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Abstract 

Contemporary social science research has often focused on nuclear family relation-

ships, and has largely neglected kinship and family outside the nuclear household. In 

this doctoral thesis I explore demographic issues from a multigenerational perspec-

tive, using Swedish register data and mathematical modeling. In different chapters I 

examine intergenerational transmission of fertility—the relationship between the 

number of siblings and other kin, and the fertility of an individual. The thesis de-

monstrates the possibilities for empirical research on family and kinship based on 

Swedish register data. Unique linkage opportunities across three and four genera-

tions are applied to previously unexplored research questions. The studies in the 

thesis demonstrate the importance of kin outside the household, such as grandpa-

rents, aunts/uncles, and cousins, for fertility and family dynamics. 

 

Study 1: Research has shown that there is an association between the number of 

siblings of an individual and his or her own fertility. The first study shows that the 

fertility of grandparents and aunts/uncles has an additional influence on a person‘s 

fertility. This association remains after taking account of the fertility of an individu-

al‘s parents. The study examines the childbearing of young Swedes born in the 

1970s. Swedish registers are used to link these cohorts with their grandparents, 

aunts/uncles, and cousins. 

 

Study 2: The relationship between childbearing of parents and that of their children 

is well documented. Study 2 examines if this can be explained by the intergenera-

tional association between children‘s and parent‘s educational attainment and occu-

pational class. The article demonstrates that socioeconomic characteristics are large-

ly unimportant in explaining this association and that similarity in values and prefe-

rences of childbearing and ideal family size are more likely explanations for interge-

nerational transmission of fertility. 

 

Study 3: A process in which children inherit the fertility behavior of their parents 

will over multiple generations result in an increase in fertility levels and population 

size. Individuals with a large number of children will give birth to many children 



 

who themselves also will have high fertility. We examine these issues through ma-

thematical modeling, and show that this phenomenon significantly increases future 

fertility. Only if there will be a continuous increase in new lifestyles which are re-

lated to low fertility, population size will be maintained at present low levels. 

 

Study 4: The last study examines geographical distance to family members in Swe-

den. Swedish register data is used to follow men and women born in 1970 until they 

are age 37 in 2007. I examine the evolution of distance to parents, siblings, and 

grandparents, as the individuals grow older. The biggest changes take place in the 

early 20s when the cohort leaves the parental home. After age 25 there are only 

minor changes in distances to family members. Most Swedes live close to their kin 

over their life course. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Sammanfattning 

Samhällsvetenskaplig forskning har i hög grad varit fokuserad på kärnfamiljer, och i 

lägre grad undersökt släktskap utanför hushållet. Den här avhandlingen undersöker 

demografiska frågor utifrån ett flergenerationsperspektiv med hjälp av svenska re-

gisterdata och matematisk modellering. I de olika studierna undersöker jag den soci-

ala överföringen av barnafödande mellan fler generationer—sambanden mellan 

antalet syskon och andra familjemedlemmar, och en persons barnafödande. Avhand-

lingen demonstrerar hur svenska registerdata möjliggör empirisk forskning om fa-

milj och släktskap. De unika kopplingsmöjligheterna över tre till fyra generationer 

appliceras på tidigare outforskade forskningsfrågor. Avhandlingen visar vikten av 

släktskap utanför kärnfamiljen, så som far/mor-föräldrar samt kusiner, för familje-

demografiska processer. 

 

Artikel 1: Tidigare forskning har visat att det finns ett samband mellan antal syskon 

och det antal barn en individ själv får. Den första artikeln visar att det även finns en 

påverkan från barnafödandet hos far/mor-föräldrar samt föräldrars syskon. Samban-

det finns kvar även när man tagit hänsyn till det antal barn ens föräldrar har. Studien 

undersöker barnafödande hos unga personer i Sverige födda under 70-talet. Svenska 

register används för att koppla ihop dem med deras föräldrar, far/mor-föräldrar, 

mostrar/fastrar/farbröder/morbröder, samt kusiner. 

 

Artikel 2: Sambandet mellan barnafödande hos föräldrar och deras barn är väldoku-

menterat. Artikel 2 undersöker om likheter mellan barn och föräldrar i form av ut-

bildningsnivå och social klass kan förklara varför det finns ett samband mellan bar-

nafödande mellan flera generationer. Studien visar att socioekonomiska variabler 

inte är viktiga för att förklara detta samband, utan att det är mer sannolikt att likheter 

i värderingar kring barnafödande och önskad familjestorlek kan förklara sambandet i 

barnafödande mellan olika  generationer. 

 

Artikel 3: Ett samband i barnafödande mellan barn och deras föräldrar kan över tid 

öka barnafödandet och befolkningsstorleken i ett samhälle. Barn till personer som 

har många barn kommer själva få många barn. Vi undersöker detta med hjälp av 



 

matematiska modeller, och visar att detta fenomen kommer att leda till ett betydligt 

högre barnafödande i framtiden. Om det i framtiden kontinuerligt introduceras nya 

kulturella livsstilar som är relaterade till lågt barnafödande är det dock möjligt att 

befolkningen på lång sikt inte ökar. 

 

Artikel 4: Den sista studien undersöker avståndet till olika familjemedlemmar i 

Sverige. Svenska registerdata används för att följa män och kvinnor födda 1970 fram 

till att de är 37 år 2007. Jag undersöker hur avståndet till föräldrar, syskon, och 

far/mor-föräldrar förändras när individerna blir äldre. De största förändringarna sker 

i tidig tjugoårsålder när individerna lämnar föräldrahemmet. Efter 25-årsåldern sker 

enbart små förändringar i avstånd till andra familjemedlemmar. Överlag så bor de 

flesta svenskar nära sina släktingar under hela livet. 
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Introduction 

This doctoral thesis consists of four substantive chapters in article format and a 

general introduction to those chapters. The introduction will present research on 

kinship and demography, and complement the four individual chapters with a broad-

er perspective, rather than further expanding on the issues in the individual chapters. 

A common theme uniting the four articles is that they adopt a multigenerational 

view of demographic processes. Kinship and multigenerational processes have been 

largely understudied in demography and the social sciences. It is my hope that this 

dissertation will fill a small part of this gap. The introduction will frame my studies 

within the larger context of kinship and multigenerational approaches in demogra-

phy. Finally, I will give some suggestions as to how future research could better 

address demographic issues using a multigenerational and kinship framework. 

All four studies examine the consequences of demographic processes over mul-

tiple generations. Three of the studies (1, 2, and 4) make use of data linkages possi-

ble through Nordic register data, to connect adults to their parents and grandparents. 

The first two studies examine intergenerational transmission of fertility in contem-

porary Sweden. The studies extend previous research by applying a multigeneration-

al perspective, studying the role of the completed fertility of grandparents (the num-

ber of aunts/uncles) and of aunts/uncles (the number of cousins), in a research field 

that previously focused exclusively on the effect of parental childbearing (the num-

ber of siblings) on individual fertility outcomes. The first study (Kolk 2014c) ex-

amines the extent and variations (such as differences by sex of kin, type of kin, and 

maternal/paternal kin) within these multigenerational continuities. The second study 

(Kolk 2014d) uses the same multigenerational design as the first study, and expands 

that study by investigating the underlying pathways that explain observed multige-

nerational correlations. Most previous research on intergenerational transmission of 

fertility has been primarily descriptive, and thus the processes underlying these cor-

relations are not clearly understood. The second study expands our knowledge of 

these processes by applying an event history design, and by using detailed informa-

tion on socioeconomic characteristics. 

The third study (Kolk et al. 2014) is not based on empirical data, but rather theo-

retically examines the consequences of intergenerational fertility correlation at the 
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population level using mathematical models. A process in which children inherit the 

fertility behavior of their parents will over multiple generations result in an increase 

in fertility levels and population size. The article examines the conditions under 

which fertility correlations will increase fertility, and explores different implications 

for future fertility. The first, second, and third studies represent an empirical and 

theoretical contribution to the understanding of intergenerational correlations in 

fertility. All three studies go beyond the previous literature on intergenerational 

transmission of fertility. Novel contributions include: a multigenerational perspec-

tive on intergenerational transmission of fertility, research on pathways to explain 

observed correlations, and the population-level outcomes of fertility correlations. 

The fourth study (Kolk 2014b) uses Swedish register data to connect young 

adults to their parents and grandparents, similar to the register data used in the first 

and second studies. The study examines geographical distance to family members 

over the life course from age 10 to age 37. Most previous research on geographical 

proximity has used cross-sectional data from a single time point to examine the 

relationship between age and intergenerational proximity.  Previous research has 

also typically focused on only two generations, ignoring the role of grandparents. 

This study uses a longitudinal design, and all four studies extend the 2-generation 

focus of traditional intergenerational demography by looking at outcomes over mul-

tiple generations. In all four studies, I can show substantive impact of multigenera-

tional processes on the outcomes under study. 

In this introduction, I will start with an overview of research on kinship in the so-

cial sciences. I will begin with a summary of earlier anthropological and sociological 

perspectives on kinship, which will be followed by a section on the relevance of 

kinship in contemporary societies. I will then discuss different theoretical aspects of 

contemporary research on kinship, followed by a review of literature on Swedish 

and northern European kinship. Next, I will address different data considerations for 

research in multigenerational demography, first generally, and then specifically 

related to Swedish administrative registers. Following the data section, I will review 

empirical and theoretical research on intergenerational transmission of fertility, 

given its central importance in three out of the four studies. To conclude, I will dis-

cuss directions for future research on multigenerational demography and kinship.   
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Research on kinship in the social sciences 

This section will give a broad overview of the history of kinship research in the 

social sciences. The research will focus on developments and research in northwes-

tern Europe, and thus will be particularly relevant for populations like Sweden, 

northern Europe, the United Kingdom, and middle class Americans. While the fami-

ly and kinship system in northwestern Europe has always represented a small share 

of the world‘s population, it has been very influential in shaping social science, and 

mainstream sociological theory, given that it is the kinship model that dominates the 

American and British middle class – the most common background of Anglo-Saxon 

academics.  While this model may have had negative intellectual consequences on 

academic understanding of family and kinship systems in a broader sense, the typi-

cal northern European pattern is expressed in a very traditional form in Sweden. The 

introduction will largely ignore kinship in contemporary developing countries, as 

well as developed countries with kinship and family patterns that differ widely from 

the northwest European model, such as those in East Asia. 

A general definition of kinship will include many aspects of human behavior. 

Much like the concept of a family, it resists simple definitions or delimitations. 

Throughout the introduction both the concept of family and kinship will inevitably 

be stretched in many directions and used rather loosely, an unavoidable consequence 

of a broad multidisciplinary perspective. I will primarily use the word kinship 

throughout this text to refer to consanguine and affinal relationship outside the nuc-

lear family, largely sidestepping the very extensive discussion on what kinship and 

family really ―is‖ (e.g. Reiss 1965; Schneider 1984; Collier et al. 1982). A broad 

definition of kinship includes the majority of research in contemporary family soci-

ology, and social demography. The topics of union formation, childrearing, and 

household formation are at the very core of these disciplines.  

In this introduction, kinship will typically refer to family relationships formed 

outside the neolocal household formation cycle typical of northwestern European 

populations; growing up in nuclear family, leaving the parental home, finding a 

partner, and eventually forming a new nuclear family. The family relationships 

formed within this household formation cycle include parents, siblings, spouses, and 

children. These processes, studied in mainstream family sociology, are very impor-
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tant to our understanding of contemporary families. However, this introduction will 

go beyond that narrow focus on families and instead focus on family members/kin 

outside of the immediate / nuclear family. A consequence of my approach is that the 

review of the theoretical development of kinship and demography, as well as con-

temporary perspectives on kinship presented here, will largely ignore much main-

stream family sociology. I will begin with a very brief introduction to the study of 

kinship in the 20th century. I will then review contemporary perspectives on kinship.  

 

Kinship research in anthropology 

The study of kinship is intricately bound to the history of anthropology. Much early 

research on kinship would today be characterized as anthropological.  However, in 

the late 19th and early 20th century contemporary delimitations between current dis-

ciplines in the social sciences did not exist. Kinship and marriage played an impor-

tant role in 19th century theories of human pre-history. Lewis Morgan developed 

theories on how institutions of kinship developed in pre-historical societies (Morgan 

1997[1870]) and speculated as to the relationship between kinship and the evolution 

of human social structure. Similar thoughts were expressed by other 19th century 

thinkers like Friedrich Engels (1978[1884]). Kinship continued to be a central con-

cern as anthropology developed in the late 19th and early 20th century (e.g. 

Malinowski 1982[1932]; Rivers 1968[1914]). 

Two different takes on kinship systems dominated anthropology in the 1950s and 

1960s. In the UK, anthropologists such as Evans-Pritchard and Radcliff-Brown who 

were interested in African societies viewed kinship systems through the lens of des-

cent groups, in which kinship was primarily understood as the study of lineages and 

clans. These views were associated with structural-functionalist views of how socie-

ties worked. An alternative view was the ―alliance‖ perspective of kinship associated 

with Levi-Strauss (1969[1949]). Instead of focusing on descent groups and parent-

child relationships, anthropologists associated with the ―alliance‖ perspective be-

lieved that kinship was best understood as ties among individuals and groups forged 

through marriage. 

Kinship remained one of the most important elements of anthropology through 

the 1970s, but has since come under increased scrutiny. Researchers, most impor-
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tantly Daniel Schneider, have criticized the idea that kinship was a privileged and 

―fundamental‖ aspect of human societies (Schneider 1968; Schneider 1984). Follow-

ing Schneider‘s critique, kinship has had a less prominent role in anthropology. 

Kinship which was one of the major traditional fields of anthropology declined very 

quickly in the 1970s and 1980s. Nevertheless, since the 1990s there has been some 

revived interest in kinship, although most contemporary research sidesteps the issue 

of the relationship between kinship and social structure. Instead, research has fo-

cused on questions such as micro anthropology, the deinstitutionalization of kinship, 

the impact of advances in reproductive technology and other technological changes 

on kinship, and lesbian/gay kinship. Some of these perspectives will be discussed 

later in the section on contemporary perspectives on kinship.  

 

Kinship research in sociology 

Interest in kinship among sociologists in the 20th century (excluding research on the 

nuclear family) has been far more limited than interest among anthropologists. Stu-

dies of kinship in sociology are comparatively rare, and the effects of kinship have 

been largely neglected in sociological research (Johnson 2000). Several influential 

sociologists have described kinship as comparatively unimportant in ―modern‖ so-

cieties (Habermas 1985; Giddens 1993; Parsons and Bales 1955), and one can easily 

get the impression that many sociologists consider kinship, outside of the nuclear 

family, as a relic of the past and largely unimportant to our understanding of con-

temporary societies. Researchers in the 1950s and 1960s (e.g. Goode 1963; Parsons 

and Bales 1955) described the contemporary family as ―isolated‖ from other do-

mains in society, and saw each nuclear household as an independent and largely 

interdependent entity. This view remains influential in both social sciences and pop-

ular discourse. 

In family sociology, research on kin outside the nuclear family is typically con-

cerned with their role in instrumental support exchange, or in the strength of affec-

tive ties (e.g. Rossi and Rossi 1990). Family sociologists and demographers have 

focused on the role of grandparents as potential providers of support for childrearing 

(e.g. Pebley and Rudkin 1999; Coall and Hartwig 2010). Research in sociology and 

gerontology has also focused on relationships between adult children and their aging 
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parents (e.g. Tomassini et al. 2004; Brubaker 1990; Chudnovskaya and Kolk 2014; 

Michielin and Mulder 2007; Dykstra et al. 2006). Typically this research still views 

kinship through a lens of nuclear families, as the focus is either relationships within 

an individual‘s family of origin, or within his or her family of destination. Multige-

nerational relationships such as grandparents are viewed from the perspective of an 

intermediary generation‘s position in two linked nuclear families. In developed 

societies where extended family households are more common, such as southern 

Europe and east Asia, mainstream family sociology has focused more on multigene-

rational households (e.g. Reher 1998; Martin 1990). 

A common theme in research on intergenerational continuities in parent-child re-

lationships over the life course is gender. While stressing the bilateral aspects of 

western kinship, researchers have consistently shown a female bias in kin relation-

ships (Rossi and Rossi 1990; Young and Willmott 1957; Di Leonardo 1987; 

Schneider and Cottrell 1975; Schneider and Smith 1973). The mother-daughter 

relationship has been described as the strongest tie in the western kinship system 

(Rossi and Rossi 1990; Hagestad 1986). This tendency is especially pronounced in 

research on African-Americans in the US, given that more biological fathers in Afri-

can-American households do not share the residence of their children. African- 

American communities are a rare instance in which sociological researchers have 

not neglected the role of extended family. A considerable literature has documented 

the existence of a matrifocal kinship system with matrilineal tendencies (Sarkisian 

and Gerstel 2004; Ruggles 1994; Johnson 2000).  

 

Importance of kinship in contemporary societies 

Kin have traditionally played an important role in the provision of elder- and child-

care, emotional support and financial resources during times of scarcity.  Social 

science research consistently demonstrates the importance of kin in social support 

networks (e.g. Albertini et al. 2007; Heady and Kohli 2010; Rossi and Rossi 1990; 

Bengtson 2001). Kin outside the household are important predictors of a large num-

ber of socioeconomic and demographic outcomes (e.g. Coall and Hartwig 2010; 

Jæger 2012; Kaptijn et al. 2010; Torssander 2013). Thus, there is strong evidence 
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that family relationships outside an individual‘s current household are of continued 

importance in developed societies. 

Given the importance of kinship structure in the provision of family care, kinship 

networks may also influence the overall demand for formal and informal care. Even 

in countries with an extensive welfare state such as Sweden, informal elderly care is 

more extensive than formal government provided care (Szebehely 2005). Thus, 

kinship structure plays an important role both for the number of potential care givers 

and care receivers. Considering the personal and financial cost for caregivers and 

taxpayers, this research may have important implications for governmental policy. 

Other examples which would suggest a more nuanced view of the continuing relev-

ance of kinship are the near universality of multigenerational relationships, continu-

ing prevalence of family businesses, and political and economic dynasties (which 

continue to control a very large share of businesses in Sweden and elsewhere), and 

demographic characteristics associated with greater generational overlap (Bengtson 

2001). 

Kinship patterns have important implications for contemporary societies. Demo-

graphic changes over the past century have brought about changes to the structure of 

kinship that will continue into the future. Rapid increases in life expectancy over the 

20th century have extended the likelihood that people will interact with kin across 

multiple generations, though this effect has been moderated by the postponement of 

childbearing. Similarly, decreases in fertility mean that people have less collateral 

(horizontal) kin such as siblings, cousins, and aunts/uncles. This has been described 

as a beanpole kinship structure (e.g. Bengtson et al. 1990; Uhlenberg 1996). 

Changes in kinship affect the amount of support and resources available to an indi-

vidual, as well as patterns of interaction with kin. The growing vertical depth of 

families resulting from these changes have been hypothesized to strengthen kinship 

bonds across generations (Bengtson 2001), though this remains more of an assertion 

than an observed phenomenon. Some researchers have speculated that contemporary 

societies are in an historically unique situation, in which the demographic availabili-

ty of grandparent-grandchildren relationships is higher than at any other point in 

history, and likely higher than in the future, due to changes in the timing of fertility 

and age at mortality (Wachter 1997). Demographic and social changes in kinship 

will influence contemporary patterns in how kin support family members 
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(Uhlenberg 2005). Study 3 shows one way in which multigenerational processes 

may have important demographic implications for the future. 

 

Contemporary perspectives on kinship 

In this section, I will discuss some contemporary perspectives on kinship in the 

social sciences.  The section will be organized into several subsections, each dealing 

with a specific issue of relevance to theories behind changes in kinship.  

 

From many domains to few domains 

According to social science theory and popular sentiment, kinship is today of limited 

importance relative to past societies. Various researchers, in sociology in particular, 

have described how modernization and industrialization have reduced the impor-

tance of kinship structure in political and economic activities. While formerly kin 

and kinship networks were central to the organization of economic and political life, 

their importance in most domains has decreased.  Kinship is viewed as more impor-

tant in traditional than in modern societies (Fortes 1969). Just a few examples of 

researchers who have described kinship this way are: Habermas (1985), Giddens 

(1993), Parsons (1955), Engels (1978[1884]), and Goode (1963). General societal 

discourse associates kinship with tradition, continuity, history, community, and pre-

industrial societies, and downplays its role in contemporary societies (cf. Strathern 

1992a). In the transition from traditional to modern society, kinship gradually loses 

importance in economic, political, law and other domains in society, resulting in 

kinship networks being reduced to exclusively nuclear family units. 

Some researchers have argued that individualized and neolocal nuclear families 

are uniquely adapted for modern commercial and industrial societies (Macfarlane 

1978; Parsons and Bales 1955; Goode 1963). Weber has described kinship as an 

obstacle to rational economic organization (Collins 1986). Similarly kinship is seen 

as incompatible with bureaucracy (Fox 1967[1984]). Goody (1983) similarly de-

scribed the catholic church as being fundamentally opposed to kinship, due partly to 

the fact that religion and kinship both compete for authority in overlapping domains. 

These explanations are linked to political and economic changes over time: kinship 
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is seen as the foundation of political and economic systems in societies in earlier 

stages of development, that will gradually have to give way to more modern and 

rational social organization. The obvious implications of such theories are that kin-

ship has become an increasingly trivial aspect of contemporary societies. Related 

arguments focus on how kinship has retreated from various domains of the ―public 

sphere‖, where kinship is an intrinsic part of economic and political organization in 

traditional societies, into the ―private sphere‖ of the nuclear household (Fortes 

1969). A strong separation between family and public life is a common feature of 

the modern western kinship system. 

Broad perspectives which contrast kinship with modernization form the founda-

tion of mainstream theories of kinship, and this remains an important lens through 

which researchers continue to view kinship. In demography, where researchers em-

brace modernization from the 1950s and 1960s more readily than other social 

sciences (i.e. the ―cultural‖ or ―post-modern‖ turn of research has been weaker), 

these ideas are even stronger. In general, despite the wide variety of criticisms to-

wards the unilineal modernist explanations of the last century, most researchers and 

non-researchers are still deeply influenced by theories suggesting that kinship is 

incompatible with modernization. Counterevidence, such as the long history of nuc-

lear households in north-western Europe (Laslett 1977), or the rise of extend family 

households during the 19th century industrial revolution (Ruggles 1987), seems to 

have had only minor influence on social science theories of kinship and historic 

change. 

 

Individualization of kinship 

Another common theme in discussions of kinship is a potential increase in individu-

alization of kinship over time. Some researchers have argued that kinship today is 

increasingly a matter of individual preferences, rather than a given structure to 

which a person belongs (Braithwaite et al. 2010; Johnson 2000). This perspective on 

the individualization of kinship structure has been described as a long-term characte-

ristic of English kinship (Strathern 1992a). Evidence of this can be found in the titles 

associated with different kin.  For example, instead of calling your mother‘s sister 

your ―aunt‖, you call her by her first name. Similarly, researchers have focused on 
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how kinship today is a matter of individual choice (e.g. Schneider and Cottrell 1975; 

Kramer 2011). Individuals, themselves, often decide which distant relatives to con-

sider kin, and can also exclude more proximate kin whom they do not want to in-

clude in their kinship structure (Schneider 1968). This theory is in keeping with 

theories in social demography on the rise of individualization in family behavior in 

the 20th century, often called ―the second demographic transition‖ (Van de Kaa 

1987). In a Swedish context, this can also be linked with ideas of Scandinavian state 

individualism (Trägårdh 1997). Recent research on the role of kinship in same sex 

couples (Johnson 2000) can be seen as further evidence of the individualization of 

kinship networks. Researchers studying same sex kinship have stressed the continui-

ty of kinship relationships with parents and siblings, but many same sex couples 

have created stable family and kinship networks from individuals they have chosen 

over their lives (Patterson 2000; Weston 1997). 

 

Diversity and complexity 

Variety, complexity, and diversity of kinship are important themes in demographic 

research. Depending on the perspective, some researchers say that the contemporary 

kinship pattern is more complex than ever before, while others argue the opposite. If 

one accepts the theory that kinship networks in contemporary societies influence 

fewer social domains than in traditional societies, this can be seen as an argument 

for reduced complexity of kinship. The resemblance between bilateral northwest 

European kinship and biogenetic models of kinship has also been interpreted as 

proof of the ―fundamental‖ nature of the kinship system in northwest Europe (cf. the 

critique from Schneider 1968). Similarly, reductions in mortality and fertility have 

reduced the overall number of kin (though not necessarily the number of living kin 

at any given age, cf. Murphy 2011). This could be seen as an argument for a reduc-

tion of kin complexity, particularly as the number of children that experience the 

death of one or both of their parents has declined. Until the 20th century, northern 

European households frequently included members without biological family ties, 

such as life-cycle servants, lodgers, or maids (Hajnal 1982; Laslett 1977). The im-

provement of living standards throughout the 20th century, which can be seen as the 

escape from ―nuclear hardship‖ (Laslett 1988), could thus be seen as resulting in less 
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complexity in households and kinship structures. Put simply, people in the devel-

oped world today can increasingly afford to choose their living and kin arrange-

ments, which is a plausible reason for the de-standardization of family behavior 

throughout the final decades of the 20th century. 

Another theory that is also well-represented in contemporary family sociology 

research holds that kinship patterns today are more complex than they were in the 

past. Typically this theory is related to a decline in union stability since the 1960s. 

There has been an increase in the number of children growing up with stepsiblings 

in most western countries (Spanier and Furstenberg 1987; Thomson et al. 2014). 

This can be interpreted as evidence of an increase in family complexity, though it 

also represents a return to historical patterns of step-parenthood (Phillips 1997). It 

has been argued that the increased complexity resulting from union dissolution and 

step-parenthood is higher than when stepfamilies originate from the death of one of 

the parents, given that children in blended families will often be in contact with their 

biological parents (Thomson et al. 2014). Increased life expectancy has resulted in 

greater overlap across generations, and offers more opportunities for extended fami-

ly to interact (Bengtson 2001).  This results in more complex families structures. 

The individualization of kinship can also be seen as evidence of more variety, and 

thus complexity, in kinship today. Finally, theorists argue that novel technological 

breakthroughs in assisted reproduction result in higher kin complexity.  This topic 

will be discussed in more detail further on.  

 

Postmodern perspectives 

In the late 1960s, Daniel Schneider described the American kinship system as a set 

of symbols (Schneider 1968). He described how American (and European) ideas of 

kinship are built on a certain set of cultural symbols, most importantly the distinc-

tion between ―blood‖ and ―law‖ (or put in another way, consanguine and affine 

relations). He showed how the most important symbol of the western kinship system 

is the sexual union (between two individuals without blood relationships), and how a 

system of kin related by blood is constructed from that foundation. The book 

showed the connection between western natural sciences, particularly life sciences, 

and western cultural ideas of kinship as ―biogenetic‖. The book also highlighted the 
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similarity between anthropologists‘ conceptualizations of kinship in other societies, 

and how it closely parallels the kinship system within their own native society.  

Schneider later developed his original stance, arguing that kinship was not a funda-

mentally useful concept in the social sciences, and that previous researchers were 

misguided (Schneider 1980; Schneider 1984). He argued that western social scien-

tists had imposed their own cultural views as a fundamental basis for how societies 

are organized. Accordingly, there was nothing fundamental about kinship and fami-

lies as a basis for the organization of human societies (Schneider 1984). 

The notion that western kinship systems are built on blood and law has also been 

further questioned by scholars, as recent technological and societal changes can be 

interpreted as evidence of a weakened distinction between blood and law. The re-

duced importance of formalized legal agreements such as marriage, along with the 

rise in blended families has made the distinction between ―blood‖ and ―law‖ more 

complex (Cherlin 2004). Same sex couples also fit rather awkwardly into the Ameri-

can kinship system given by Schneider, though it is worth noting how recent ad-

vances in the recognition of same sex marriages can be seen as an integration of 

same sex partnerships into a broader inclusive kinship system (Seidman et al. 1999).  

 

Nature and technology 

Advances in biotechnology challenge traditional notions of kinship in recent re-

search. In vitro-fertilization, surrogate motherhood, sperm donation, and cloning (of 

animals), have been argued to blur and complicate traditional notions of kinship 

(Strathern 1992b; Inhorn and Birenbaum-Carmeli 2008). Assisted reproductive 

technologies disturb the notion of reproduction (or connections through ―blood‖) as 

a strictly ―natural‖ phenomenon (Strathern 1992a). These technologies (along with 

same sex parenthood) challenge the notion that sexual union is the cornerstone of the 

western kinship system (Schneider 1968). Furthermore, the relationship between 

intercourse and childbearing has been further weakened by the introduction of mod-

ern contraceptives, and changing norms regarding sexuality. 

On the other hand, modern science (e.g. advances in life sciences and genetics) 

has strengthened the biogenetic idea of kinship (Finkler 2001; Richards 1996). The 

underlying genetic relationships with ones genitors (as compared to the social par-
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ents) become more important when science has the ability to determine who the 

genitors of a child are, and when that relationship can provide important medical 

insights (Richards 1996). Thus, contemporary developments in biotechnology may 

both challenge and strengthen the association between consanguinity, biogenetics, 

and kinship. In one sense, technology complicates the relationship between genetic 

inheritance, family formation, and sexual intercourse through sociodemographic 

changes and scientific advances. On the other hand, both professional and lay know-

ledge of life sciences are improving, and our worldview is increasingly colored by 

medicalization of more domains of life, and western natural science. 

 

Normative approaches to kinship 

Discussions of kinship are often associated with normative judgments. As previous-

ly discussed, kinship is often viewed as contrary to modernity, and thus the assumed 

marginalization of kinship is often seen as either positive or negative, depending on 

the person‘s attitude towards social changes that have occurred over the past cen-

tury. Attitudes towards kinship may be characterized by a nostalgia for something 

valuable (though perhaps flawed) that has been lost (Laslett 1983; Strathern 1992a). 

Further, these characterizations of kinship are central to some major political issues 

of the 20th century (Popenoe 1993), where both sides accept that kinship is of dimi-

nished importance. Leaning on work by Laslett and Macfarlane which suggests a 

long history of individualism in western families, theorists like Ferdinand Mount 

(1982) have turned the argument around. These theories hold that families and kin-

ship have been a source of opposition to government, the church, and other sources 

of power. The family has been a rare domain of life which external authorities have 

been unable to access. This theory is in keeping with previous ideas regarding the 

influence of the state/family/individual in different welfare regimes (Trägårdh 

1997), as well as ideas of a conflict between Christianity and Germanic kinship 

models (Goody 1983).  
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Kinship and family in northern Europe and Sweden 

Contemporary Swedish kinship patterns still share many characteristics with their 

Germanic roots (Murray 1983). Like Swedish kinship today, Germanic kinship was 

bilateral (acknowledging descent from both men and women) and neolocal (spouses 

form new households after marriage) (Boholm 1983). This is reflected in the kinship 

terminology used in Swedish which differs from most European countries 

(Mestheneos and Svensson-Dianellou 2004). For example Swedish distinguishes a 

farfar, literally father‘s father, or paternal grandfather from a morfar, mother‘s fa-

ther or maternal grandfather (unlike, e.g. English). Similarly, Swedish distinguishes 

between paternal/maternal aunts and uncles. However, cousins are not distinguished 

by sex, or by the consanguine relationship with the individual. The Swedish system 

thus combines aspects of the Eskimo and Sudanese linguistic kin classification sys-

tems used in anthropology. Thus, it appears that at least in linguistic kin classifica-

tion Swedes (and Scandinavians) place more emphasis on differentiating bilateral 

kin than other European societies (Mestheneos and Svensson-Dianellou 2004), 

though they do not employ the classification of cousins often used in societies with 

important lineage groups. 

 

Figure 1: Swedish kinship terms. 

 

Another example of the distinction between matilateral and patilateral kin can be 

seen in the terms syssling (2nd cousins in Swedish) and brylling (3rd cousins in Swe-
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dish), originally referring to a general term for kin on the sister‘s respective broth-

er‘s side (as can be seen from the etymology of the words). Kinship was recognized 

from ego-centric kindreds, incorporating both younger/older kin of sons/daughters 

and fathers/mothers, as well as kin related through marriage (Murray 1983), much 

like people recognize kinship in Sweden and the west today (this can be contrasted 

to systems in which a major part of the kinship structure is a descent group, such as 

a hereditary line among European nobility). These patterns are shared with many 

other North and West European societies, such as Germany, the Netherlands, the 

UK, the US, and other Scandinavian countries.  

These kinship patterns are similar to western European marriage and family for-

mation patterns (Hajnal 1982; Reher 2005), characterized by neolocal household 

formation, low co-residence with parents, late marriage and childbearing, and a large 

proportion men and women remaining unmarried and childless throughout their 

lives. Contrary to popular and academic notions of a past characterized by large, 

multigenerational households, these neolocal patterns of household formation are 

not a new phenomenon (Laslett 1977). 

The western European kinship patterns can be contrasted to a Mediterranean kin-

ship pattern (which has similarities to many societies in the near East) in which 

patrilineal relationships are more pronounced in kinship and household formation 

(e.g. Reher 1998; Le Roy Ladurie 1979; Goody 1990). Developed countries in East 

Asia (e.g. South Korea, Taiwan, and Japan) also have kinship systems which retain 

strong patrilineal, as well as patrilocal characteristics (e.g. Martin 1990). 

In many respects, Swedish kinship and household formation represents an un-

usually ―ideal‖ form of these neolocal and bilateral aspects of kinship that are often 

seen as representing typical Anglo-Saxon middle class kinship in the UK and the US 

(Schneider 1968; Schneider and Cottrell 1975; Strathern 1992a). Sweden still retains 

many features of a northern European kinship system compared to other western 

societies. For example; multigenerational households are very uncommon; and while 

leaving the parental home at an early age is commonplace, childbearing has tradi-

tionally taken place at later ages. Thus, Swedish kinship is of particular relevance as 

an exemplar of kinship and family systems that have been influential in academic 

social science definitions of family. 
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To understand the evolution of contemporary northern European kinship, the role 

of the Christian church is also of central importance. While kinship was an impor-

tant institution in Germanic and Mediterranean Europe, the Christian church op-

posed the influence of kinship (Goody 1983). Over the course of centuries, the 

church successfully obtained control over marriage and inheritance (in which the 

Church had strong economic interests), and stressed the relative theological impor-

tance of conjugal bonds over extended kinship ties. This was true both for the Catho-

lic and Protestant churches (the Swedish king declared Sweden a protestant state in 

the 1520s), but with a protestant state church the government and church‘s combined 

interest in limiting the role of kinship reinforced each other (Goody 1983). Over the 

centuries, the church was a strong force in the establishment of the contemporary 

European neolocal household system by weakening the role of extended kinship. 

Contemporary Sweden kinship also has characteristics that are simultaneously 

distinct and very similar to trends in other northern European societies. Contempo-

rary Sweden is often noted for its high degree of individualization in family demo-

graphy (Trägårdh 1997; Popenoe 1987). Sweden has been described as a forerunner 

in family change (Oláh and Bernhardt 2008), with the rise of non-marital unions, 

later childbearing, increased divorce, and other ―non-traditional‖ family formation 

patterns (Andersson and Kolk 2011). Together, these changes to traditional family 

formation have been referred to as, ―the second demographic transition‖ (Van de 

Kaa 1987; Lesthaeghe 1995). According to a view of Sweden as forerunners in 

family formation pattern, trends will be visible in Sweden before similar societal 

changes in other countries, and may result in similar outcomes. Sweden is often 

described as a country characterized by a high degree of gender equality. Theorists 

have searched for the roots of high gender equality in the history of Sweden, but 

gender equality is often linked to the way the social democratic movement has 

shaped Swedish society. 

According to welfare state typologies, Sweden is typically an archetype of the 

―social democratic‖ welfare state, where the government supports individual auton-

omy vis-a-vis a reliance on other family members (Esping-Andersen 1990). This has 

been described as an ―alliance‖ of the state and the individual against the family, 

compared to an alliance of the state and the family against the individual (in Chris-

tian-democratic welfare state such as Germany), or an alliance of the family and the 
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individual against the government (in a liberal welfare state, such as the US) 

(Trägårdh 1997). The Scandinavian welfare state gives the individual substantive 

autonomy from the family by providing universal welfare on an individual basis, in 

cases of strained relations with family members. Thus, the welfare state empowers 

the individual in his or her interaction with other family members. The concept of 

state-individualism can explain how Sweden is among the most individualistic coun-

tries in the world (Berggren and Trägårdh 2006). Research on intergenerational 

relationships has found that intergenerational contact and transfers are more com-

mon in Sweden than in other European countries, but typically of lower magnitude 

(Albertini et al. 2007; Hank 2007). Thus, Swedish government policy is likely partly 

responsible for the contemporary Swedish kinship system. 

 

Intergenerational correlations in fertility 

Three of the articles in this dissertation focus on the intergenerational transmission 

of fertility, or the phenomenon whereby children replicate the fertility patterns of 

previous generations, and by which people that grow up in a family with many/few 

children tend to have many/few children themselves. Two of the studies extend 

previous research on fertility transmission from parents to children by looking at the 

influence of grandparents‘ fertility. In addition to looking at the association between 

an individual‘s number of siblings and their own fertility, these studies examine if an 

individual‘s fertility can be influenced by the fertility of their grandparents (meas-

ured by the number of aunts and uncles). I will give a brief overview of previous 

research on intergenerational fertility correlations. First, I will discuss early research 

and its connection to evolutionary biology. This will be followed by a discussion of 

contemporary sociological and family demographic approaches to intergenerational 

fertility transmission. 

 

Fertility correlations, genetic evolution and cultural evolution 

Intergenerational transmission of fertility has been studied for over a century in the 

social sciences. Many of the pioneers of contemporary statistical methods were 

interested in fertility correlations across generations from the perspective of genetic 
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inheritance and fitness. Karl Pearson, one of the founders of mathematical statistics, 

wrote an article in the late 19th century examining fertility correlations among hu-

mans and racehorses (Pearson et al. 1899). Similarly, Ronald Fisher, another major 

contributor to statistics and population genetics, examined fertility correlations 

among British peerage (Fisher 1930). Statistical regression analysis, including the 

concept of linear regression and correlation coefficients, were developed by statisti-

cians such as Galton, Pearson, and Fisher, to study correlations in fertility between 

parents and offspring. 

The interest of these important pioneers of statistics and evolutionary biology 

highlights the connections between fertility correlation, fitness and demographic 

trends like population growth. Fitness is most broadly defined as reproductive suc-

cess (the intuitive link between fitness and reproductive success appears robust in 

modern populations, Zietsch et al. 2014). In other words, this can alternatively be 

seen as the population growth rate for a specific allele (a gene at a given position in 

the human genome), the rate for an individual with many alleles, or the average 

growth rate in a population or sub-population. The relationship between population 

genetics and demography can be observed in the Eulor-Lotka equation1 where the 

variable ―r‖ is both the definition of population growth and a common measure of 

fitness.  

A new research field which uses models from population genetics, to study evo-

lutionary processes of cultural traits has developed since the 1980s (Boyd and 

Richerson 1985; Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman 1981). This approach inspired study 3, 

which examines how intergenerational transmission of fertility affects fertility over 

multiple generations. Cultural evolutionary researchers are interested in how culture2 

(for example preferences for family size) is acquired from parents and other mem-

bers of society. Interestingly, fertility (or preferences for family size) is not like 

other cultural ideas. If you transmit the ―idea‖ of having more children to subsequent 

generations, this ―idea‖ will also become more common (as the idea is to have more 

children) in the next generation. Thus, using a vocabulary from evolutionary biol-

                                                      
1 1 =  𝑒−𝑟𝑎𝑡

0
𝑙 𝑎 𝑏 𝑎 𝑑𝑎, where l(a) is the survival function by age, b(a) is the fertility 

function by age, and r the growth rate. 
2 Culture is typically defined very broadly as any learned information which is transmitted 

from one individual to another. 
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ogy, intergenerational transmission of fertility can be viewed as a measure of ―cul-

tural fitness‖. The process by which a ―culture of fertility‖ is learned by children 

from their parents (intergenerational transmission of fertility) shows the strong par-

allels between research on intergenerational fertility correlations, and cultural and 

genetic evolutionary models of humans. 

 

Heritability and human fertility 

In a controlled experiment where multiple genetically identical individuals can be 

separated into different environments (something which is not possible for humans, 

but possible when studying plants), one could estimate heritability in the given envi-

ronment (the degree to which variation in a trait is due to variation in genetic fac-

tors) using correlations in reproductive success. The size of the correlation would 

show the degree of heritability of fertility.  Thus, there is a very straightforward link 

between fertility correlations and genetic heritability of fertility in an experimental 

setting.  

For humans, this link is much less straightforward as different sets of children 

and parents experience different environments. Additionally, for human populations 

all individuals differ from each other genetically (except monozygotic twins), and it 

is only possible to compute population level mean values of fitness and heritability 

for a trait such as fertility. The most common way to measure the heritability of 

specific characteristics in human populations is to apply a classical twin design. A 

twin design decomposes observed variance into unobserved genetic and environ-

mental variance. Such designs specify how certain individuals differ in the amount 

of shared genetic variance and shared environmental variance (Visscher et al. 2008). 

Studies have tried to estimate the heritability of human fertility using data on mono-

zygotic and dizygotic twins, and using statistical designs such as those described 

above. These studies have found considerable heritability of fertility (Kirk et al. 

2001; Rodgers et al. 2001b). They are limited by potential issues including whether 

monozygotic twins share additional environmental variance compared to dizygotic 

twins, whether behavior of twins as a group can be generalized to the general popu-

lation, and the role of gene×enviroment interactions, all of which may be problemat-

ic but probably not critical for the validity of these measures (Boomsma et al. 2002).  
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However there are larger, more fundamental questions related to choice of popula-

tions for these measures (Taylor 2008). Observed trait variation in general does not 

necessarily provide much insight into actual genetic and environmental factors that 

may influence the observance of a particular trait (Taylor 2010). 

Measures of heritability generally apply only to the population under study 

(Visscher et al. 2008). For example, twin studies in Scandinavian countries generally 

focus on populations with similar characteristics, from similar communities, from a 

similar period, within the same country. Given that heritability is calculated as a 

ratio of variance explained by genetic factors and variance explained by the sum of 

environmental and genetic factors, minimizing environmental variation increases 

heritability. A research design that employs monozygotic/dizygotic twins placed 

separately in random families throughout the world would most likely show very 

small heritability. Conversely, greater environmental variation will decrease herita-

bility. Additionally, many twin studies choose to adjust for known fixed effects such 

as age, period, and cohort. These adjustments also decrease estimated environmental 

variance and increase heritability coefficients (Visscher et al. 2008). Thus, the ques-

tion of heritability estimates in humans for a trait such as fertility (and other traits 

such as IQ) will always have many alternative empirical answers as it is dependent 

on the given environment. 

When examining the potential heritability of fertility and intergenerational corre-

lations in historical populations, evolutionary theory predicts lower heritability for 

(life history) traits directly related to reproductive success, such as fertility (Houle 

1992). This decrease in heritability is due to the graduate removal of variation, as 

successful traits become increasingly universal through natural selection. A quantifi-

able (albeit controversial) measure of this is ‗Fisher‘s fundamental theorem‘ (Fisher 

1930; Ewens 1989; Frank and Slatkin 1992), which states that the rate of increase in 

fitness through natural selection (through additive genetic effects) for an organism is 

the same as its additive variance in fitness.  

As fertility is a life history trait, it follows that genetic heritability will be rather 

small in populations practicing natural fertility (the absence of parity-specific birth 

control).  This hypothesis has been largely supported in empirical research (Reher et 

al. 2008; Gagnon and Heyer 2001; Langford and Wilson 1985; Imaizume et al. 

1970). Despite these mechanisms, there might be room for some genetic correlations 
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in fertility.  This is particularly true for genes associated with novel behaviors. 

Genes that were until recently unrelated to childbearing may affect fertility in popu-

lations practicing fertility control (Rodgers et al. 2001a; Udry 1996). Studies using 

human genetic material have also found evidence of intergenerational transmission 

of fertility in human prehistory (Blum et al. 2006). The analytical models in study 3 

assume low intergenerational fertility correlations and high fertility in a population, 

as these characteristics are assumed to be typical for societies before the fertility 

transition. 

A related question to the heritability of fertility is to find the underlying explana-

tions or pathways for observed fertility correlations. These are issues explored in 

study 2, and less extensively in study 3. The sources of fertility correlations are very 

complex and one needs to think both about the proximate determinants of fertility 

(Bongaarts 1978), and whether these determinants are related to cultural or genetic 

factors that may be passed down from generation to generation. Pathways to fertility 

correlation may be further complicated by cultural characteristics shared across 

generations.  For example, socioeconomic status or a preference for children, may be 

related to shared genes. It may also be possible that physiological factors affecting 

fertility, such as fecundity, have a heritable genetic component. These heritable 

genetic components have been shown to have a substantive effect on dizygotic twin-

ning (Hoekstra et al. 2008; Parisi et al. 1983). Examining levels of overall correla-

tions in fertility between parents and their children and trying to understand how 

these correlations arise, have been the focus on research on intergenerational trans-

mission of fertility in demography and sociology, and will be discussed in the next 

section. 

 

Intergenerational transmission of fertility in contemporary societies 

Intergenerational transmission of fertility, irrespective of the source of this pheno-

menon, can have important societal-levels consequences (Study 3, Murphy and 

Wang 2003; Preston 1976; Preston and Campbell 1993). Parental fertility (number 

of siblings) is a moderate predictor of individual-level fertility outcomes, and is thus 

of general interest in social demography and family sociology. There has been a fair 

amount of sociological and demographic research on correlations in completed fer-
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tility in developed countries (e.g. Murphy 1999; Murphy 2013; Anderton et al. 1987; 

Dahlberg 2013). Correlations tend to vary between 0.05-0.2 and are typically 

stronger for mother-daughter dyads than for father-son dyads (Murphy 1999).  

Demographic and sociological research on intergenerational transmission of fer-

tility has primarily focused on the role of socialization in the family of origin as an 

explanation for fertility correlations (e.g. Johnson and Stokes 1976; Preston 1976; 

Anderton et al. 1987; Duncan et al. 1965). Researchers have stressed the importance 

of preferences and values acquired during childhood to explain correlations across 

generations.  These include ideal family size, and preferences for birth postponement 

and birth spacing. Research in the 1950s and 1960s emphasized the role of use of 

contraception in explaining intergenerational continuity in fertility behavior (e.g. 

Duncan et al. 1965). Studies 1 and 2 both draw upon this body of research, and 

Study 2 emphasizes the role of socialization in explaining intergenerational trans-

mission of fertility. Most research has focused on the transmission of completed 

family size across generations, but research has also looked at the intergenerational 

transmission of age at first birth (Barber 2001; Steenhof and Liefbroer 2008; 

Dahlberg 2013), much of it focused on teen childbearing (e.g. Kahn and Anderson 

1992). There has also been some research on how siblings‘ influence each other‘s 

fertility decisions (Lyngstad and Prskawetz 2010). Intergenerational fertility correla-

tions appear to increase over time (Murphy 1999; Murphy and Wang 2001). A poss-

ible explanation for this trend is the gradual increase in individual agency over fertil-

ity decisions. Somewhat counterintuitively, an increase in fertility variance between 

families within a population may result in higher intergenerational correlation. Thus 

increasing individual agency, and  weaker societal norms regarding fertility, can be 

associated with increased intergenerational correlations (cf. Study 3, Udry 1996). 

Research on intergenerational transmission of fertility is also related to a broader 

area of research on intergenerational stratification. Intergenerational continuity in 

socioeconomic status accompanies differential fertility between groups, and in order 

to understand the perpetuation of inequality across generations, both must be consi-

dered simultaneously. Sociologists and demographers have been studying the effect 

of fertility change across generations while taking into account other characteristics 

such as education (Kye 2011; Mare 1997; Mare and Maralani 2006), socioeconomic 

status (Musick and Mare 2004; de la Croix and Doepke 2003; Pearl 1927), IQ 
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(Preston and Campbell 1993), and race (Mare 1997). The goal is to understand how 

the frequency of a trait in a population changes over time, given different levels of 

differential fertility. Despite the fact that intergenerational fertility correlations are 

often the outcomes of such studies, these researchers are not typically interested in 

intergenerational transmission of fertility as such, even though intergenerational 

fertility correlations are often an outcome of their models. Study 2 studies the degree 

to which intergenerational transmission of fertility is related to intergenerational 

correlation in socioeconomic status, and thus, is of potential relevance for this area 

of research. Rather than looking at how socioeconomic differences are reproduced 

by different fertility rates, study 2 examines whether socioeconomic continuities can 

explain fertility correlations.  

Despite increased interest in intergenerational transmission of fertility, there are 

still important topics that remain under-researched. In particular, many studies have 

focused on the broad association between family sizes across generations, and there 

has been relatively little progress in the understanding of the different pathways that 

may explain these correlations. Broad correlations are important given that they 

measure population-level impacts of intergenerational fertility correlation. Neverthe-

less, more research is needed to better understand the mechanics behind these corre-

lations. For example, in the study of stratification, researchers focus on both overall 

trends in inequality, and the pathways (e.g. educational choices, and mediating indi-

vidual level traits) that explain these population-level correlations. One approach is 

to use sources of exogenous variation in the size of an individual‘s family of up-

bringing, arising from the birth of a twin sibling in the family of origin. In this way 

the causal effect of growing up with an additional sibling can be examined, net of all 

other factors that are typically shared between children and parents (Kolk 2014a). 

Future research on intergenerational transmission of fertility also needs better da-

ta. Data sources in which intergenerational transmission of fertility can be followed 

over time are scarce, as the reproductive histories of two generations must be availa-

ble. High quality data is particularly important in studies of intergenerational trans-

mission of fertility from family members other than parents, as discussed in studies 

1 and 2.  

Multigenerational transmission of fertility, the correlation between grandparental 

fertility (number of aunts/uncles), and fertility of parental siblings (number of cou-
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sins) is a new research area. Murphy and Wang (2001) and Danziger and Neuman  

(1989) have found evidence of associations between the fertility of grandparents and 

that of their grandchildren. Multigenerational correlations are further explored in 

studies 1 and 2 of this dissertation. A key distinction in studies of multigenerational 

research is whether associations across multiple generations are independent of 

intermediary generations or not (figure 2). Parent-child correlations in family size 

will automatically also result in correlations across 3 generations. Fertility correla-

tions between grandparents and grandchildren will be the correlation between the 

grandparent and the parent, multiplied by the fertility correlation between the parent 

and the child. This approach to fertility correlations across multiple generations has 

similarities with Markov-like processes, in which the transition to a new state is only 

dependent on the previous state, and is independent of the history of state member-

ship. An example of a multigenerational processes which result from Markov 

processes are the models used in study 3, where children are influenced by parents 

(and non-parents in the same generation), and where grandparents only influence 

their grandchildren through their parents. 

 

Figure 2: Direct and indirect multigenerational associations between grandparents on 

their grandchildren 

 

 

Conversely, recent multigenerational research in demography and stratification has 

examined whether grandparents‘ fertility has an independent effect on grandchil-

dren‘s fertility, taking account of parents‘ characteristics (Mare 2011; Pfeffer 2014). 

This can be done using multivariate regressions that include characteristics of both 
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parents and grandparents. Studies 1 and 2 find evidence of independent effects of 

grandparental fertility (and fertility of aunts/uncles), even when accounting for the 

effects of parental fertility. Research on topics examining correlations in socioeco-

nomic status across multiple generations is at the time of writing a dynamic research 

area (e.g. Hällsten 2014; Chan and Boliver 2013; Erola and Moisio 2007; Jæger 

2012). Study 2 is part of a special issue on this topic. An interesting aspect of multi-

generational transmission of fertility is that grandparents‘ fertility is equivalent to an 

individual‘s number of aunts and uncles, and that the fertility of parental siblings is 

equivalent to the number of cousins. Thus, this research can be interpreted both in 

terms of multigenerational transmission of a trait (in this case family size), but also 

in terms of the influence of kinship size on fertility. 

 

Data for kinship studies 

Research on kinship has been limited by data availability.  This is particularly true in 

demography where researchers are often seeking datasets that can be generalized to 

a complete population. Older anthropological studies on kinship were typically col-

lected by an individual researcher, and are typically of limited use for statistical 

studies of kinship in the field of demography. Traditional demographic data such as 

surveys and censuses are well suited to study household composition. Censuses 

collect information on households and the relationships of family members residing 

in the same household.  However, censuses are seldom useful to study family mem-

bers outside the household. Similarly, surveys are often distributed to households, 

and while they may have information on non-resident family members, these are 

shaped by the survey design, and the information on kinship structure is only repre-

sentative for the respondent. For these reasons, there is much knowledge about 

household composition and size both in historical and contemporary populations, 

while information on non-resident kin typically is lacking. Thus, changes in propor-

tions of individuals living with grandparents (though as previously mentioned, this 

has always been rare in Sweden), or patterns of leaving the household of origin, are 

well known (e.g. Ruggles and Brower 2003; Laslett and Wall 1972; Isengard and 

Szydlik 2012). Some impressive attempts to collect information on egocentric kin-

ship networks were done in the 1960s and 1970s by long in depth-interviews where 
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researchers asked respondents to list their entire kinship network (Boholm 1983; 

Schneider and Cottrell 1975; Schneider and Smith 1978), but these methods were 

labor intensive and can easily be challenged based on a lack of representativeness. 

A data source which avoids many of these issues is complete administrative reg-

ister systems, such as those found in the Nordic countries and the Netherlands. Ad-

ministrative register data from Sweden is used in studies 1, 2 and 4 in this disserta-

tion. As these data sources include the complete population, it is possible to compute 

complete kinship networks for virtually every member of the population. This is 

unlike survey-based approaches that rely on information from the perspective of the 

sampled individuals. Kinship networks using register data are typically computed 

from register events such as births and marriages. Therefore, in order to use register 

data for kinship studies of non-household members one needs longitudinal data of 

considerable length. Connecting an individual with their cousin for example requires 

knowledge of their shared grandparents. Moreover, multiple generations worth of 

data must be available far back in time, otherwise the data could be biased by selec-

tive survival of old individuals such as grandparents. Nordic and Swedish register 

data are available from the 1960s though birth records are available from earlier 

periods. This limits the depth of kinship networks that can be constructed from these 

registers. Information is also truncated by international in and outmigration, which 

limits the amount of information available on kinship of first and second-generation 

migrants. 

Some historical datasets, which resemble contemporary register data, also allow 

for the construction of kinship networks. Historical registers of this nature are avail-

able for parishes in northern Sweden, and for parishes in Scania, in southern Swe-

den. There is also data from northeastern China which can be used for similar pur-

poses. However, these sources have other problems. One obvious drawback is that 

the datasets provide information on historical rather than contemporary societies. 

Another drawback is that the limited geographical areas covered by the data results 

in difficulties in constructing kinship networks over several generations, as all mem-

bers need to have stayed in the parishes where data is available. Iceland has unique 

data, collected by a for-profit medical company, on the complete population which 

has been linked to historical sources, and may offer unique opportunities for the 

reconstruction of kinship networks over several generations (Chadwick 1999). 
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While some household information is available in Nordic registers, typically kin-

ship linkage will be done through birth, and to a lesser extent, marriage histories (as 

in the empirical studies in this dissertation). As such, the studies are immune to 

recollection/disclosure biases from surveys and offer a very objective picture of 

kinship. On the other hand, register-based linkages do not necessarily correspond to 

individuals‘ kinship roles. For example, some individuals are linked as kin, but have 

no contact or may not even know of each other.  Conversely, other individuals may 

fulfill social kinship roles, but may not be linked through family registers. Thus, this 

definition of kinship is quite close to what Schneider would refer to as the western 

‗folk-science‘ model of kinship, in which blood (and law) is paramount (Schneider 

1968). As the western ‗folk-science‘ view of kinship is also quite close to our mod-

ern understanding of inheritance of genetic information (as expressed in the science 

of quantitative genetics), the conceptualization of kinship based on register linkages 

would be useful for research influenced by genetic evolutionary theory. However, 

while administrative registers correspond more closely to the ―factual‖ underlying 

genetic relationship between individuals, one should still be mindful that parent-

child linkages in registers still are based on what parents report to the government. 

Kinship linkages using birth histories highlight one of the strengths of demogra-

phy: the unambiguous measurement of the variables of interest. This is most obvious 

when demographers examine births and deaths, two unusually easily defined socio-

logical and biological phenomena (though there are always complications, as pre-

viously discussed in the section on contemporary perspectives of kinship). Demo-

graphy has been described as a discrete science for these reasons (Coleman 2000). 

Still, it is important to be aware that this measurement of kinship might differ in 

important respects from the sociological experience of kinship in people‘s everyday 

lives. The middle of the 20th century (when older generations in studies 1 and 2 had 

their children) was a period in which family dissolution through mortality and di-

vorce was unusually low. Step-families, and successive unions add complexity to 

this ‗discrete‘ and consanguine approach to kinship, but do not fundamentally limit 

the usefulness of such an approach, even though it certainly adds to the complexity 

of data analysis. 
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Swedish administrative registers 

After discussing the theoretical consideration related to data availability and the 

measurement of kinship, I will briefly cover various aspects of the data used in this 

study. I will give both a quick overview of the nature of multigenerational linkages 

in Sweden, and also list some issues associated with their use. 

Administrative register data is an excellent resource for demographic analysis. 

They provide objective and very accurate measurements of demographic data such 

as births, deaths, migration, area of residence, and civil status. The data covers the 

complete population and thus avoids issues related to selection bias. If there is not 

enough statistical power for a research design based on everyone in a 9 million 

people country, it is probably wise to consider a new research question. Administra-

tive register data also provides information on a large number of socioeconomic 

variables including government records of taxable earnings, taxable wealth, unem-

ployment benefits, student grants, educational histories, educational grades, con-

scription data, and many other variables. However, there are also limitations when 

using administrative registers. Some limitations are related to the fact that the infor-

mation has to be collected by the government for needs that differ from those of 

researchers. As the data is based on government records it is also likely that taxable 

earnings underestimate actual income due to tax avoidance. For multigenerational 

studies more important limitations are related to the historical circumstances in 

which the registers where created, as they may determine criteria for inclusion in the 

registers. Thus, one must understand the history of Swedish administrative registers. 

There is a long history of government administrative registers in Sweden. Swe-

den has the longest time-series of vital statistics in the world. The modern Swedish 

registers originated with the introduction of a unique personal identity number (per-

sonnummer) in Sweden in 1947-1948 (Statistics Sweden 2009). In connection with 

the introduction of this number, information was collected on parenthood for all 

children under the age of 16. This information forms the basis of the parent-child 

linkages that will serve as the foundation for the type of kinship analysis carried out 

in this dissertation. After 1947 information on parents of children is collected from 

birth records. As information in 1947 was collected for children under the age of 16, 

1932 is the earliest date for which there is information on parent-child linkages. This 
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means that children born after 1932 can be linked to siblings born after 1932. Thus, 

only younger siblings can be included in kinship networks for the oldest individuals 

under the age of 75 in 2007 (the latest year for which register data was available 

when writing this thesis). Estimates of total number of siblings are increasingly 

reliable for cohorts born after 1932 and are of high quality for cohorts born after 

1940 (aged 67 in 2007).   

An additional limitation of contemporary Swedish registers is that they were digi-

tized in the late 1960s. Population registers dating back to 1968 were digitized and 

all subsequent demographic data in Sweden has been entered digitally.  Therefore, 

1968 is the earliest time for which event-registers on demographic events are availa-

ble. Additionally, Statistics Sweden digitized the census in 1960 and 1965. As a 

result, survival to 1960 is another condition for an individual to be included in con-

temporary Swedish register data (Statistics Sweden 2009). 

 Of key importance for intergenerational studies is the Swedish multigenerational 

register (Statistics Sweden 2009). It was created for research and is the source of the 

intergenerational linkages described above. It was constructed from the perspective 

of index individuals who have information on (biological) parents. The target popu-

lation of the register is individuals born after 1932 and alive in 1961. Various im-

provements in coverage have been done in order to make sure that data is of high 

quality for this target population. Overall, linkage rates are very high for individuals 

born in Sweden (figure 3), though information is often missing for individuals born 

outside Sweden (as the individual‘s parents often are not residents of Sweden). An 

additional limitation that may limit the comprehensiveness of the data available to 

researchers is that information on child-parent links may be incomplete if the index 

person died before 1991. This is due to incomplete information retrieval from decen-

tralized parish registers before the 1990s (Statistics Sweden 2009). There have been 

attempts to correct these errors through the digitization of additional person files. In 

the registers I have had access to, roughly 40% of all individuals deceased between 

1968 and 1990 have missing information on their parents.  However, because mor-

tality is low for cohorts born after the 1930s, this has only minor impact on the share 

of successful intergenerational linkages, as can be seen in figure 3.  

For this thesis I have used a collection of registers called STAR (Sweden in 

Time: Activities and Relations), administrated at Stockholm University. This is a 
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collection of information from several different Swedish government agencies with 

information on education, taxable earnings and wealth, and social insurance systems. 

Overall the registers are of very high quality, and give researchers access to accurate 

data based on government records, rather than requiring that researchers rely on 

participants‘ self-reported data. There are, however, some considerations which 

might be relevant when interpreting this type of data (Coleman 2013). Information 

on residence is based on ―de jure‖ (legal) registrations. This information will not 

always correspond to an individual‘s actual residence, and will be less accurate in 

early adulthood. Similarly, information on international migration will occasionally 

not cover information on outmigration (as individuals have fewer incentives to regis-

ter outmigration), and individuals without legal status in Sweden will also not be 

included for obvious reasons. The greatest shortcoming of Swedish administrative 

register data is the lack of refined information on dwellings3. People can only be 

linked to their address which, in case of apartment buildings, will include multiple 

households. When connecting people linked by birth or marriage (as in Study 4) this 

omission is not of major concern.  However, the lack of refined information is a 

much greater obstacle when analyzing cohabiting partners.  

 

Figure 3: Proportion of index persons in the Swedish multigenerational registers 

with information on parents, by year of birth. 

 

Source: Statistics Sweden (2009) 

 

                                                      
3Data on dwellings have been collected since 2012, but are not available retroactively. 
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Figure 4: Typical example of four generations of extended family constructed from 

Swedish multigenerational registers. 

 

After the presentation of the empirical data for the dissertation, I will now summar-

ize the studies in the dissertation. Finally, I will discuss suggestions for future direc-

tions in research on kinship and multigenerational demography. 

  

Overview of the four studies  

Study 1: Multigenerational transmission of family size in contemporary Sweden 

Published in Population Studies 

 

There is evidence of intergenerational transmission of fertility in all developed coun-

tries. Researchers have examined the association between a person‘s completed 

fertility and the completed fertility of their parents. My first study examines whether 

there is an additional effect of the fertility of grandparents, independent of the effect 

of parents‘ fertility. This research builds on recent research in demography and so-

cial stratification examining whether traditional intergenerational models looking at 

only two generations provide sufficient understanding of intergenerational 

processes. 

This study examines the transmission of fertility patterns across generations: 

from parents (number of siblings), grandparents (number of aunts/uncles), and un-

cle/aunts (number of cousins), to young adults in contemporary Sweden. I use event 

history models to determine the risk of first, second and third birth, and measure the 

effect of family members‘ fertility using covariates on the number of children their 

kin had. I use Swedish administrative register data for the 1970-82 birth cohorts and 
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their kin. The data allows linkages to virtually all siblings, cousins, parents, 

aunts/uncles and grandparents of my index generations. 

The results demonstrate the existence of an association between the fertility of 

grandparents and aunts/uncles, and the fertility of the index generation, independent 

of the fertility of the parents. The strength of fertility correlations is somewhat 

stronger for correlations with female family members (grandmothers and aunts), 

female index-persons, and matrilineal family members. The magnitude of the effect 

is estimated through multistate models. The multistate models use hazard ratios 

estimated from my event history models, national estimates on conditional age spe-

cific fertility rates, and distributions of the overall population by parity, to estimate 

the effect of covariates on total fertility. An increase from 2 to 4-5 siblings is associ-

ated with 0.38 additional children among the index generation, while a similar asso-

ciation from an increase in grandparental fertility from 2 to 4-5, net of that of par-

ents, is 0.1 additional children. 

 

Study 2: Understanding transmission of fertility across multiple generations – 

Socialization or socioeconomics? 

Published in Research in Social Stratification and Mobility 

 

Like the first study, the second study examines multigenerational correlations in 

fertility. While the first study focuses primarily on demonstrating the existence of 

multigenerational transmission of fertility, the second study examines the mechan-

isms or pathways to explain why these correlations exist. The primary research ques-

tion is whether intergenerational transmission of fertility can be attributed to inter-

generational stratification - that family members to a large degree inherit the socioe-

conomic characteristics of older generations. If highly educated parents have highly 

educated children, similarity in education across generations could explain an ob-

served continuity in number of children across generations within the same family. 

The article uses Swedish register data, similar to the data used in study 1. The study 

uses event history models on the transition to first, second and third birth for the 

1970-1982 birth cohorts. Measures of occupational class and education are intro-

duced stepwise for the index generation, their parents, and their grandparents, to 
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examine how socioeconomic similarity mediates the intergenerational transmission 

of fertility. 

The results show that intergenerational transmission of fertility is largely unme-

diated by socioeconomic status. The influence of parental family size on the index 

generation‘s fertility is completely independent of parental socioeconomic characte-

ristics. Slightly less than half of the effect of grandparents‘ family size (independent 

of parental characteristics), disappear after controlling for grandparents‘ socioeco-

nomic characteristics. Thus, it appears that intergenerational fertility continuities are 

largely independent of parents‘ and to lesser degree grandparents‘ characteristics. 

Other unobserved characteristics such as values, family size preferences, religion, or 

cultural characteristics shared across generations seem more important for explain-

ing observed intergenerational transmission of fertility. 

 

Study 3: Correlations in fertility across generations – can low fertility persist? 

Published in Proceedings of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences 

 

The third study is written together with Daniel Cownden and Magnus Enquist, at the 

Centre for the Study of Cultural Evolution, at Stockholm University. We examine 

the potential long-term consequences of intergenerational transmission of fertility. 

We do not use empirical data, but instead examine the theoretical implications of 

fertility correlations. This study uses cultural evolutionary mathematical models to 

examine the circumstances under which fertility correlations would result in a long-

term increase in fertility. While the models are similar to those used in population 

genetics, the study is concerned with cultural transmission - the same processes that 

are studied in studies 1 and 2. 

The study demonstrates the possibility of a reversal of the twentieth-century de-

cline in fertility. We demonstrate how the association between parents‘ and their 

children‘s family sizes could result in a long-term increase in population size and a 

return to higher fertility. We show how the process of intergenerational correlations 

in fertility over time will increase fertility. We further develop our model to examine 

if there are circumstances where the increased fertility predicted by our first model 

would not occur. We show that current low fertility can only be sustained if new 
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lifestyles which favor reduced childbearing continue to be introduced into the popu-

lation at a rapid pace.  

 

Study 4: A life course analysis of geographical distance to siblings, parents and 

grandparents in Sweden 

Available in Stockholm Research Reports in Demography 

 

Unlike studies 1, 2, and 3, which examine intergenerational correlations in fertility, 

study 4 examines geographical proximity to family members. This study makes a 

contribution to research in demography and cultural geography by studying how 

migration and demographic patterns shape the geographical availability of kin in 

contemporary Sweden. Migration patterns differ markedly by age and thus geo-

graphical proximity to kin will also vary by age. Geographical proximity to kin is 

shaped by both individual migration decisions, and by the migration decisions of 

other family members, often of a different generation. Previous research on interge-

nerational proximity has relied on cross-sectional design, and has thus been unable 

to isolate age effects from cohort patterns. 

The study examines how distance to siblings, parents and grandparents changes 

over the life course. The complete 1970 cohort of Swedish men and women are 

followed from age 10 (in 1980) to age 37 (in 2007) using administrative register data 

on municipality coordinates for all family members for each of those years. The 

study reveals surprising continuity in geographical distance to parents after age 25. 

Distance to parents, grandparents, and siblings sees only minor changes after the 

index cohort reaches their med-twenties. Overall, most Swedes live in close prox-

imity to their kin. 
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Towards a demography of kinship  

Research on kinship in developed countries has been strongly oriented towards the 

effect of kin on various outcomes and what kin ―do‖ (see section on ―Importance of 

kin‖). Gerontologists have looked at support provided by extended family members 

from the perspective of both younger and older adults. Similarly, demographers and 

sociologists have examined kin relations, the degree of social and emotional orienta-

tion towards kin and family in different groups, and kin support for caring for grand-

children. The ―effect‖ of kin on various outcomes is an important and well-studied 

topic. It has been shown repeatedly that kinship still matters in developed societies. 

Historical and contemporary researchers have also compared entire kinship systems, 

and examined how they are linked to different demographic outcomes (e.g. 

Bengtsson et al. 2003). 

Surprisingly, despite an abundance of evidence showing the importance of kin, 

researchers know very little about differences in the demography of kinship both 

between and within countries, and between different sub-populations. Demographic 

patterns pertaining to number of kin such as cousins, aunts/uncles, and grandparents 

remains largely unexplored. Demography of kinship has focused primarily on histor-

ical populations (e.g. Ruggles 1986; Bengtsson and Mineau 2008), or on how kin-

ship will impact informal elderly care (Agree and Glaser 2009). By comparison, the 

kinship of contemporary western populations has been less studied. Research on 

family systems in Europe has focused on differences across countries in normative 

obligations towards kin, frequency of contact, and household structure (Giuliano 

2007; Reher 1998; Albertini et al. 2007; Heady and Kohli 2010; Albertini and Kohli 

2012), while demographic differences in kinship structure have been largely ig-

nored. Available knowledge of kinship structures for complete populations is largely 

the result of micro simulations in which demographic rates are used to create popu-

lations consisting of virtual individuals (Murphy 2011; Wachter 1997; Ruggles 

1993; Smith 1987).  

Three main approaches have been used to map the kinship structures of contem-

porary populations. The first is specialized surveys that connect information on 

survey respondents to their reported kinship networks. This approach represents the 

most common data source in family demography and has been used in the Gender 
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and Generation Surveys, the French Family Surveys, and the Netherlands Kinship 

Panel Study. Survey data have been used to study current kinship structure at a given 

time (Dykstra and Komter 2006), to conduct internationally comparative research 

(Puur et al. 2011), and to examine issues of heterogeneity in kinship (Goldstein 

1999; Goldstein and Warren 2000). While surveys are undoubtedly useful as a data 

source, they also have several drawbacks for kinship research. Most importantly it is 

expensive and very cumbersome to collect information on complete kinship net-

works using surveys. Survey data is inflexible and information is limited to what 

respondents were specifically asked about. Often information is only collected for a 

fixed number of kin (e.g. the oldest sibling, or the youngest grandchild). Further, 

information is only available for the respondent. Thus, it is only possible to create a 

representative picture for the sampled individuals given that one has only egocentric 

network data. 

When studying the kinship structure of a population, having links between all in-

volved individuals is of utmost interest. Thus, micro-simulation has been perhaps 

the most promising way to model the kinship structure of a population (Wachter et 

al., 1997, Murphy, 2011). To date, the only reliable information on population level 

kinship structure has been computed using micro-simulation data. This approach has 

many attractive features, including full information on kinship networks for simu-

lated populations – past, present and future. Despite being ‗state of the art‘, this 

approach has obvious limitations. Simulated data can never entirely replace empiri-

cal data. One reason is that simulations require validation from empirical data. 

Another reason is that simulations are based on an assumed adherence to statistical 

distributions of various outcomes, as well as assumptions of ―independence‖ for 

related individuals more likely to be homogenous with respect to various traits 

(Ruggles 1993). Finally, one advantage of using empirical data to document kinship 

is that other sociodemographic variables can be linked to the kinship data. For these 

reasons, demographers have stressed the importance of complementing simulated 

data with actual empirical data on populations (e.g. Post et al. 1997; Ruggles 1993). 

 Besides as input to simulated kinship data, demographic rates can be used to 

analytically derive information on kinship networks. Using mathematical demogra-

phy, this approach has been used to forecast the availability of kin to provide infor-

mal family care (Himes 1992; Murphy et al. 2006). While an elegant solution in 
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some cases, this forecasting is only possible for some aspects of kinship structure. 

Analytical tools are only able to provide average estimates of kinship, and cannot be 

used to study heterogeneity in kinship. 

While Nordic and Dutch registers are an excellent data source of data for kinship 

research, the registers have seldom been used to conduct kinship studies (Lundholm 

and Malmberg 2009; Noack et al. 2011; study 1, 2, & 4, for some rare examples). 

Register data has several features that make it conducive to kinship research. Most 

importantly, the registers include information for the complete population, similar to 

micro simulation approaches. Furthermore, given that the registers include data on 

the entire population, there are few concerns regarding selectivity and statistical 

power. Registers makes it easy to examine issues of heterogeneity, an important 

topic for kinship studies. This is an advantage as statistical analysis focusing on 

―mean‖ values, common in regression analysis and standard demographic measures, 

is poorly suited for kinship research. Research on kinship typically requires informa-

tion on the complete distribution of kinship for individuals in a population. Since 

they are based on actual individuals, register data can also be linked to other relevant 

individual‘s level characteristics such as taxable earnings, education and health data.  

While there are some shortcoming and selection issues involved (see section on 

―Swedish Administrative Registers‖), Nordic register data could serve as a starting 

point for research by providing a representative view of the complete kinship net-

work structure of a population. Beyond validating micro-simulation approaches, this 

research could for example examine ethnic, geographical and socioeconomic hete-

rogeneity in kinship networks (cf. Goldstein and Warren 2000), and examine the 

degree to which actual clustering and nonlinearity in kinship networks differ from 

simulated approaches that rely on assumed distributions (cf. Ruggles 1993). Nordic 

registers can also serve as an excellent resource for research that aims at linking 

various demographic and socioeconomic outcomes with different kinship structures. 

 

Topics for future research 

Future kinship research should aim for studies which are representative of popula-

tions as a whole, and also include kin who are not living together in a household. 

Thus, linkage needs to be done according to histories of consanguine and affine ties, 
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and should not rely exclusively on residence at the time of observation. Researchers 

should also aim to construct kinship networks from the vantage of different birth 

cohorts, and to further explore how different anchor generations relate to trends and 

quantitative measures of kinship (cf. Preston 1976; Herlofson and Hagestad 2011). 

To date, most research has focused on vertical kin relationships, such as parents 

and children, and grandchildren and grandparents. There has been less focus on 

horizontal (collateral) kinship ties including ties between the index individual and 

aunts/uncles, cousins, siblings, and nephews/nieces. Similarly, almost all research on 

kinship has focused on consanguine linkages (including the studies in this thesis). 

Connecting individuals to their partner‘s kinship, or connecting them to their con-

sanguine kin‘s partners has remained virtually unexplored and deserves more atten-

tion in scholarly research. Research on kin linked through affine ties can provide 

new insight into how kinship may serve as a bridge into social networks to which an 

individual would not otherwise have access (Goldstein 1999; Goldstein and Warren 

2000). 

Future research may also focus on more complex family structures resulting from 

childbearing with multiple partners over the life course. Changes in family struc-

ture are likely to transform definitions of kinship in contemporary western societies. 

More complex kinship structures stemming from union dissolution will most likely 

increase in importance for future studies of kinship. Currently, the older generations 

still serve as relatively stable anchors for kinship networks as union stability re-

mained high in these cohorts.  However, this will change in the future. Blended 

families created through union dissolution are also likely to become more complex, 

as compared to previous blended families resulting from mortality, as in the former 

case there may be new children born in both the original and subsequent family. 

The increase in international migration from non-European countries brings 

with it an increase in the diversity of kinship systems. The bilateral and neolocal 

kinship system found in middle class US and northern Europe will coexist with 

Asian and African kinship systems characterized by stronger patrilineal and patri-

local elements, as well as kinship systems in other non-European societies with 

other characteristics. Comparing kinship networks of native populations to that of 

recent migrants will provide interesting insights into differences in kinship across 

cultures, as well as how the cultural context determines the association between kin 
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and various outcomes.  Such comparisons will be difficult given the difficulty of 

constructing kinship networks across national borders, but is a very worthwhile 

topic. The degree of intermarriage, blending and exposure across multicultural kin-

ship systems would also be an interesting area for future research (cf. Goldstein 

1999). 

The topic of gender also deserves more attention in demographic studies of kin-

ship. Age differences in union formation (Kolk 2012) and differential mortality 

patterns between men and women have a large, but largely unexplored, impact on 

kinship composition. Similarly union formation preferences and migration decisions 

differ between men and women, and this has implications for the structural availabil-

ity of kin. Differences in the formation of subsequent unions following a union dis-

solution or widowhood are also different for men and women, and may have impor-

tant effects on kinship. Finally, demographic research on kinship has shown that 

wesern kinship has matrifocal characteristics, that kinship is a matrilineal sphere in 

which female kin play a more important role (e.g. Di Leonardo 1987; Rossi and 

Rossi 1990; Young and Willmott 1957). These issues would also be interesting to 

contrast with the increase of residential, often patrilocal, extended families in some 

migrant populations. 

Researchers also need to focus more on kinship outside the household.  Demo-

graphic research on kinship networks should include kin living in different house-

holds, and the process through which kin join and leave shared households. Docu-

menting differences in the proportion of kin living in shared households has been the 

subject of much research across Europe, North America, and East Asia; however, 

the degree to which this proportion has been influenced by differences in the demo-

graphy of kinship – differences in the supply of kin – are largely unknown. Similar-

ly, researchers may examine whether support provided by kin in different countries 

is associated with demographic differences in kinship structure. Comparative re-

search in family geography may also take into account the ways in which the demo-

graphy of kinship differs across societies. 

Research on the diversity and heterogeneity of kinship is also a topic which 

needs more study. The information that a young adult has, on average, two living 

grandparents at a given age, is most likely of less informative value than the propor-

tion of young adults that have 0 or 4 living grandparents. Similarly, widely docu-
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mented differences in fertility and mortality across sub-populations will result in 

very different kinship patterns, though this has not been studied explicitly. This is 

particularly unfortunate, as so much research has been done on differences in kin-

ship across different ethnic groups in developed countries. Kinship in itself is a 

unique source of exposure to people that are different than yourself, given that, un-

like friends, relatives are not chosen (cf. Goldstein and Warren 2000). Heterogeneity 

within kinship networks (particularly in-laws) is thus an interesting measure of ex-

posure to people who are different than you (e.g. socioeconomically, ethnically, and 

ideologically). For example, your cousins are probably less similar to you in educa-

tion than your friends are, but you will still occasionally interact with them. As kin 

can essentially be assigned to a person (e.g. a person‘s sister marries a man unknown 

to the person), it can be viewed as exogenous and random.  

To summarize, future research on kinship in developed countries should move 

beyond a focus on what kin do. Research should avoid the instrumentalist focus on 

provision of and need for care, in order to examine demographic questions regarding 

the structure of kinship networks. There is a need for detailed descriptive studies of 

the demography of kinship, to answer questions such as the number and characteris-

tics of cousins, aunts/uncles, grandparents, and parent-in-laws within countries. 

However, equally important is comparative research on kinship structure across both 

time and space. More research on the importance of relevant kin for different out-

comes is welcome, but what is truly needed is research on the demography of kin-

ship that is quantitative, descriptive, and representative, and not guided by normative 

or instrumentalist goals. 

 

Concluding remarks 

The uniting theme of the studies in this dissertation is that they all show the relev-

ance of a multigenerational perspective for demographic processes. It is my belief 

that the dominant theoretical ―modernist‖ view of kinship in the social sciences 

downplays the role of extended family. Together with data shortcomings, this domi-

nant view of kinship leads to the neglect of demographic perspectives on kinship. 

This has resulted in a lack of descriptive research on western kinship systems, as 

well as an underestimation of the importance of extended family. My hope is that 
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this dissertation, and the studies herein, can serve as inspiration for future research 

that will bring more attention to demographic aspects of kinship in contemporary 

developed countries. 
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