs and lower earnings. The accumulation of experience in 
part-time jobs in the United States actually hindered young women’s 
transition into full-time work due to the fact that it was not the ‘right’ kind 
of experience (Berkowitz King, this volume). In Germany, part-timers 
were twice as likely to work on a fixed-term basis in comparison to their 
full-time counterparts (Kurz et al., this volume). In Britain, temporary 
workers, the self-employed, and seasonal/casual workers were 
systematically more likely to be in part-time jobs (Francesconi and 
Golsch, this volume). 

We also found support for our expectation that human capital would be 
an important asset to protect youth against uncertainty, particularly in the 
more liberal welfare regimes. Empirical findings for Britain, for instance, 
show that education and labor market experience protected youth from 
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falling into unemployment (see Francesconi and Golsch; Berkowitz King; 
Mills, this volume). 

CONSEQUENCES OF UNCERTAINTY FOR 
FAMILY FORMATION 

The impact of increased uncertainty on the lives of youth is clear—it 
impedes their transition to adulthood, providing clear support for our 
primary hypothesis outlined in Chapter 1. As we will elaborate upon 
shortly in our discussion of gender-specific strategies, economic 
uncertainty, particularly for men in male breadwinner societies, postponed 
family formation. Youth in Estonia, who reported high temporal 
uncertainty in terms of lack of control and self-confidence, were 
significantly less likely to enter into partnerships and parenthood (Katus et 
al., this volume). 

Bad economic cycles also appeared to impact family formation. In 
Mexico, for instance, the relatively stable economic conditions that 
followed a major economic crisis resulted in an increase in union 
formation (Parrado, this volume). In Spain, the higher the unemployment 
rate when youth entered the labor market, the lower the rate of entry into 
parenthood (Simó et al., this volume). Increases in the female 
unemployment rate meant a slower transition to first birth for American 
women, whereas increases in manufacturing wages accelerated 
progression to first job, marriage and birth (Berkowitz King, this volume). 
In Britain, entry into unemployment was more likely to occur during the 
downturn of the business cycle in 1992–93 (Francesconi and Golsch, this 
volume), and stu-dents in Canada were significantly more likely to work 
in precarious positions for involuntary reasons during a bad economic 
cycle (Mills, this volume). 

The educational and labor market activity status of youth also had 
clear consequences for family formation. The lowest rate of entry into 
fatherhood in Spain was for men in the most uncertain position of all—the 
unemployed (Simó et al., this volume). In the Netherlands, young adults 
without employment delayed union formation compared to those with a 
permanent, full-time position in the service class (Liefbroer, this volume). 
As Table 17.1 illustrates, there were mixed findings of the impact of 
uncertainty for Sweden. Unemployment (after labor market entry) in 
Sweden had no effect on union formation and parenthood, which supports 
our welfare regime hypothesis that social-democratic systems with their 
generous benefits can cushion economic uncertainty for youth. Swedish 
youth without any attachment to the labor force yet (students or those 
between school and first job) had somewhat lower propensities to start a 
first union (Bygren et al., this volume). 

Another clear finding across all of the countries was that those enrolled 
in education were the least likely to enter a first partnership and especially 
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to have a child. The role of a student remains firmly incompatible with the 
role of a spouse or parent. Some analyses also showed that if students did 
form a union, it was more likely to be non-marital (e.g., the Netherlands). 
Whereas in Estonia there was a clear and fascinating diffusion process of 
cohabitation from the rural and lower educated youth to the urban and 
higher educated over time (Katus et al., this volume). 

The amount of security youth held in their employment relationship 
and degree of temporal uncertainty also had real consequences for family 
formation. The impact of having a fixed-term contract was expected to 
result in higher temporal and employment relation uncertainty, a 
hypothesis which generally gained strong support, particularly for young 
men. The consequence of holding a fixed-term contract for young French 
men strongly reduced their entry into a first union, an effect that was not 
found for their female counterparts. However, more extreme levels of 
employment insecurity (measured by subsidized jobs, training-for-work 
schemes, unpaid training) impacted both sexes greatly (Kieffer et al., this 
volume). The German study found only partial support of the impact of 
type of contract on further transitions to adulthood. The authors suggest 
that the main reason for this divergence is the heterogeneity of temporary 
contract positions that consists of both people who are trainees on the job 
such as physicians and regular fixed-term contracts, a comment echoed in 
the Hungarian case (Kurz et al.; Robert and Bukodi, this volume). 

We found mixed support for our expectation that the public sector is a 
more secure type of employment, which is clearly due to major 
institutional differences. In the open and liberal system of Canada, public 
sector workers were protected and significantly less likely to be in the 
temporally uncertain positions of irregular shifts (Mills, this volume). In 
Norway, women were over-represented in the public sector, which had 
low wages but high job protection and flexibility. Working in this sector 
allowed them to make an easier work/family linkage (Nilsen, this 
volume). German men working in the public sector had a higher transi-
tion to family formation, with Hungarian public sector workers more 
likely to have fixed-term contracts. Self-employment for youth rose in 
countries such as Hungary (particularly for women) and Britain, but had 
mixed impacts on family formation. In France, for example, the impact of 
being self-employed on entering into a first union was low for men and 
non-significant for women (Kieffer et al., this volume). 

In summary, as Table 17.1 illustrates, out of the 14 countries several 
patterns of the impact of uncertainty on family formation are apparent. 
First, there are clear gender-specific effects in Germany, the Netherlands, 
Italy, and Spain and to a lesser extent in France, Hungary and Britain. 
Young women and men seem to be generally affected in the same manner 
in the social-democratic and liberal regimes, with mixed findings for 
Estonia, Sweden, Britain and France. The impact of uncertainty on family 
formation in the post-socialist regimes places them somewhere in-between 
the conservative and liberal regimes, a fascinating finding in itself. 
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Second, only Mexico and Ireland found marginal impacts of labor 
market uncertainty on family formation, albeit for very different reasons. 
In these family-oriented regimes, partnership and fertility remained as 
bastions of security. Due to the relatively better economic situation 
brought about by globalization, young Irish youth actually opted to form 
unions and have children more so than before (Layte et al., this volume). 
As a rational reply to uncertainty in the Mexican context, women often 
worked in order to diversify the source of income and spread uncertainty 
over a larger base in order to support the family. They engaged in these 
precarious jobs in order to achieve family goals (Parrado, this volume). 
Mixed findings in Sweden and France are related to the stronger welfare 
state support that cushioned youth by providing social benefits to the 
unemployed, but which also promoted the combination of work and 
family. The mixed findings in Britain likely reflect the different mindset 
and lack of real long-term consequences for workers in precarious 
positions and unemployment in this mobile and open employment system. 

RATIONAL RESPONSES TO UNCERTAINTY: THE 
DEVELOPMENT OF STRATEGIES 

Our expectation that youth will develop rational responses to uncertainty 
within their own institutional context is also supported. These strategies 
include postponement of entry into adulthood (remaining in the education 
system, postponing labor market entry and family formation), taking on 
multiple roles, and entering more flexible partnerships. We also witnessed 
a clear gender-specific strategy, which is discussed in more detail below. 

The first strategy is general postponement of the transition to 
adulthood, illustrated by behavior such as remaining in the education 
system, entering the labor market later and postponing family formation. 
There was a clear postponement in the entry into parenthood. There was 
an extraordinary delay in the onset of childbearing in Spain, which may be 
the result of educational expansion and entry of women into the work 
force. In Hungary, only 45 percent of younger females had become 
parents by the age of 25 in comparison to 70 percent of women 10 years 
earlier (Róbert and Bukodi, this volume). 

Remaining in school is a rational response to the growing insecurity 
generated by globalization for two principal reasons. First, it confirms our 
alternative role hypothesis that in a worsening, ever-changing and 
uncertain labor market with prospects of unemployment or precarious 
work, youth seek shelter in the educational system. A second motivation 
to remain or return to school is the growing importance of knowledge in 
the era of globalization and the subsequent need to obtain more 
qualifications. By seeking educational refuge, youth temporarily avoid 
unemployment or precarious work while upgrading their credentials and 
enhancing their chances in the future labor market. An exception was 
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observed in Mexico where family formation remained at the same ages 
(Parrado, this volume), and in Sweden and Estonia where there were 
trends towards earlier non-marital cohabitation (Bygren et al.; Katus et 
al.). Due to the relative ease by which these types of unions can be 
stopped and started and their general cultural acceptance, youth appeared 
to develop their own rational reply to the situation by reaping the 
economic and social advantages of living together without a binding 
commitment. 

Regardless of the reasons, there are several consequences of 
postponement. One is that youth remain either economically dependent on 
their parents or other financial sources for a longer period of time. For 
instance, the parental resources of youth had an impact of postponement, 
with American youth coming from parents with more resources remaining 
longer in the parental home. This subsequently delays entry into the labor 
market. Liefbroer (this volume), for instance, shows a remarkable 
historical increase in the median age at entry into first job in the 
Netherlands, from 15.4 years for the cohort born in 1901–10 to 20.1 years 
for the cohort born in 1961–70. The Mexican case provides a twist on the 
postponement argument. Here women’s income became an important 
resource to their family of origin who pressured them to remain in the 
parental home as a contributor to the family income (Parrado, this 
volume). 

Another strategy is for youth to take on multiple roles such as 
combining school and work. Many countries showed that the transition 
from school to work has become progressively more complex. Combining 
educational enrollment and part-time employment is a way for youth not 
only to finance their prolonged stay in educational institutions, but also a 
means to smoothen entry into the labor market. This is particularly the 
case of liberal countries with an organizational education system, which 
lack a vocational system with practical training so that youth do not gain 
an easy foot in the door of the employer. However, this phenomenon has 
also spread to countries such as Hungary and the Netherlands. Taking on 
multiple roles served as a protective strategy in Spain, with those who 
combined education and work being significantly less likely to fall into 
unemployment. In Mexico, a rational household strategy for Mexican 
families was to add more individuals to the labor market in order to spread 
the uncertainty, resulting from recurrent financial shocks. This meant that 
young married women from the middle classes also had to combine a 
work and family career (Parrado, this volume). In Canada, youth that 
combined school with precarious work were significantly more likely to 
do so for involuntary reasons. This suggests that taking on multiple roles 
may not merely be an individual choice, but a rational response to gain 
more skills to get a better job. However, in a country where secondary 
education has become increasingly more expensive, in addition to student 
loans and family support, combining school and work may be the only 
means for some to get better qualifications (Mills, this volume). 
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A third strategy reflects the shift from more permanent marital unions 
to non-marital cohabitation. In many of the countries, such as Sweden, 
Norway, the Netherlands, Britain, United States, Canada, and more 
recently and radically in Hungary and Estonia, there has been a large shift 
among adults born in and after the 1960s to choose unmarried 
cohabitation as opposed to marriage. This supports our flexible-
partnership hypothesis, which argued that when there is growing 
uncertainty about behavioral outcomes and the implications of long-term 
commitments, a rational reaction for youth is to choose a relationship that 
has less of a binding obligation. For young Swedish women born in 1964, 
92 percent choose a consensual union as their first partnership, a pattern 
that continued to increase (Bygren et al., this volume). Within the United 
States, a clear division in union formation emerged, with whites and 
Hispanics more likely to marry in comparison with blacks (Berkowitz 
King, this volume). This is similar to results in Hungary and Estonia, 
where cohabitation was concentrated among individuals in less 
advantageous positions (Katus et al.; Robert and Bukodi, this volume). 
However, there appeared to be two general groups who have a higher 
propensity to cohabit across the countries for very different reasons. One 
was youth with high amounts of human capital and good labor market 
prospects, who likely saw it as a flexible and non-binding commitment 
that did not clash with their careers. The other group was disadvantaged 
youth who used it as a strategy and rational reaction to uncertainty to 
combine resources in the face of uncertain future labor market success. 

The final striking finding was clear support for our gender hypothesis, 
with gender-specific strategies emerging in the male breadwinner 
societies. As Table 17.1 illustrates, uncertainty in the employment sphere 
impacted men in a negative way and women in the opposite manner in 
countries that had a male-breadwinner model. This split between the sexes 
was particularly evident in Italy, Spain, Germany, the Netherlands, and to 
a lesser extent in Hungary and France. 

The first gender-specific finding is that uncertain men opted to 
postpone family formation. A precarious employment status or lack of 
human capital for men had a negative impact on entry into partnership and 
especially parenthood, a finding that was exaggerated in the male-
breadwinner nations. For instance, being unemployed had a strong 
negative effect for men entering a marriage in Spain, whereas young 
Spanish men who had the highest security of being employed and working 
full-time had the highest rate of fatherhood (Simó et al., this volume). In 
Italy and the Netherlands, both economic and employment relation 
insecurity clearly reduced the rate of first union formation and fatherhood 
for men (Bernardi and Nazio; Liefbroer, this volume). Unemployment 
after a first low-paid job impacted French men’s entry into a first union in 
a significantly negative way (Kieffer et al., this volume). 

When we examine the findings for women, two tactics to reduce 
uncertainty emerged which had opposite consequences for entry into a 
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partnership. We can clearly identify two types of young women, which 
are family- versus career-oriented types. Particularly in male-breadwinner 
societies and conservative and family-oriented welfare regimes, certain 
types of women tended to enter into a marriage and have children faster. 
Here family formation and taking the domestic role of housewife and/or 
mother is one type of strategy for young women with less human capital 
in order to reduce uncertainty. This provides further support for our 
welfare regime hypothesis outlined in the introductory chapter. Several 
studies found that women who were employed part-time (e.g., Spain, 
Germany, the Netherlands, Britain), at a very low starting pay (e.g., 
France, Hungary), or inactive or unemployed (e.g., Spain, Italy, the 
Netherlands, France, Britain) were more likely to enter a union (often 
marriage) or have a child. In Germany, for instance, the temporal 
uncertainty of a fixed-term contract did not work as an impediment to 
having a first child for women, and in Hungary it even resulted in a 20 
percent increase (Robert and Bukodi, this volume). In Spain, even the 
youngest cohort of non-employed women was more likely to enter into a 
first union. 

Three reasons underlie the above findings. First, lower quality jobs 
have very few prospects for career advancement. This prompts women to 
opt for motherhood to reduce their own insecurity or as a way of giving 
meaning and structure to their lives. Second, these women may have 
already been less attached to the labor force and found domestic life more 
appealing in the first instance. Being a homemaker is a valued position in 
some nations and even seen as a luxury in others. Third, following the 
uncertainty reduction theory of Friedman et al. (1994), being married and 
having children could serve as one strategy to reduce uncertainty, 
particularly among those who have limited or blocked alternatives to 
reduce uncertainty in another way. According to this theory, a stable and 
successful career is an important source of certainty for some, and thus it 
lowers their likelihood to form a family. Those with marginal career 
prospects opt for certainty in the family realm, a strategy that may be 
particularly relevant for women from male breadwinner societies. 

The second group of women adopted a very different tactic and sought 
to obtain more individual human capital and invest in a career, which 
depending on the institutional context either enabled or constrained them 
to form a family. In support of our expectations, women with higher 
education were either less likely to enter into partnerships and parenthood 
or to experience both transitions later in countries where interdependent 
careers were institutionally impeded (e.g., Germany, the Netherlands, 
Spain). In Spain, for instance, highly educated women from the youngest 
cohorts were significantly less likely to form a partnership or become 
mothers. Our results provide a spin on Becker’s (1981) theory of 
increased female economic autonomy, which states that women who 
possess higher human capital are less likely to enter a union with a 
traditional division of labor and forgo motherhood. We find that this is 
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true, but only in countries where the interdependence between family and 
work careers is incompatible. 

This division in the gender-specific impact of uncertainty did not hold 
in liberal and social-democratic regimes where the dual-earner model 
prevails (see Table 17.1). In Canada, part-time work, educational 
enrollment and a precarious labor market activity status significantly 
reduced entry into marriage for men, and the likelihood to become first-
time parents for both sexes (Mills, this volume). In Sweden, economic 
self-sufficiency has long been recognized as an important factor to 
increase union formation for both men and women (Bracher and Santow, 
1998). The high level of security afforded by the Swedish welfare state 
allows youth, particularly mothers, to combine work and fertility, 
resulting in strong labor market attachment coupled with high fertility 
rates. 

We conclude that it is not the accumulation of human capital that is 
important for many women, but rather the incompatibility of employment 
or educational and domestic roles. In many countries entry into marriage 
and labor market participation does not appear to present a conflict for 
many young women (Blossfeld, 1995). This is likely due to the fact that 
the domestic division of labor does not change after entry into marriage, 
but rather after the birth of the first child. Furthermore, highly educated 
women do not seem to have in general a lower rate of overall entry into 
motherhood. Rather, as Blossfeld and Huinink (1991) argue, they simply 
postpone it. In Sweden and Norway, for example, men and women with 
the highest levels of education also had the lowest propensity to enter a 
first union, yet still showed comparatively high first-birth rates after entry. 
In Mexico, highly qualified women employed in commercial or 
professional activities did not delay union formation relative to non-
working women. But in contrast, all types of employment strongly 
reduced the likelihood of having a child. 

A further finding that contradicts Becker’s (1981) theory was that 
Dutch, Swedish, Norwegian and Canadian men with more educational 
qualifications also postponed family formation. In Canada, both women 
and men with university education were less likely to enter into marriage 
(Mills, this volume). Liefbroer (this volume) cites two possible reasons: 
homogamy (i.e., higher educated males and females marry) or higher 
educated males are more individualistic and thus postpone binding family 
commitments (see also Blossfeld and Timm, 2003). An additional 
argument is that obtaining education is a strategy to attain more human 
capital and thus certainty in order to form a family or a preference to 
replace family formation. 

Finally, the transition to first marriage and first birth are endogenous 
processes in most of the countries (Blossfeld and Mills, 2001). Being 
married was often a key variable in explaining the transition to first child, 
but particularly so in the family-oriented and conservative regimes. In the 
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Mexican, Spanish, and Italian case, marriage played a deterministic role 
and was clearly a prerequisite for entering parenthood. 

NATION-SPECIFIC INSTITUTIONS AS FILTERS 
OF UNCERTAINTY 

The last central finding is that the extent to which youth experience the 
consequences of globalization depends largely upon the nation-specific 
institutions that exist to shield, or conversely, funnel uncertainty to them. 

The findings generally supported our expectations outlined in the 
employment relation hypothesis regarding the impact of open and closed 
employment systems. When forced to restructure and meet the 
competitive demands of globalization, nations with closed systems 
actively targeted new flexibility and restructuration measures at new labor 
market entrants. In the insider/outsider market in southern Europe, youth 
entering the labor market met not only high levels of unemployment, but 
also precarious jobs. In support of our labor market flexibility hypothesis, 
we found that flexibility measures were targeted at labor market 
‘outsiders’, which are youth and, as we explore in our third volume, 
women (Blossfeld and Hofmeister, forthcoming). Due to the protection of 
labor market insiders in the closed system, numerical and temporal 
flexibility in the form of fixed-term and temporary contracts were used. In 
countries with open employment systems, flexibility pervaded in more 
forms, such as temporal flexibility in the form of irregular work shifts and 
wage flexibility related to lower pension benefits (see Mills, this volume). 

Several of the countries in this study underwent extreme shifts in the 
type of employment relations, which impacted youth’s labor market 
experiences. Ireland, for instance, experienced unprecedented growth and 
a radical transformation of the labor market in recent decades (Layte et 
al., this volume). The Irish case is a textbook example of how a state can 
shift from active resistance to enthusiastically embracing globalization by 
becoming internationally competitive, seeking to promote economic 
growth, stimulating an open trading regime, and attracting foreign 
investment. The legacy of the globalization period left both the possibility 
and a trail of flexible and atypical employment arrangements, even in the 
face of a relatively strong union presence. Yet it is an economy that 
operates at full capacity both in terms of labor and capital, thus somewhat 
limiting employers’ ability to offer fixed-term contracts in relative 
comparison to other European countries in this study. With virtually full 
employment at the end of the 1990s, Ireland is one nation in this study 
that shows how globalization can actually reduce uncertainty in an 
economy. Since the mid-1990s, it has witnessed a resurgence of entry into 
marriage and fertility to unprecedented levels. This is in sharp contrast to 
Ireland’s economic depression, high unemployment and poverty in the 
recent past. A basic conclusion is that globalization can have positive or 
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negative consequences depending on the specific historical situation or 
influences in a country. Whereas Ireland demonstrates a positive impact, 
Mexican youth had a more negative experience. 

Since the early 1980s, Mexico became extremely vulnerable to the 
globalization process and felt the ‘random’ economic shocks via severe 
economic crises. It is a ruthless case of privatization of state firms, high 
labor market flexibility and orientation to exports and outside markets 
(Parrado, this volume). The absence of any unemployment insurance and 
the fact that around one million individuals lost their jobs after the 
economic crisis of 1994 led to high levels of poverty and extreme 
uncertainty. The internationalization of markets signaled the spread of the 
‘maquiladora’ industry, which was a technique to attract foreign 
investment with cheap Mexican labor and lower costs. The target group 
for this industry is young single women, often contributing to the family 
household. 

Estonia and Hungary likewise experienced radical shifts in the 1990s 
as they changed from post-socialist societies with a closed employment 
system to more open liberal market societies in a rapid period of time. 
Other examples include Italy and Spain, where we see clear differences 
between the cohorts who were protected in eras of high regulation and 
those thereafter. 

Educational systems in the different countries impact youths’ labor 
market entry, providing support for our expectations. The dual 
(vocational) training system alleviates the amount of uncertainty that 
youth experience in the transition from school to work. In Germany, for 
instance, the training system feeds into the labor market, with youth able 
to develop a network of contacts and have a foot in the labor market, 
which is reflected by the overall lower unemployment rates in Germany 
(Klijzing, this volume). Furthermore, the implementation of the ‘emplois-
jeunes’ policy of 5-year fixed-term contracts in France, which meant a 
shift from theoretical to vocational on-the-job training, has been a decisive 
policy in reducing youth unemployment in the late 1990s (Kieffer et al., 
this volume). Finally, in the organizational educational systems, we found 
that youth indeed entered ‘stop-gap’ jobs before finding a job that would 
match their educational qualifications. This was the case in Canada, for 
example, where many youth worked in precarious first jobs as opposed to 
waiting for a better job match (see Mills, this volume). The lack of 
‘scarring’ that these low level jobs have on youths’ entire employment 
careers in this context permits this type of behavior and is a stark contrast 
from youth in closed systems. 

The type of welfare regime, family system and related support that was 
provided for youth to combine family and work emerged as another 
fundamental aspect. In support of our welfare regimes hypothesis, our 
study demonstrates that the youth who are the hardest hit by uncertainty 
are the ones living in nations that lack safety nets in terms of 
unemployment benefits, education grants, housing subsidies (e.g., Italy), 
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and family-related policies that support parenthood. A clear example of 
how a welfare regime can mitigate the transition to adulthood was shown 
for the Swedish case. Whereas increasing employment uncertainty tended 
to dramatically postpone family formation elsewhere, this was generally 
not the case in Sweden where youth had a comparatively secure social 
safety net to fall back on. Swedish policy likewise created and reinforced 
incentives for youth to combine paid work with childbearing and rearing. 
In fact, over 80 percent of Swedish women with children under the age of 
seven are active in the labor force (Bygren et al., this volume). This was 
also the case for Norway, which has a family policy aimed at bolstering 
female labor force participation via generous maternity leave 
arrangements, strong protection against dismissal during maternity leave, 
and ample provisions for subsidized childcare. 

Another striking finding was that compared to the conservative welfare 
regimes (Germany, the Netherlands), France’s recent public family 
policies set it apart.1 Day care, full-time nursery schools from age two, 
parental leave for mothers and fathers, and fiscal benefits for childcare 
have reduced the barriers for women to combine family life with a 
professional career. This has translated into more full-time female 
employment, and only a minority of young females choosing full-time 
homemaking after leaving the educational system. In fact, complete non-
participation of young women in the French labor market is rare and the 
traditional family model for young French youth is clearly a thing of the 
past (Kieffer et al., this volume). Finally, the strong view in many family-
oriented regimes that the family is a vital source of security in the face of 
economic insecurity was also important, particularly in Ireland and 
Mexico. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

We now summarize the major findings of this volume, followed by a 
description of how this study contributes to the field of youth studies and 
globalization research. We conclude with the added value of our 
approach. 

This comparative study examined the impact of globalization on the 
early life course of youth in 14 countries. A central finding was that youth 
have experienced increasingly higher levels of uncertainty, which has a 
tangible impact on their transition to partnership and parenthood. We first 
sketched the mechanisms that connected the globalization process to 
rising uncertainty in the lives of youth. Globalization was characterized by 
the internationalization of markets, rapid intensification of competition 
based on deregulation, privatization and liberalization, accelerated 
diffusion of knowledge and new ICTs and the rising importance of 
markets and their dependence on random shocks. Together, these 
elements generated an unprecedented level of uncertainty that directly 
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impacts the life course of youth. But rising uncertainty is institutionally 
filtered, with some groups more directly exposed to it than others. 
Institutions pertinent to transitions in the early life course include 
employment relations, educational, welfare regime and family systems. 
We then examined the micro-level or individual response to these 
developments and found that youth develop context-specific strategies via 
rational decision-making under conditions of uncertainty. Youth react by 
developing various strategies such as postponement of life events, 
remaining in school, engaging in flexible relationships, or taking on 
multiple roles. In the male breadwinner societies, young men and women 
are not only impacted differently by the uncertainty that globalization 
brings about, but they develop different coping strategies. Youth have 
increased economic, temporal and employment relation uncertainty in 
their early labor market career, which enters into their decisions to form a 
family. 

This comparative study demonstrates that youth experience increasing 
uncertainty in different ways dependent on their own human capital and 
institutional context. The changes brought about by globalization in the 
1990s served to exacerbate inequalities along many lines. Youth become 
the outsiders in many countries, or were divided within nations between 
the employed and unemployed, or higher and lower occupational classes 
or educational levels. Although there was increased heterogeneity of the 
spread of risk across different groups in the liberal welfare regimes, 
uncertainty generally gathered at the bottom. In response to globalization, 
many countries implemented flexibility measures to deal with the very 
serious problem of youth employment. Yet these labor market flexibility 
measures were often experienced by youth with the lowest human capital. 
Thus the paradox is that although youth with less human capital were the 
first to benefit by having a job in these high unemployment areas, since 
the jobs were generally on a fixed-term basis, their advantage was short-
lived. The gap between the excluded ‘losers’ and the ‘winners’ of 
globalization can only widen further. Due to higher uncertainty in the 
workplace, these youth become even more excluded as they encounter 
difficulties in establishing a family. 

This study therewith contributes to both youth studies and 
globalization research. The majority of studies that examine the transition 
to adulthood focuses on either one or at most two careers and do not view 
the transition to adulthood in its entirety as an interdependent process. 
This study synthesizes the entire transition to adulthood from entry into 
the labor market through to partnership formation and parenthood. By 
virtue of this approach we learn about the interdependence between the 
employment, partnership and fertility careers of the early life course. 

Our approach also deviates in several crucial ways from existing work 
in the field of globalization. First, it takes an empirical approach. Among 
the vast amount of globalization literature in sociology, there are few 
attempts at constructing testable hypotheses or systematic empirical 
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examinations of how these overarching changes impact the life course of 
individuals. The principal enterprise of globalization theory has been 
based on conjectures rather than substantive evidence. The result is 
speculation that may in fact be an exaggeration of the empirical extent and 
novelty of globalization. Sociologists such as Beck (1997/2000) and 
Giddens (1990; 2000) ask us to accept that there is an effect of a’runaway 
world’ or ‘risk society’. For example, Giddens (2000:12) argues: 
“Globalization isn’t only about what is ‘out there’, remote and far away 
from the individual. It is an ‘in here’ phenomenon too, influencing 
intimate and personal aspects of our lives.” Yet, we are provided with 
little empirical evidence or an attempt at generating testable hypotheses, 
mechanisms or causal paths as to how globalization impacts our lives. Our 
study, on the other hand, outlines mechanisms that connect globalization 
to the life course and generates clear hypotheses and empirical evidence 
about how it impacts the lives of youth. 

A second difference is that we bring the individual back into 
globalization. A significant strand of the globalization literature is 
empirical work conducted by economists and political scientists. This 
work often remains at the macro-level (e.g., trade, foreign investment) and 
focuses on proving or disproving the existence of a converging global 
economy (Fligstein, 1998; Hirst and Thompson, 1996), an approach 
which echoes theories that paved the way for globalization, such as 
Wallerstein’s (1974) World Systems Theory. An approach that examines 
economic convergence is clearly too limited for a sociological account of 
changes in the life courses of modern societies. This study shows that it is 
essen-tial to combine individual-level models of action with institutional 
explanations (see also Mayer, 1997; 2001). 

The third deviation is our placement of the nation-state in the form of 
nation-specific institutions as central to globalization. Previous theorists 
have proclaimed that globalization undermines the authority or heralds the 
fall of the nation-state. Ohmae (1990; 1993:78) maintains that: “the nation 
state has become an unnatural, even dysfunctional, unit for organizing 
human activity and managing economic endeavors in a borderless world.” 
Beck (2000:20) also attacks the idea “that we live and act in the self-
enclosed spaces of national states and their respective national societies.” 
In our empirical analyses, however, we have found that nation-states have 
not lost their significance, but are facing a more general transformation 
(Sassen, 1996) and that the crucial aspect of how globalization is 
‘experienced’ is rooted within institutions (Hurrell and Woods, 1995). By 
virtue of our comparative approach across 14 different countries, we 
witnessed how youth in different nations responded to similar global 
pressures given institutional, structural and cultural differences. 

The final disparity is that we empirically studied whether globalization 
results in persistent inequality and stratification within industrialized 
nations. Here we deviate from the majority of previous work in two ways. 
First, due to the theoretical development of globalization from authors 
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such as Wallerstein (1974), literature has tended to focus on inequalities 
between developing/developed countries, north/south or periphery/core 
regions (e.g., Wood, 1994). Our work examined inequality of individuals 
living within industrialized nations. A second important deviation is that 
our results challenge proponents of globalization who argue that 
established social divisions of class, gender, ethnicity and nation are 
fragmenting and re-forming (e.g., Beck, 1992; 1997/2000). Our study 
clearly shows that globalization accentuates differences. We found that 
inequality emerges in the form of uncertain employment, which is 
generally concentrated on youth and within this group at the bottom. Our 
position on globalization and inequality is thus unequivocally different 
from Beck’s (1992:88; 1997/2000) and to some extent Giddens’ (1994; 
2000) who predict that globalization will result in an increasingly 
‘classless society’ characterized by the weakening of class ties. 

Finally, globalization offers a supplementary explanation of changes in 
fertility and family formation to previous theories such as the widely used 
second demographic transition theory (Lesthaeghe and Van de Kaa, 1986; 
Van de Kaa, 1987; Lesthaeghe, 1995). This theory focuses on changing 
social practices, values, and the breakdown of many class, gender, and 
age-based constraints that previously structured demographic events (see 
Mills, 2000). Central changes according to this theory are educational 
expansion, increased female labor force participation, creation of the 
welfare state, and shifts in the economic and political structure. A further 
element is how economic developments mirror the ability and will of 
individuals to make long-term binding decisions (Van de Kaa, 1987). 

Although there are clearly similarities between the two approaches, our 
globalization hypothesis offers several new insights. First, the theory of 
the second demographic transition explains change largely in relation to 
changes in values via the theory of ‘ideational shift’. For example, 
Lesthaeghe’s work on fertility examines the acceptability of fertility and 
the perceived social and economic circumstances that reduced fertility 
poses for couples. For a reduction of fertility, there must be an appropriate 
ideational context that directs individual preferences to warrant the feeling 
of individual control over fertility and the desire to have a smaller family. 
Using the work of Maslow (1970) and Ingelhart (1977), the theory of the 
second demographic transition assumes that personal needs are 
increasingly important, which leads to a tendency of individualization that 
in turn impacts fertility behavior and more liberal and secular values. In 
contrast, our globalization hypothesis explains change as connected to 
structural shifts in increased uncertainty, with institutions at the center of 
this process. In our approach, change is thus not described as one general 
trend among societies. 

Second, the theory of the second demographic transition and its 
building blocks were largely developed in the 1980s, which was a period 
at the end of an economic boom in many countries and the beginning of 
educational expansion and significant changes in the role of women. Our 
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theory reflects changes in the aftermath of the mid-1980s. By virtue of 
this, it can offer additional insight into why more and more youth 
postpone fertility. For instance, although many young people report that 
they want to have more children, they often do not achieve this goal (see 
for instance Noack and Østby, 2002; van Peer, 2002). Why is this the 
case? The answer is, we believe, that although we see that living standards 
have increased over time, the gains are disproportionately channeled to 
certain groups such as the labor market insiders and those who have 
acquired rights. It is these groups that have the luxury of catering to their 
higher personal needs and engaging in individualistic behavior. The 
unprotected either do not experience increases in living standards or do so 
on a weaker level. Instead of a shift to individualization, they experience 
increased uncertainty and thus postpone fertility due to their 
disadvantaged position. 

The concept of globalization has an added value to understand changes 
in the life course. It forces us to develop a multi-level conception that 
links global transformations to its impact at the institutional and 
individual level. It also allows us to include countries that often fall 
outside of the traditional welfare state or comparative work in this field, 
namely the eastern European countries of Estonia and Hungary and the 
oft-forgotten member of North America, Mexico. Different experiences 
and behaviors in these countries led to several interesting findings. 
Finally, we concede that the impact of globalization on the life course 
must be specified through more precise theories of its mechanisms. Due to 
the sheer complexity of causal mechanisms that work their way through 
institutions and labor markets to the individual level, there has so far been 
an absence of empirical research in this area. It is our hope that this first 
attempt will stimulate discussion, modifications and new approaches to 
study these complex and drastic transformations in society. 

NOTE 
1 For this reason, France has been put in square brackets in Table 17.1. Often 

placed within the conservative welfare regime, it has many features in 
common with countries from a social-democratic welfare regime. 
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