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Aims of the study

Over the last half century, one of the most 
profound changes in family formation 
throughout the Western world has been 
the postponement of parenthood. Since 
the 1970s, the average age at first birth for 
women in OECD countries has increased 
by one year every decade. This long-term 
change is embedded in the broader context 
of a radical shift in the transition to adult-
hood. This shift is characterized by delays 
in leaving the parental home, leaving edu-
cation, and forming marriages; as well the 
postponement of parenthood.

Young adulthood is a dynamic and demo-
graphically dense stage in the life course. 
This poses a challenge for investigations 
on the consequences of the timing of par-
enthood. Parenthood timing is likely to be 
both influenced by previous education and 
labour market attachment and may also 
bear effects on these aspects. It remains 
unclear to what extent the timing of parent-
hood affects education and labour market 
outcomes across young adulthood, and 
how these effects differ between women 
and men.

In a new study we investigated how ed-
ucational and labour market trajectories 
of women and men in young adulthood 
depend on the timing of parenthood. The 
group of researchers came from the Uni-
versity of Turku, the University of Helsinki, 
the Max Planck Institute for Demographic 
Research, the University of Groningen, and 
the Stockholm University. The researchers 
used high-quality data from Finnish regis-
ters that included women and men born in 
Finland in 1974 and 1975. Using a novel lon-
gitudinal analysis approach, they estimated 
how a 3-year delay in parenthood would 
impact educational and labour market tra-
jectories.

Educational and labor market 
trajectories of women and men differ

Not surprisingly, as Figure 1 illustrates, ed-
ucational (upper panels) and labor market 
(lower panels) trajectories of women and 
men differ strongly across young adult ages 
in Finland. Women had higher enrollment 
rates than men in their late teens and early 
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Becoming a parent at an older age has different 
effects for the early careers of women and men

• In Western countries, women 
and men enter parenthood later 
than in the previous decades.

• This study estimated the im-
pacts of delayed parenthood 
on women’s and men’s educa-
tion, employment and income in 
young adulthood.

• The results indicated that de-
layed parenthood may add to the 
educational advantage of women 
compared to men.

• Delayed parenthood was es-
timated to diminish the income 
advantage of men across young 
adulthood, as delayed entry into 
motherhood increased women’s 
incomes.

• This decline in the gender gap in 
income was largely not explained 
by changes in education.

• In addition, the study estimat-
ed that delayed parenthood im-
proves the incomes and employ-
ment of fathers at the time of 
entering parenthood even more 
so than for mothers.
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twenties. Overall, women began tertiary ed-
ucation earlier and remained clearly more 
likely to earn a tertiary degree. In turn, men 
had higher employment rates and higher 
earnings than women starting in their ear-
ly twenties. While the gender gap in em-
ployment widened until age 27 and stayed 
constant thereafter, gender difference in 
income grew continuously.

Delayed parenthood improved 
educational attainment of women 
more

As shown in Figure 2, the results indicat-
ed that in a counterfactual scenario where 
parenthood was delayed by three years, 
women gained more in terms of their edu-
cation than men: a three-year delay was es-
timated to result in a 2.4 %-point’s increase 
among women and a 1.1 %-point’s increase 
among men in the share of those educated 
to the tertiary level by age 32. These results 
provide population-level evidence on how 

delayed parenthood is likely one factor that 
has contributed to strengthening the edu-
cational position of women compared to 
men over time.

Delayed parenthood strongly 
improved women’s labour market 
trajectories

As Figure 3 shows, at the same time, later 
parenthood was estimated to diminish the 
income advantage of men across young 
adulthood. Although incomes of both gen-
ders increased in the counterfactual sce-
nario in which parenthood was delayed, 
the magnitude of the effect was much larg-
er among women. The three-year delay 
was estimated to have strong but tempo-
rary impacts on the employment of wom-
en, while employment effects on men were 
negligible. The employment effect among 
women reached its peak at age 27, with a 
3.8 %-point’s increase in the general popu-
lation of women. Gender differences in the 

Figure 1. Educational and labor market trajectories among women and men born in 1974 and 
1975 in Finland.
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impacts of delayed parenthood on labour 
market trajectories were largely not ex-
plained by changes in educational trajecto-
ries.

At the time of entering parenthood, 
delayed parenthood improved 
incomes of fathers more

In addition, the study estimated that de-
layed parenthood improves the incomes 
of fathers at the time of entering parent-
hood even more so than for mothers. The 
average annual income increased by ap-
proximately 6,800 euros among fathers 
and 4,700 euros among mothers. Also the 
estimated positive effect on employment 
was stronger among fathers (12.9%-points) 
than mothers (9.7 %-points).

While the focus of previous research has 
been on how the labour market position 
unfolds after the entry into parenthood, 
especially among women, this finding adds 

to our understanding of how parenthood 
contributes to gendered outcomes in the 
labour market. This novel finding could 
help to explain why improvements in gen-
der equality have not been faster.

The time of entering parenthood is a crit-
ical time point in the life course, when gen-
der roles in the family are being re-negoti-
ated. Stronger improvements in income at 
this time point among men may give them 
a stronger negotiation position over the di-
vision of paid and unpaid work in families.

Conclusions

The study focused on Finland, a Nordic 
country with relatively high levels of gender 
equality and public support for families, as 
well as a flexible educational system. This 
means that gender differences in estimat-
ed effects in Finland may be smaller than in 
many other countries. In Finland, the mean 
age at entering parenthood has increased 

Figure 2. Effects on educational trajectories: the effect of a three-year birth postponement 
at the population level (population-averaged effect) on enrolment and attainment and 95% 
confidence interval in women and men.



4

since the mid-1970s: it reached 27.6 among 
women and 30.0 among men in 2000, and 
respectively 29.7 and 31.6 in 2020.

The results illustrate that delays in par-
enthood tend to strengthen the educa-
tional position of women in comparison to 
men, while they may attenuate the income 
advantage of men in early adulthood. These 
gendered effects which attenuate the exist-
ing advantage of men in the labor market 
raise concerns about the compatibility of 
motherhood with work life at early stages 
of the work career typical in young adult-
hood.

The Finnish family leave scheme enables 
long absences of mothers from the labor 
market, and perhaps also the limited part-
time work opportunities could create fur-
ther incentives to postpone return to work 
among mothers of small children. These 
notions are consistent with previous find-
ings suggesting that, in the Nordic context, 
Finnish women who enter motherhood 

early in life are at a relatively high risk of 
becoming excluded from the labor market.

Partly, the gendered impacts of delayed 
parenthood may also result from the fact 
that women have children on average ear-
lier, which causes stronger interference of 
parenthood with their early trajectories 
in education and labor market as com-
pared to men. Further research is needed 
to quantify the contribution of this fact for 
the gendered impacts as observed here. A 
difference of 1.9 years in the average age 
at entering parenthood in 2020 between 
women and men suggests that this contri-
bution may also play a role.

Data and methods

The study was based on high-quality data 
from Finnish registers on women and men 
born in 1974–75. The study used a still nov-
el method in the field of social sciences, the 
parametric g-formula. This method allows 

Figure 3. Effects on labor market trajectories: the effect of a three-year birth postponement 
at the population level (population-averaged effect) on employment and income (and 95% 
confidence interval) in women and men.



the exploration of implications of coun-
terfactual scenarios based on observable 
data. In the current study application, the 
counterfactual scenario was such that all 
mothers and fathers had their child three 
years later than observed in the empirical 
data. 

The strength of this method is the esti-
mation of population-level effects, which 
can be of particular interest also to policy 
makers. The limitation is that the method 
relies on causal effects estimated from ob-
servable data and needs to assume that all 
important confounders are measured – an 
assumption that is often difficult to meet.

Enrolment refers to the share of those in 
the population of women or men who are 
enrolled in an educational institution.

Attainment refers to the share of those 
women or men in the population who pos-
sess an educational degree at the tertiary 
level.

Employment refers to the share of those 
women or men in the population who are 
employed at least nine months in the cur-
rent year. Months on family leave (maternal 
leave, paternal leave, parental leave, home 
care allowance) do not count as months 
employed.

Confidence interval refers to the interval 
in which an estimate (e.g. an effect) can be 
expected to lie in the population (e.g. all 
women and men born in 1974 and 1975 in 
Finland). A 95% confidence interval refers 
to the interval in which the estimate would 
be in the population with a certainty level 
of 95%.
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