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Lifetime childlessness has increased 
in Finland and other high-income 
countries. At the same time, mental 
health disorders have become more 
prevalent. Previous research has 
shown that mental health disorders 
are associated with a higher likelihood 
of remaining childless (e.g. Golovina et 
al., 2025), but less is known about the 
mechanisms underlying this association. 
In particular, the role of partnerships 
and the partner’s mental health has 
received limited attention (with the 
exception of Kailaheimo-Lönnqvist et al., 
2024, on depression). Our recent study 
provides new evidence and improves 
understanding of the factors underlying 
family formation (Kailaheimo-Björkqvist 
et al., 2026).

Key findings

•	All mental health disorders are 
associated with a reduced probability of 
having a first child (Figure 1).

	» The association is strongest among 
men and in severe mental health 
disorders, such as schizophrenia, and 
weakest in more common disorders, 
such as depression.

•	Mental health disorders are linked 
to a lower likelihood of being in a 
partnership, which partly explains 
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The association between mental health disorders and 
childlessness varies by disorder type and partner’s 
mental health

childlessness, particularly among men.
	» Partnerships are key components 

of family formation, as up to 97% 
of children in Finland are born 
to cohabiting or married couples 
(Andersson 2023).

•	The partner’s mental health is also an 
important factor.

	» When both partners have a mental 
health disorder, the probability of 
having a child is lower than in couples 
where only one or neither partner has 
a mental health disorder.

Policy recommendation

If the aim is to support family formation 
at the societal level, promoting and 
supporting the mental health of young 
adults may contribute to achieving this 
goal.

Methods

The study is based on Finnish total 
population register data covering 
all individuals residing in Finland. 
Individuals were followed from age 18 to 
39 (birth cohorts 1977–1980), including 
information on their partnerships and 
transitions to parenthood. Mental 
health disorders were measured 
using register data on psychotropic 
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medication purchases and diagnoses 
from specialized health care. The 
analysis was conducted using event 
history methods. The study examines 
the association between different types 
of mental health disorders and the 
probability of first birth, with particular 
attention to partnership status and the 
partner’s mental health.
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Figure 1. Probability of first birth by mental health disorder. Results are based on event history models and 
presented as predicted probabilities. Common= e.g. depression and anxiety; Behav = e.g. substance use disorders;  
Severe = e.g. psychotic disorders and schizophrenia ; prob. = probability, MHD = mental health disorder.
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