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5.2.5. Male-dominated lines of education. Our fifth and final cluster covers 

male-dominated lines of education; they mostly lead to private-sector employment. 

This mainly comprises education in technology, engineering, and the natural sciences. 

Women with an education in these fields face a longer job-search process after educa-

tion; they are less likely to obtain a first job with employment security (in their re-

spective field) and their possibilities to maintain employment is lower than in other 

fields of education (Smyth 2003, 66f.; he argues that there is a second segregation at 

the level of occupations). Nevertheless, these women surprisingly have low childless-

ness.20  

5.3. Selection and adaptation.  After the above eyeballing of the facts, we feel 

that the theories we reviewed cannot explain the relationship between of educational 

orientation and subsequent childlessness completely. Obviously, the fraction perma-

nently childless in an educational group must be the outcome of many processes that 

function in interaction with each other. We may need to evoke the demographers’ 

age-old concepts of selection and adaptation (Goldman 2001). There seems to be a 

process of selection of women into fields of education, steered both by individual 

abilities, interests and preferences (Hakim 2000), and by social and normative pres-

sures. Social background, the structure of the educational system, and norms and con-

ventions concerning what kind of education and what ensuing occupations are suitable 

for a woman each play a role in this process.21 The type and level of education a 

woman successively attains are determinants of her employment, her income security, 

her work environment, and her career opportunities, and then also of her reproductive 

behavior. Since we may assume that (at least to some extent) there is a purposive ele-

ment in most people’s decisions, these considerations presumably work both ways, so 

                                                
20 Note that women with a mechanic’s education have one of the highest fractions never-married, 

nevertheless they have very low childlessness. 
21 Many studies (e.g.: Jonsson 1999; Breen and Jonsson 2000; Dryler 1998 ) show how important a 

girl’s social environment is in her “choice” of field of education. Jonsson (1999, 400) shows 
that although Swedish pupils’ perception of their “comparative advantage” (that is, of their 
talents and achievements in relation to others) is important for the selection of the line of 
education (at the secondary level), it does not explain the substantial sex-segregation in the 
choice of educational programs. The classroom composition and family background constitute 
a major factor in the choice of subject lines. Our study suggests that considerations about 
future professional and family life may also have an impact on the choice of the field of 
education. 
 In principle, educational opportunities may play a further role, in that a free choice of 
education may not be available to all women at all times, though the latter issue should 
perhaps not be so important in advanced industrialized countries in recent decades. 
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a woman’s evolving perception about the kind of life an education may lead to is an 

active element in her decision process. We may therefore expect a dynamic interac-

tion between a woman’s educational path, her childbearing plans, and her actual 

childbearing.  

6. Education and fertility – some implications for future research 

The results of our study have several implications for demographic research. 

Clearly, better than the mere level of education, the field of education can additionally 

serve as an indicator of a woman’s potential reproductive behavior. Therefore, one 

conclusion is obvious: In studies of the impact of education on fertility, the represen-

tation of educational attainment needs to reflect much more than just the level at-

tained. Adding educational orientation will at least give us a proxy for underlying 

features connected to education that have an influence on entry into motherhood. Un-

doubtedly we also need to identify which underlying features associated with educa-

tion influence fertility behavior and how. This requires paying attention to the context 

in which education is provided and thus considering the institutional aspects of edu-

cation, that is, the structure and organization of education. Moreover, we need to take 

into account that for many fields of education the labor-market sector in which a 

woman will work is largely predetermined. It seems that for some groups of women 

the choice of the educational line may be influenced by considerations regarding the 

potential compatibility of employment and childbearing.22 We therefore should in-

clude institutional aspects of labor markets that reflect the different conditions under 

which women with different educations work. Whether one can get data on such fea-

tures or not, they are likely to have consequences for the childbearing patterns that the 

statistician can observe, and they must be taken into account when observed patterns 

are interpreted. On the whole, the results of our study suggest that the choice of edu-

cation does not only mirror a woman’s interests, her preferences, her talents, her 

background, or her professional and economic aspirations, but it also reflects her con-

siderations regarding her potential childbearing plans – however vague such plans 

may be at the time in life when the decisions about the line of education are made. As 

a consequence, education cannot be merely viewed as an economic or human-capital 

                                                
22 This would partly explain the persistence of gender segregation in educational systems, in particular 

in countries where specific fields of education lead to employment in sectors with better 
opportunities to combine childbearing and employment.  
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indicator, but its impact on fertility needs to be analyzed within an institutional 

framework that considers the relationship between education, labor market, state, and 

family. Our analysis pinpoints where one should start to look, but it is evident that we 

are only beginning to discern some of the reasons why groups of women remain per-

manently childless. 
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