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Background 

Among cohorts that produced the post-war baby boom in most European and English-speaking non-

European countries, the proportion of parents with exactly two children rose steadily (van Bavel et 

al. 2018). Afterwards, however, it stopped growing (see Table 1), and family sizes started becoming 

more heterogeneous across countries and educational groups (Andersson et al. 2009; Beaujouan et 

al. 2016; Berrington et al. 2015; Wood et al. 2014; Zeman et al. 2018).  

Table 1 Cohorts in which the share of women with two children stopped growing in 16 European and English-speaking non-
European countries, birth cohort range 1936-40 to 1966-70, women aged 40 and more. 

region country 
cohort 

1946-50 1951-55 1956-60 1961-65 

English-speaking  
non-European 

Australia 39% 
   New Zealand 37% 
   United States 

  
36% 

 

Northern & Western 

Denmark 47% 
   Finland 40% 
   France 38% 
   

Southern 

Greece 
 

53% 
  Italy 44% 

   Spain 
   

46% 

German-speaking Western Germany 40% 
   

Former Yugoslavia 
Croatia 

 
53% 

  Slovenia 
 

57% 
  

Central-Eastern 

Czechia 
  

57% 
 Hungary 

 
53% 

  Russia 
  

50% 
 Slovakia 

   
47% 

Objectives 

The goal of this paper is to examine how, in the post-baby boom female cohorts, changes in the 

share of two-child families were linked to trends in the transitions to first, second and third births. 

We expect these relationships to vary substantially by country and educational group.  

Data and methods 

We analyse education-specific trends in parity distribution and progression ratios using census and 

large-scale survey data. They come mostly from the Cohort Fertility and Education database (Zeman 

et al. 2014) and cover five-year female cohorts (1936-40 – 1966-70) in 16 countries (as in Table 1); 

respondents were between 40 and 76 years old at the time of the data collection. The educational 

categories – low, medium and high – correspond to ISCED-2011 levels: 0-2, 3-4 and 5-8, respectively.  



Results 

Once the share of two-child families stopped rising, it stabilised in Denmark and Finland as well as in 

France and English-speaking countries, declining only among the low educated as a result of 

increasing progression ratios to third births. In other countries the two-child family model was 

weakened by: rises in large families among low educated and falling transitions to second births 

among the medium- and high-educated in post-socialist countries, growing childlessness rates in 

Western Germany and declining transitions to first and third births in Southern Europe.  

Main conclusions 

The dominance of the two-child family model remains unchallenged in Northern-Western Europe 

and in English-speaking overseas. In other part of Europe it has started being undermined by the 

traditional gender role and intense work-family conflict for women combined with a long-lasting 

economic crisis (Southern Europe) and relatively low wages (post-socialist Europe).  
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