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Dealing with Demographic Stress in Childhood

Abstract
Parental death in childhood, which is often referred to as demographic stress, is
a traumatic event that may influence an individual’s life course in many different
ways. This doctoral thesis therefore aims to investigate how individuals responded
to parental death in the family and how this potential threat to their well-being
affected children’s transition to adulthood, thereby focusing on the Netherlands
in the period 1850-1952. Studying the consequences of parental death is relevant
because a large share of the population was confronted with the death of a parent
in the past. For instance, nearly one out of four children born in the study area
between 1850 and 1880 lost a parent by the age of 16. In this doctoral thesis,
three outcomes related to the transition to adulthood are researched in detail:
age at first leaving home, entry into first marriage, and occupational position
in young adulthood. Moreover, systematic changes in family dynamics such as
parental remarriage, family dissolution, and outmigration following the death
of a parent are examined. The Historical Sample of the Netherlands (HSN)
is exploited which contains rich information about the life courses of 37,000
male and female individuals born in the Netherlands between 1850 and 1922.
Quantitative methods such as event-history analysis are applied to compare the
adulthood transitions of parentally bereaved individuals with those of their nonbereaved counterparts. The results show that parental death strongly accelerates
non-marital home leaving, whereas the transition to marriage is hardly affected
by the loss of a parent. The most consistent finding of this interdisciplinary thesis
reveals that a mother’s death is generally more disruptive than a father’s death.
Given the structural differences in the allocation of tasks between husband and
wife in the study period, this indicates that from a life course perspective the
loss of parental care in childhood is more harmful than a decline in economic
resources and living standards.
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1

Introduction

1.1		 Motivation and research questions
Elisabeth Johanna Verhoef was born on November 16, 1855 in the Dutch city
of Utrecht as the third child of Johanna Maria Smit and her husband Lodewijk
Henricus Wilhelm Verhoef who worked as a joiner (schrijnwerker).1 On March 12,
1865, when Elisabeth Johanna was 9 years old, her 39-year-old mother deceased.
Widowed fathers often remarried at that time, and so did Elisabeth’s father roughly
one year after the death of his first wife. Shortly after the father’s remarriage,
Elisabeth’s older brothers left to Kampen and the West Indies, probably to enlist
in the army. After a half-sister was born in April 1871, also 15-year-old Elisabeth
left the parental household to live with her uncle and his family in Schiedam in the
province of South Holland. She stayed at her uncle’s family for a couple of months
and then returned to Utrecht where she worked as a housemaid in the household
of a major of field artillery (majoor veldartillerie). In the following years, she kept
working as a housemaid for several employers in Utrecht and once even returned
to her father’s house for a couple of months, who in the meantime had divorced
from his second wife. On November 3, 1886 Elisabeth Johanna, aged 30 by then,
married Gerardus Jacobus van Zwol and established an own nuclear household in
Utrecht together with her husband. After marriage, Elisabeth Johanna probably
stopped working because on the birth certificate of her first child born 10 months
later no occupation was registered. Her husband Gerardus Jacobus, however,
was registered as a smith (smid) and became later employed by the state railroad
company.
This doctoral thesis is not about the life of Elisabeth Johanna Verhoef,2 but her life
history nicely illustrates the topic of my dissertation. It deals with the transition
to adulthood of parentally bereaved children in the context of the Netherlands in
the second half of the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth century. My
doctoral thesis aims to shed light on familial, social, and economic consequences
of parental death during childhood in the past. By analyzing thousands of life
courses with quantitative statistical methods, I explore if parentally bereaved
individuals followed a different life course pattern in adolescence and young
adulthood than their non-bereaved counterparts.

1

2

Elisabeth Johanna Verhoef ’s course of life was earlier described in Kok and Mandemakers (2010).
One could call her HSN’s most favorite research person.
If it was, it would have been basically finished by mentioning that she got two more children and kept
living in Utrecht until January 1, 1931 when she passed away as a widow aged 75. Remarkably (and
irrelevantly), her death was the very first one reported in the city of Utrecht in 1931.
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Was Elisabeth Johanna Verhoef, who left the parental household early and
married late compared to her contemporaries (Bras, Liefbroer, and Elzinga 2010;
Kok 1997, 2014), a typical example of a parentally bereaved child? And were (half) orphans generally able to keep their social position such as Elisabeth Johanna
whose father and husband both worked as manual and medium-skilled workers?3
Roughly one quarter of Dutch children born in the period 1850-1879 had lost
at least one parent at the age of 15 (van Poppel, Schenk, and van Gaalen 2013)
which makes studying the consequences of parental death a relevant topic.
Family historians and historical demographers so far have mainly focused on
analyzing the short-term effects of parental loss on infant and child mortality. For
instance, several contributions to the volume When Dad Died: Individuals and
Families Coping with Distress in Past Societies edited by Derosas and Oris (2002)
found evidence for a dramatic increase in infant and child mortality following
the death of the mother in diverse regions such as the Central Netherlands,
northern Italy, and northeastern China (Beekink, van Poppel, and Liefbroer 2002;
Breschi and Manfredini 2002; Campbell and Lee 2002). These findings have been
largely confirmed by studies conducted ever since, also including other areas
such as Central Spain, northern Germany, and Quebec (Kok, Vandezande, and
Mandemakers 2011; Pavard et al. 2005; Reher and González-Quiñones 2003; van
Poppel and van Gaalen 2008; Willführ 2009). It is therefore well-established that
maternal death, and to a significantly smaller extent paternal death, had severe
short-term consequences for infant and child survival chances in pre-industrial
and industrializing societies (for a review see Sear and Mace 2008).
It is equally relevant, however, to study the medium- and long-term consequences
of parental death in childhood on behavior in adolescence and adulthood. In the
literature, parental death in pre-industrial and industrializing societies is generally
associated with distress, misery, and an overall decrease in living standards of the
affected families (Humphries 2010, pp. 63-83; Oris and Ochiai 2002). Parental
death in childhood has therefore been described as an indication of demographic
stress (Dribe 2003a) and it is perfectly possible that the exposure to demographic
stress does not only have fatal short-term consequences but might also have a
crucial impact on the later life course of the bereaved child. For instance, recent
research on the Netherlands in the period 1860-1930 demonstrates that maternal
death in childhood is associated with a strong negative effect on male conscripts’
height, which is regarded as a common indicator for nutritional intake and living
standards (Quanjer and Kok 2019). Accordingly, the present dissertation departs
from a life course perspective, which is based on the idea that no period of life can
be understood in isolation from experiences and transitions happening earlier in
the life course (Mortimer and Shanahan 2003).
3

According to HISCLASS, an international classification scheme of historical occupations
(van Leeuwen and Maas 2011)
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The life course perspective is a very relevant method for (historical) demography
as it studies the behavior of individual actors embedded in the context of
family, time, place, and societal constraints (Kok 2007). Early life in particular
is considered a very vulnerable life stage and the exposure to harmful events in
this period may therefore have a long-lasting impact on an individual’s later life
course (Quaranta 2013; van Dijk, Janssens, and Smith 2018). Thus, in the present
dissertation parental death is defined as the loss of a parent during childhood and
adolescence up until the age of 16.
The transition to adulthood is viewed as “an integral part of a biography that reflects
the early experiences of youth and also that shapes later life” (Shanahan 2000, p.
668). It is characterized by important life course events and is generally seen to
begin with leaving school and leaving the parental household and to end with first
marriage and the birth of the first child (Bras et al. 2010; Modell, Furstenberg,
and Hershberg 1974; Shanahan 2000). In my dissertation, I study three important
markers of the transition to adulthood in three empirical chapters: Leaving home
for the first time, entry into first marriage, and occupational position in young
adulthood. Leaving the parental home and entry into first marriage have been
chosen because they are associated with onset and termination of the transition
to adulthood. Furthermore, they are characterized by fundamental changes in an
individual’s household situation and are therefore described as crucial life course
events (Shanahan 2000). In Dutch society in the period of consideration, home
leavers mainly moved to other families to work as a life-cycle servant, for instance
as a farmhand or housemaid (Bras and Kok 2004). As pre-marital cohabitation
was socially inappropriate in the research period, the entry into first marriage
usually marked the establishment of an own nuclear household together with
the spouse (Kok 2014). Elisabeth Johanna Verhoef ’s life history serves as a good
example for the typical changes in household composition caused by leaving the
parental home and entering a marital union.
In addition, occupational position in young adulthood deserves attention
because socioeconomic status today as in the past is an important determinant
for opportunities and restrictions over the life course. It is therefore an valuable
topic to study if parental loss is associated with a decline in socioeconomic
position in adulthood and if inequalities in childhood persist over the life course,
especially given the historical context characterized by structural labor market
transformations and increasing opportunities for upward mobility (van Zanden
and van Riel 2004, p. 320). As suggested in the title, my dissertation therefore aims
to gain knowledge about the relationship between demographic stress in early life
and the subsequent transition to adulthood.

11
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A study of the effects of parental death on the diverse markers of the transition
to adulthood is incomplete without proper knowledge of the immediate
consequences of parental death on the family level and how the family members,
and predominantly the widowed spouse, deal with the absence of the deceased
parent and partner. In the first empirical chapter of this dissertation, and preceding
the chapters related to the transition to adulthood, I therefore examine changing
family dynamics following parental loss. In this context, family dynamics firstly
refer to changes in household composition caused by family dissolution and
parental remarriage, and secondly to the out-migration of the entire household
unit to another municipality. This allows me to gain an insight into the direct
effects of parental death and how these in turn might contribute to potential
differences observed between parentally bereaved children and their nonbereaved counterparts. This dissertation therefore contributes to research on the
coping strategies and resilience of vulnerable families in times of the absence of
nationally organized social welfare systems (de Regt 1984, pp. 143-174).
Given these considerations, the overarching research question of my dissertation
can be stated as follows:
How do individuals respond to parental death in the family
and how does this potential threat to their well-being affect
children’s transition to adulthood?
More specifically, I pose four different sub questions that are answered empirically
in the four main chapters of the dissertation. The first sub question deals with the
first part of the overarching research question, whereas the remaining three sub
questions are related to its second part.
A
B
C
D

How did family dynamics change in response to parental death in terms of
remarriage, family dissolution, and out-migration?
Did parentally bereaved children show different patterns of first leaving home
compared to their non-bereaved counterparts?
Did parentally bereaved children demonstrate different first marriage
patterns compared to their non-bereaved counterparts?
Did parentally bereaved children obtain a lower socioeconomic position in
young adulthood compared to their non-bereaved counterparts?

As it is expected that various forms of parental death have different consequences
for the affected child, the sub questions are additionally answered with regard
to moderating variables such as the sex of the deceased parent, the child’s age
at bereavement, and the entry of step-parents. Including these variables and
studying their effects in detail is an important feature of my dissertation, which
eventually allows me to identify the circumstances under which parental death
was most harmful and disruptive. Earlier historical research has predominantly

Dealing with Demographic Stress in Childhood

focused on the father’s death, as exemplified by the title of the volume When Dad
Died mentioned earlier, but my dissertation considers both maternal and paternal
death as well as the entry of stepparents. Moreover, in contrast to most previous
research on historical populations which focused on infancy and early childhood,
my dissertation examines the entire childhood period and analyzes not one but
many aspects of the transition to adulthood. This enables me to gain a greater
insight into the medium- and long-term impact of vulnerability in childhood.
All in all, studying the resilience strategies of society’s vulnerable individuals and
the impact of parental death on the transition to adulthood in the Netherlands
in the period 1850-1940 is a research topic interesting to life course sociologists,
(historical) demographers, family historians, social historians, and to those who
are generally interested in the well-being of children.
The remainder of this introductory chapter is devoted to the theoretical
framework, the historical context, and the description of the data and methods.
The theoretical framework deals with the life course approach and with the
pathways that link family structure in childhood with child outcomes in later life.
Moreover, I argue that parental death in the past was to a certain extent randomly
distributed across the population and therefore provides a relatively unbiased
estimate of the consequences of parental absence in childhood. In the historical
context section, I describe childhood and the transition to adulthood in the
Netherlands in the second half of the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth
century as well as the social and institutional consequences of parental death. In
the data section, details on the Historical Sample of the Netherlands (HSN), the
longitudinal dataset used in this dissertation, are given. In addition, I provide
information about event-history analysis and the ordinary least square (OLS)
model, the main statistical methods used in my doctoral thesis. The introductory
chapter concludes with an outline of the dissertation’s four empirical chapters.

1.2		 Theoretical framework
The theoretical framework starts with a description of the life course approach.
Thereafter, I discuss the current state of research regarding the theoretical pathways
between family structure in childhood (including parental death and parental
divorce) and child outcomes in adolescence and young adulthood. Finally, I claim
that parental death in the past can be seen as a natural experiment because it was
randomly distributed across the study population.
1.2.1		 The life course approach
The life course approach is based on the scientific study of individual lives and
departs from the idea that life courses cannot be understood in isolation from
people’s past experiences (Kok 2007; Mortimer and Shanahan 2003). It is therefore
the ideal approach to a demographic study examining the effects of childhood
conditions on the transition to adulthood. In line with earlier research, the idea

13
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of the life course in the present dissertation is defined as a sequence of states held
by a person in the course of time (Liefbroer and Dykstra 2000, p. 20). States are
the first important concept of the life course approach and are described as a
position occupied by an individual at a certain moment of life. Examples of states
are ‘living at parental home’ or ‘being unemployed’. The second important concept
of life course research are events, which are defined as transitions from one state
to another. The event ‘leaving parental home’, for instance, indicates the transition
from the state ‘living at parental home’ to the state ‘living alone’ or the state ‘living
with a partner’. The concepts of states and events are therefore intrinsically tied to
each other (Liefbroer and Dykstra 2000, pp. 19-22).
Life course research deals with several questions arising around the concepts of
states and events, for example regarding the timing and occurrence of certain
events, the sequencing of events, and the duration of states (Liefbroer and Dykstra
2000, pp. 20-22). Especially the timing of events is a prominent topic among life
course researchers. To give an example, a huge body of literature studies at what
age children leave the parental home for the first time and how this decision is
determined by individual, familial, and societal characteristics (Blaauboer and
Mulder 2010; Bras and Kok 2004; Goldscheider and Goldscheider 1998), historical
time (Dribe and Stanfors 2005), and place (Mencarini, Meroni, and Pronzato
2012; Raab 2017). In accordance with this line of research, my dissertation deals
predominantly with the timing of life course events, including the timing of first
home leaving and of first marriage. Nevertheless, it is important to mention in
this context that other fields of life course research have been established as well.
These study among others the sequencing of demographic events, for instance if
parenthood before marriage becomes increasingly more widespread and who the
forerunners of this phenomenon are (Billari and Liefbroer 2010), and the duration
of states, for example how the duration of unemployment affects life satisfaction
(Hahn et al. 2015).
A central assumption of the life course approach claims that changes in the personal
environment alter the life course of individuals (Hogan and Goldscheider 2003).
Changes could for example be caused by external factors such as economic crises,
wars, epidemics and other dramatic historical events (Elder 1974; Hareven 1982;
Quaranta 2013; Shanahan 2000). For example, in his pioneering work Children
of the Great Depression: Social Change in Life Experience, Glen Elder (1974)
contrasted the life courses of US-children whose families experienced a sharp
decline in income during the Great Depression of the 1930s with children whose
families were less affected financially. This enabled him to show how childhood
experiences of deprivation caused by a severe economic crisis had an impact on
the children’s later course of life.
However, it is obviously not only large-scale and macro-economic events that
shape an individual’s life. Dramatic changes and experiences occurring within the
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smaller scope of the family can also have a long-lasting and potentially disruptive
impact on children’s course of life (McLanahan and Percheski 2008; McLanahan,
Tach, and Schneider 2013). Parental death and divorce in early life involve such a
dramatic change on the household level, and the following section is devoted to
the mechanisms linking these changes with child outcomes in adolescence and
adulthood.
1.2.2		 The link between family structure and the transition to adulthood
Researchers studying the role of the family structure across contemporary Western
populations mainly focus on the impact of divorce and single motherhood as
only very few individuals in today’s developed societies experience the death
of a parent during childhood (van Poppel et al. 2013). Thanks to a large body
of empirical literature, links between the experience of parental dissolution in
childhood and the transition to adulthood are now well-established. Children
who do not grow up with both biological parents generally perform somewhat
worse during adolescence and adulthood than those who do when it comes to
indicators of psychological well-being, educational attainment, and labor market
outcomes (Amato 2010; Härkönen, Bernardi, and Boertien 2017; McLanahan and
Percheski 2008; McLanahan et al. 2013). Moreover, children of divorced parents
and those who are only living with their biological mothers differ significantly
in demographic behavior as they engage earlier in sexual activities, reproduce
earlier, and leave the parental home at younger ages (Blaauboer and Mulder 2010;
Ellis et al. 2003; Quinlan 2003; Sheppard and Sear 2012; L. van den Berg, Kalmijn,
and Leopold 2018). This demographic behavior itself is concerning because early
home-leaving and early childbearing may interfere with educational attainment
(McLanahan and Percheski 2008). In addition, children who were confronted
with parental divorce are also more likely to experience divorce themselves as
adults (Dronkers and Härkönen 2008; Härkönen et al. 2017; Kiernan and Cherlin
1999). This shows that changes in the family structure during childhood and the
stress associated with these changes have a considerable impact on children’s life
courses in general and their transition to adulthood in particular.
After having shown that family structure is associated with the transition to
adulthood, it is important to identify the mechanism behind this relationship.
According to McLanahan and Percheski (2008), the impact of family structure on
child outcomes operates through two major pathways: 1) parental resources such as
income or mother’s mental health, and 2) parenting quality (see Figure 1.1).
Growing up in a divorced or single-mother family or experiencing the loss of a
parent has negative consequences on the short-term and long-term well-being of
children because these family structures are associated with a reduction in parental
resources which in turn reduce parenting quality. Previous literature indicates indeed
that divorced and single mothers are economically disadvantaged and have a higher
risk to develop mental health problems compared to their married counterparts, two
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Family Structure

Parental
Resources

Parenting

Child Outcomes

Figure 1.1 Simplified pathway between family structure and child outcomes
(McLanahan and Percheski 2008)

factors which in turn are associated with lower levels of parenting and negative child
outcomes (McLanahan and Percheski 2008, pp. 267-269). Obviously, Figure 1.1 is a
simplified model and does not take factors such as parental remarriage and the child’s
age at divorce/bereavement into account, which may alleviate or exacerbate the effect
of parental divorce. Nevertheless, it serves as a good starting point to identify the
pathways linking parental death in the past with the children’s transition to adulthood.
As a matter of fact, the pathway between parental divorce in contemporary Western
societies and child outcomes is not easily applicable to parental death and its
consequences in the past as experiencing divorce and parental loss may have very
different consequences on the affected children (see for instance Hetherington
1972). In the following, I therefore develop an alternative framework for parental
death in historical populations to identify the mechanisms behind the loss of a
parent and how it may affect the transition to adulthood. I base this alternative
approach on the structural differences in allocation of tasks between husband and
wife regarding labor market participation, domestic work, and childcare.
In the Netherlands during the study period, husbands were largely responsible for
the financial well-being of the family. The main task of married women, on the
contrary, was domestic work and particularly childcare (de Regt 1984, pp. 60-61;
Pott-Buter 1993, pp. 189-190). Influential Christian ideologists, politicians, and
labor unions regarded the housewife as an ideal and lobbied, even up until the
1930s, for a law to ban or restrict married women’s employment (de Regt 1984,
pp. 61-64; Stuurman 1983, pp. 232-234). Such laws were never introduced but
research on the Netherlands strongly indicates nonetheless that most women left
the labor market upon marriage or upon the first birth (van Poppel, van Dalen,
and Walhout 2009; Walhout and van Poppel 2003). This was also observed in the
case of Elisabeth Johanna Verhoef who was recorded without a job on the birth
certificate of her first child. Labor force participation rates of married women in
the Netherlands in the nineteenth century were therefore extremely low, even
lower compared to other European countries such as France, Denmark, Finland
or Germany (Pfau-Effinger 2004; Pott-Buter 1993, pp. 197-203).4

4

Pott-Buter (1993, p. 201) estimates that only 8% of married women of working age in the
Netherlands in 1910 contributed to the labor force. Corresponding numbers for Denmark
and Germany were 24% and 26%.
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This is not to say that married women did not contribute to the household income
at all. There is strong evidence that women’s economic activity was systematically
under-recorded in historical censuses on which earlier research was based (Boter
2017; Janssens 2014, pp. 112-114; Schmidt and van Nederveen Meerkerk 2012;
van Nederveen Meerkerk and Paping 2014). Especially in rural areas, for instance,
married women and their adolescent daughters played an important role in the
household economy (Mönkediek, Kok, and Mandemakers 2016; Schmidt and van
Nederveen Meerkerk 2012). Depending on the structure of the local labor market,
married women were also sometimes working in factories (de Regt 1984, pp. 5660; Janssens 2014, pp. 111-112) and combined different types of work to provide
additional household income (Boter 2017). Nevertheless, cleaning, cooking, and
childcare were regarded as the duties and responsibilities of the mother, and
fathers in all social classes did not deal with domestic work (de Regt 1984, p.
55). Given these considerations, it is in my opinion a valid generalization that
historical demographers typically associate the father’s death in pre-industrial
and industrializing society with a decline in economic stability and lower living
standards for the remaining family members. Maternal death, however, is related
to the loss of housekeeping in general and of childcare in particular (Dribe, Lundh,
and Nystedt 2007; van Poppel 1995).
Based on the assumption that fathers were mainly responsible for the generation of
income and mothers predominantly for childcare, I introduce a historical model
of the impact of parental death on child outcomes, which takes the framework
offered by McLanahan and Percheski (2008) as a starting point. The simplified
pathways are depicted in Figure 1.2. According to this figure, paternal death affects
child outcomes (and the transition to adulthood) through decreasing economic
resources, whereas maternal death operates through a decline in parenting and
childcare. It is perfectly possible that a reduction in economic resources also
affects the levels of childcare negatively (because the widowed mother has to work
full-time to earn the family’s living) and vice versa, but this cannot be tested with
the historical data at hand.

Paternal death

Economic
Resources
Child Outcomes

Maternal death

Parenting;
childcare

Figure 1.2 Simplified pathways between parental death and child outcomes in the past
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In contrast to the framework proposed by McLanahan and Percheski (2008), I
do not address parents’ parenting quality because earlier research indicates that
parents in the past generally did not have time and knowledge to pay much
attention to the mental health and non-physical needs of their children (de Regt
1984, pp. 114-119). As in the case of contemporary society, the child’s age at
bereavement and the entry of stepparents may function as moderating factors
that attenuate or aggravate the consequences of maternal and paternal death.
Therefore, in this thesis I investigate not only the consequences of demographic
stress caused by parental death but also the effects of these moderating factors.
1.2.3		 Is parental death a natural experiment?
This probably sounds like a strange question for someone not familiar with the
terminology. Essentially, this section deals with uncertainties regarding the causal
inference of statistically significant results. Or to put it differently, assuming that I
find a significant association between parental death and a certain child outcome,
can I confidently claim that parental death causes this association? Or are there
other underlying factors (so-called confounders) which cause both higher parental
mortality risk and the respective child outcome?
Before I explain the concept of a natural experiment, however, it is necessary
to first introduce what is meant by a randomized controlled experiment.
Randomized controlled experiments are typically used in medical trials to test for
the efficacy of a newly developed drug. Such experiments are firstly characterized
by the comparison of a treatment group (which receives the drug) with a control
group that is not treated.5 Second, trial subjects are randomly assigned to the
treatment group and the control group, which ensures that both groups only differ
with regard to the treatment. Third, the entire process occurs under the control
of the researcher. Thanks to their unbiased estimates, randomized controlled
experiments enable researchers to draw causal inferences with regard to the
efficacy of a specific treatment (Dunning 2008).
In contrast to medical researchers, social scientists are not in the position to apply
randomized controlled experiments because the application of the treatment is
not under their control and, very importantly, because they cannot assign research
persons to treatment and control groups at random. It is for instance impossible
(both from a practical and an ethical point of view) to allocate individuals
randomly to a certain exposure such as smoking or the experience of parental
death. The lack of randomization makes it therefore complicated to draw causal
inferences from observational studies typically used by social scientists (Dunning
2008). To give a concrete example, I discussed earlier that divorce is associated
with negative child outcomes, but it remains unclear if divorce also causes these
outcomes. Unmeasured confounders such as low parental interpersonal skills,
5

Sometimes also a third group is formed that receives a placebo.
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for instance, may increase the risk of divorce as well as the risk of negative child
outcomes. Therefore, finding an association between parental divorce and reduced
child well-being in an observational study does not necessarily mean that divorce
is really causing these outcomes (McLanahan and Percheski 2008).
To overcome the problem of non-random assignment and self-selection
into the treatment group, social scientists are in search of so-called natural
experiments. Natural experiments are essentially observational studies, but they
are characterized by the claim that the assignment of the research subjects to the
treatment is “as if ” random (Dunning 2008). A prominent example of a natural
experiment is the military draft lottery. Angrist (1990) used the randomly assigned
military drafts in the United States in the 1970s to estimate the causal effect of
Vietnam veteran status on civilian earnings. Thanks to this natural experiment, he
discovered that the earnings of white veterans (the randomly assigned treatment
group) were around 15 percent lower compared to white men in the non-veteran
control group. The randomly assigned drafts allowed him to draw causal inference
because individuals did not self-select into the treatment group.
In their literature review on the impact of family structure on child outcomes,
McLanahan and Percheski (2008) argue that parental death can be regarded as a
natural experiment because death is more likely than divorce to be a random event.
Accordingly, they argue that the “negative impact of parental death on children’s
outcomes is probably the strongest evidence we have to date that father absence
reduces child well-being” (p. 267). This view has been criticized by Amato and
Anthony (2014) who argue that parents might “self-select” into death by suicide or
drug abuse and that parental death is therefore not randomly distributed across the
population. Accordingly, unobserved characteristics such as poor parental mental
health or alcoholism could be accountable for both untimely parental death and
reduced child well-being. This undermines the argument that premature parental
death can be regarded as a natural experiment (see also McLanahan et al. 2013).
Nevertheless, even Amato and Anthony (2014, p. 372) acknowledge that “it is
reasonable to assume that most deaths among parents with dependent children
are due to unexpected and unpredictable circumstances”.6 This was even more
so in the nineteenth century when infectious diseases accounted for the large
majority of adulthood deaths (Bengtsson 2002; Wolleswinkel-van den Bosch et
al. 1998) and when ‘purchasing’ health was much more complicated compared to
contemporary society.7 Therefore, I argue that death in the nineteenth-century
6

7

Indeed, in a recent study on contemporary Sweden it has been shown that 60% of the paternal deaths and
75% of the maternal deaths were not due to external causes or substance abuse (Rostila et al. 2016).
Research indicates that wealthier people in nineteenth century Europe did not have a higher life
expectancy than poorer individuals (Bengtsson and van Poppel 2011; Mourits 2017; Schenk and van
Poppel 2011), but see van Poppel et al. (2009) for the opposite view. In contemporary society, however,
social class inequalities in mortality are now well-established and unquestioned (Elo 2009).
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Netherlands was to a large degree beyond the parent’s control and occurred
“as if ” randomly. Accordingly, in line with McLanahan and Percheski (2008) I
claim that I am measuring the causal effects of parental death in this dissertation.
Nevertheless, one has to keep in mind that parents of older ages at childbirth had a
higher mortality risk than younger parents, which means that my research sample
may be biased towards older parents at childbirth.
Parental death additionally serves as a natural experiment when it comes to the
sex of the deceased parent. As will be shown in the empirical chapters of this
dissertation, losing a father prematurely was approximately as common as losing
a mother. This allows me to investigate both the causal effect of paternal and
maternal absence. Research studying divorce is usually not able to examine the
consequences of maternal absence because children of divorced parents typically
stay with their mothers (de Graaf and Kalmijn 2000; Spruijt and Kormos 2010,
pp. 36-37). Moreover, fathers staying with their children after divorce may
do so because of their high-quality parenting skills, which makes them a very
selected and biased group. Identifying causal effects with regard to the presence of
stepparents in the current thesis is for the very same reason more difficult because
remarrying parents may have specific unobservable characteristics that also
influence their children’s transition to adulthood in a certain way. In the case of
stepparents, I therefore prefer to talk about associations instead of causal effects.

1.3		 Historical context
Life courses cannot be studied in isolation from historical time and place, which
provide opportunities and at the same time impose constraints. In this section, I
therefore describe the historical context of the Netherlands in the study period
with respect to childhood and the transition to adulthood. Moreover, I give an
overview of the social and institutional consequences of untimely parental death
in terms of guardianship of minor children, inheritance systems, and access to
poor relief.
1.3.1		 Childhood and the transition to adulthood
Most children born in the Netherlands in the study period grew up in nuclear
households, which are characterized by the presence of parents and (in most cases)
siblings. The presence of other family members such as grandparents, uncles,
and aunts defines a household as extended. Nuclear households were the typical
household setting because Dutch couples traditionally formed an independent
household upon marriage (Kok et al. 2011). This was particularly practiced in
the northern and western provinces where less than 15% of the children were
born in extended families. Growing up in extended families was more usual in the
eastern and southern provinces, but even there it is estimated that more than 70%
of children grew up in a nuclear family setting (Kok et al. 2011).
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Children born in the period under consideration had a large risk of dying in
infancy (before the age of one) or in early childhood between the ages of one
and five. Especially differences in infant mortality varied strongly within the
Netherlands. In the middle of the nineteenth century, infant mortality rates in
the coastal province of Zeeland and the central province of Utrecht exceeded
20%, whereas the infant mortality rate in the northern province of Friesland was
below 15%. After 1860, infant mortality in Zeeland decreased sharply and Utrecht
followed after 1880. As a result, regional differences in infant and childhood
mortality were smaller in the beginning of the twentieth century when the infant
mortality rate in Zeeland and Utrecht had decreased to around 15% and in
Friesland to around 10%. Child mortality rates across the Netherlands generally
fluctuated around 10% in the second half of the nineteenth century, but decreased
considerably in the beginning of the twentieth century (van Poppel, Jonker, and
Mandemakers 2005).
For those who survived infancy and early childhood, primary education typically
started at age six and took around six years. Even though primary education
did not become compulsory before 1901, the majority of children was already
enrolled in school during the second half of the nineteenth century (Dasberg and
Jansing 1978).8 In the nineteenth century, however, non-attendance of children
was a common problem for teachers (de Regt 2004). Especially working-class girls
were kept at home regularly to perform duties in the household and children of
farmers missed school on a regular basis during harvest season when their work
was needed on the fields (de Regt 2004; Schenkeveld 2008). In addition, children
often had to perform work after and before their school lessons, which shows that
school children were expected to assist with housekeeping and also to earn money
to contribute to the household income (Schenkeveld 2008).
In the 1850s and 1860s, there were no regulations prohibiting or controlling
children’s work. In 1874, a first law was introduced banning child labor below
age 12 in mines and factories. As this law was frequently violated by employers
and parents who were dependent on their children’s wages, another law was
implemented in 1889 which additionally included the creation of an inspectorate
to monitor compliance with its regulations (de Regt 2004). As a consequence,
child labor in factories and workshops below age 12 decreased strongly in the
end of the nineteenth century. Agricultural work, however, was explicitly exempt
from the newly introduced ban on child labor (Schenkeveld 2008) and only the
introduction of compulsory education in the beginning of the twentieth century
put an end to the full-time employment of young children in agriculture (de
8

Dasberg and Jansing (1978, p.15) estimate for instance that 19.5% of boys and 28% of girls between the
ages six and twelve were not enrolled in school in 1862. The corresponding percentages for 1895 were
8.5% for boys and 10.5% for girls (p.48). After the introduction of compulsory schooling in 1901, the
percentages further decreased to 4.5% and 6.5% (p.73).
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Regt 2004). Another explanation for the decrease in child labor in the end of
the nineteenth century is related to the fact that large parts of the Netherlands
experienced industrialization, strong economic development, and tremendous
labor market changes from around 1860 onwards (van Zanden and van Riel 2004,
pp. 263-330). These developments were associated with strong increases in real
wages and higher demand for educated occupations in the end of the nineteenth
century, which increased workers’ living standards and decreased working-class
families’ dependency on their children’s earnings. Consequently, children were to
a smaller extent seen as a source of income and sending them to school was more
and more regarded as an attractive alternative to child labor (van Zanden and van
Riel 2004, pp. 323-326).
Nevertheless, many parents saw their adolescent children’s higher incomes as a
welcome source of earnings (Bras and Kok 2004). This implied that most children
left school after primary education and started working full-time around the ages
of 12-14. Even in 1918, for instance, only 29.8% of boys and 15.9% of girls between
the ages 12 and 17 were recorded as enrolled in further education (de Regt 1984,
p. 120). In general, parents had an important say in their children’s labor market
entry and individual preferences of the children were mostly subordinated to the
family’s interests (Bras and Kok 2004; Dribe 2000, pp. 81-87; Hareven 1982, ch.
7). Parents often decided to send their working-age children to other households
that looked for farm hands or civil servants where they usually worked on a yearly
basis (Kok 1997). This pattern is referred to as life-cycle service and was very
common all over northwestern Europe in the nineteenth century (Hajnal 1983;
Laslett 1977; van Poppel, Oris, and Lee 2004). Remarkably, even adolescent and
adult children who did not live at the parental home any longer were sometimes
expected to hand over a considerable amount of their wage to their parents,
which symbolizes the power relations between parents and offspring at that time.
Children’s income was especially important to working class families in order to
obtain a sufficient standard of living (Bras and Kok 2004; de Regt 2004).
Adults were able to leave life-cycle service once they had accumulated enough
savings to fulfill the next step on the transition to adulthood, namely marriage.
The tradition of establishing an own nuclear household implied that children had
to defer marriage for quite some time. Marriage in northwestern Europe in the
study period was therefore characterized by high ages at first union and a large
proportion of never-marrying individuals, which is typically described as the
European marriage pattern (de Moor and van Zanden 2010; Dribe, Manfredini,
and Oris 2014; Hajnal 1965, 1982). It is estimated that the average age at first
marriage in the Netherlands in the nineteenth century was around 27.5 years for
males and 25.5 years for females, and decreased slightly among people born in the
first half of the twentieth century (Kok 2014; van Poppel 1992, pp. 21-22). As in
the case of Elisabeth Johanna Verhoef, marriage was often very quickly followed
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by childbirth, which is regarded as the final marker of the transition to adulthood
(Shanahan 2000).
The four graphs in Figure 1.3 nicely illustrate the transition to adulthood of
women (upper part) and men (lower part) born between 1850 and 1905 who
survived until age 16.9 The age of the research persons (ages 16 to 35) is reported
on the horizontal axis of the graphs and the share of individuals in a certain life
course state, which are symbolized by colors, is shown on the y-axis. The upper
left graph shows the aggregated life courses of 2,231 women born in the period
1850-1879. Around 90% of the women were still living in the parental household
at age 16, but this share decreased to around 10% at age 35. From around the
age of 20 onwards, the percentage of married women increased gradually, and
this was closely followed by the birth of children. At age 35, around 40% of the
women born between 1850 and 1879 had already given birth to three or more
children. Interestingly, the life courses of women born in the later period (18801905) look very similar with regard to the age at leaving home and the age at
marriage. However, the smaller share of women with three or more children at
age 35 reflects the beginning of the fertility decline. In a similar fashion, the lower
share of deceased individuals indicates the decline in adulthood mortality in the
end of the nineteenth century (Wolleswinkel-van den Bosch et al. 1998). Fertility
and mortality decline are also observed for the male individuals in the lower part
of Figure 1.3. Comparing the female to the male graphs reveals that male life
courses are shifted to the right, meaning that leaving the parental home, entering
marriage, and entering parenthood occurred considerably later among the male
population. As in the case of female life courses, there are no explicit changes in
age at leaving home and age at marriage over time.
Figure 1.3 reflects population averages but conceals differences within the
population. This means that individual life courses did not only differ by gender
and birth cohort as indicated here, but also with regard to social class, religious
denomination, and place of residence (Bras et al. 2010). Previous research shows
that young couples largely followed the norms of their own social group with
regard to appropriate demographic behavior (Engelen and Kok 2002; Janssens
2014, pp.123-125). As a consequence, working-class individuals married for
instance considerably earlier compared to children of farmers and the elite (van
Poppel and Nelissen 1999). Differences in marriage age have also been found
with regard to religion. Compared to liberal Protestants, members of the Catholic
Church and orthodox Protestants married later because they were opposed to
modern practices of birth control and therefore relied on marriage restraint as
a traditional method to limit family size (van Bavel and Kok 2005). In addition,
9

Figure 3 only shows the life courses of HSN research persons continuously observed between the ages 16
and 35. As the most important source of the HSN, the population register, was replaced in 1940, research
persons born after 1905 are not included in Figure 3.
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Figure 1.3 Life courses of men and women born in the periods 1850-1879 and 1880-1905

Dealing with Demographic Stress in Childhood

there were considerable cultural and social differences in marriage behavior
between urban and rural areas (Störmer et al. 2017). These important contextual
and family-level factors are discussed in more detail in the empirical chapters of
the dissertation.
In summary, for the majority of children in the Netherlands in the period under
consideration, the transition to adulthood started very early with the exit from
school and the entry into the labor market at around the ages 12-14. From this age
onwards, children increasingly left the parental household in order to perform
work as life-cycle servants. After having accumulated sufficient resources, couples
entered marriage and established their own nuclear household, which was quickly
followed by the birth of the first children. Most individuals in the Netherlands in
the study period had therefore finished their transition to adulthood by age 30 (Bras
et al. 2010). Other pathways into adulthood such as premarital births occurred
only very exceptionally and new pathways such as premarital cohabitation had
not yet emerged as they were not in line with the cultural norms of the time.
1.3.2		 Parental death and its consequences
As mentioned before, experiencing parental death during childhood was not
uncommon in the Netherlands in the second half of the nineteenth and the
beginning of the twentieth century. Van Poppel and colleagues (2013) estimated
the percentage of Dutch children that had experienced parental mortality in the
last 150 years. Over 10% of children born between 1850 and 1879 had lost a mother
and/or father at the age of 7 and nearly one out of four had experienced parental
loss by the age of 15. This percentage decreased over time due to lower parental
mortality risk, which declined especially from 1880 onwards (Wolleswinkel-van
den Bosch et al. 1998). Nevertheless, nearly 6% of children born between 1900
and 1922 faced parental loss at the age of 7 and over 13% at the age of 15. For
comparison, in the latest birth cohorts for which information is available, 1975 to
1985, the proportions are 1% and 3%, respectively.
According to the Dutch Civil Code (Burgerlijk Wetboek), the father was by default
regarded as the guardian (voogd) of his minor biological children.10 After the
father’s untimely death, the mother was automatically appointed as the main
guardian of her minor children. Moreover, after the death of a parent a co-guardian
(toeziende voogd) was appointed and the Civil Code specified that only men were
to be selected as co-guardians. A co-guardian functioned as a supervisor of the
main guardian’s tasks and monitored if the interests of the minor children were
represented well and with integrity. As in the French case described by Brunet
(2011), the co-guardians in the Netherlands were not obliged to be engaged in the
daily upbringing of the minor children.
10

Children under the age of 23 were regarded as minors before 1905. In 1905, the age boundary was reduced
to 21 years.
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The death of a family member is obviously closely related to questions of
inheritance. Especially among farming communities, the regional inheritance
system can play an important role in the transition to adulthood (Head-König
and Pozsgai 2012). Accordingly, previous research on the Netherlands showed
that particularly children’s marriage behavior was affected by local inheritance
practices (Störmer et al. 2017; Suanet and Bras 2010). According to the Dutch
Civil Code, only one single inheritance system was to be enforced in the whole of
the country: partible inheritance, which is characterized by an equal distribution
of property among all biological children, regardless of gender and parity (Suanet
and Bras 2010). Nevertheless, in the eastern parts of the country an alternative
system called impartible inheritance was widely practiced (Klep 2011, pp. 39-40).
Under the impartible inheritance regime, property and land were allocated to one
single heir only (Bras and Kok 2004). The remaining children were compensated
financially and were allowed to stay at the farm as long as they were unmarried.
Due to these cultural differences, it is important to also control for region of
residence and individual migration in the empirical analysis.
As mentioned earlier, in most cases parental death resulted in demographic stress,
a decline in living standards and an elevated poverty risk of the entire family unit
(Humphries 2010, pp. 63-83; Oris and Ochiai 2002; van Poppel 1995). Parental
death therefore led to a greater demand for poor relief and support. Poor relief in
the Netherlands in the entire period of consideration, however, was not the task of
the state, but was organized by municipal and most notably Christian poor relief
institutions (van Leeuwen 1998). Moreover, in the second half of the nineteenth
century, private poor relief organizations developed in the bigger Dutch cities (van
Leeuwen 1998; van Loo 1981, pp. 65-80) and also widows’ funds and insurances
appeared on a small scale (van Poppel 1995). Generally speaking, Dutch society
regarded it as a duty to support vulnerable widows and their families and widowed
mothers with minor children were therefore seen as the main target group of
locally organized poor relief institutions (Schmidt 2007). Widowed fathers,
however, were usually not eligible to receive benefits from poor relief, which once
again reveals the existence of gender differences in the Netherlands in the period
under consideration.

1.4		 Data and methods
1.4.1		 Data - The Historical Sample of the Netherlands
The Historical Sample of the Netherlands (HSN) 2010.01 release forms the basis
of my dissertation. It is built on Dutch birth, marriage, and death certificates (socalled civil certificates) as well as population registers. The HSN contains detailed
information of a random sample of around 0.5% of the population born in the
whole of the Netherlands between 1850 and 1922. This amounts to around 19,000
male and 18,000 female research persons whose life courses are in the focus of my
dissertation.
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Birth certificates of the entire population were used to select the HSN sample
randomly. The sampling procedure ensured that only one person per household
would be selected as a research person, which implies that observations are not
clustered within households. Figure 1.4 shows the birth certificate of Elisabeth
Johanna Verhoef ’s first child, a girl named Helena Jacoba. As can be seen, birth
certificates included the names, occupations, ages, and the address of the parents
as well as the sex, birth date, and name of the newborn child. Usually the child’s
father reported the birth and his literacy can be derived from his ability to sign
the certificate.
Figure 1.5 depicts the marriage certificate of Elisabeth Johanna Verhoef and
Gerardus Jacobus van Zwol, an example of the second important civil certificate
used in my dissertation. Marriage certificates were signed on the wedding day
itself and contained information about the marriage date and the occupations,
ages, places of birth and places of residence of both the groom and the bride.
Moreover, the names of their parents were registered, and provided the parents
were still alive, also their occupations. The signatures of the bride, the groom, and
the witnesses can be seen in the bottom of the certificate.
The core source of the HSN is the population register, which was introduced
throughout the country in 1850. Its main purpose was to serve as a basis for the
franchise and to facilitate the system of poor relief and conscription (Mandemakers
2002). Figure 1.6 shows the left and the right page of the population register when
15-year-old Elisabeth Johanna Verhoef was residing at her uncle’s household in
Schiedam. Information about each individual living in the household is recorded
in one row, with the head of the household (typically the husband) on the top,
followed by his wife, the children, and the other members of the household.
Information about Elisabeth Johanna Verhoef was registered on the sixth row.
Following the order of the columns, population registers contained individual
information about the last name, first name, sex, the relation to the household
head, date of birth, place of birth, civil status, religion, occupation, address of the
household, date of household entry, earlier place of residence, date of household
exit, migration destination, and date of death. The population register therefore
“combines census listings with civil registration in an already linked format for the
entire population” (Mandemakers 2002, p.89).
As information about the date of household exit and the migration destination
was recorded on the population registers, the research persons’ migration
behavior can be followed within the entire country. Moreover, thanks to the
population registers it is possible to identify the research persons’ religion and,
more importantly, the age at leaving the parental household for the first time.
This information is not available in datasets based on civil certificates. Population
registers remained in use until the end of the 1930s when they got replaced by
personal cards that did not contain detailed information about the family unit any
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longer. The availability of the population registers therefore defines the research
period of my dissertation, which starts in 1850 and ends in 1940. Only in Chapter
5 marriage certificates for the period 1940-1952 are used as well.
The HSN data are stored in separate files that contain information from the birth
certificates, marriage certificates, and population registers, respectively. HSN
research persons have unique identifiers that allow researchers to link individuallevel information from the different sources. Variables of interest are generally
not available in the HSN but have to be created by the researchers themselves. For
instance, the birth certificate file contains information about the father’s ability
to sign his newborn’s birth certificate and this information allows researchers to
construct a variable that indicates if the father was illiterate or not. With the help
of a data file provided by Mandemakers et al. (2013), the occupational titles stored
in the HSN can be easily coded into occupational classifications such as HISCO,
HISCLASS, and HISCAM, which are described in detail in the empirical chapters.
1.4.2		Methods
In my dissertation, I employ quantitative methods to analyze the effects of parental
death during childhood on the individual life course. According to Kok (2007),
event-history analysis (also called survival analysis) is the statistical method most
appropriate to study the life course and this method is employed in the first three
empirical chapters of my dissertation. Event-history models analyze the timing
and occurrence of a specific event such as migration, first leaving home, or first
marriage. The dependent variable in event-history models is the hazard rate,

Figure 1.4 Example of a birth certificate
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Figure 1.5 Example of a marriage certificate
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Figure 1.6 Example of a population register (left and right page)

Figure 1.6 Example of a population register (left and right page)

1.4.2 Methods
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dissertation, this is for instance important when the presence of stepparents is
studied that enter the child’s household after the death of a parent. An additional
advantage is the inclusion of individuals that are lost from observation before
they experience the event of interest, for example due to out-migration. In eventhistory analysis, these censored individuals contribute to the study population up
until the moment they are lost from observation (Mills 2011, p. 11).
In my dissertation, I apply a specific type of event-history analysis: the Cox
proportional hazards model (Cox 1972; Mills 2011, pp. 86-113). This model is
the most commonly used approach and is ideal when the main research interest
is to obtain relative risks of covariates (such as parental death) with regard to
the timing of a certain event. Equation 1 gives the hazard function at time t for
individual j with the covariate vector Xj and the regression coefficients βx. The Cox
proportional hazard model is divided in a baseline hazard h0 (t) and a covariate
effect exp(Xj βx). The covariate effect is calculated under the assumption of
proportionality over time and shifts the baseline hazard function multiplicatively.
h(t|Xj ) = h0 (t) exp(Xj βx)
Equation 1: The Cox proportional hazards model
Hazard ratios and 95% confidence intervals (CI) of the covariates are presented
in the result tables of the Cox proportional hazard models in this dissertation.
A hazard ratio above 1.00 is associated with both a higher risk of experiencing
the event of interest and with an earlier occurrence of this event compared to a
reference category (indicated with ‘ref ’ in the tables). A hazard ratio below 1.00
is associated with a reduced risk of experiencing the event and a later occurrence
thereof, once again compared to a reference category. The asterisks next to the
hazard ratios and also the 95% confidence intervals indicate if an effect that
deviates from 1.00 can be regarded statistically significant, a term that informs
about the probability that a specific finding is solely due to chance. For the lay
person, it is important to remember that more asterisks mean a lower probability
that the findings are directed by chance only and a higher confidence that there is
an actual correlation between the specific covariate and the timing and occurrence
of the event under study.
When the Cox proportional hazard model is applied, it is crucial to test for the
assumption that hazard functions for any two individuals at any point in time are
proportional. To frame it differently, the Cox proportional hazards model assumes
a constant relationship between the dependent variable (the hazard rate) and the
specific covariates over time. A violation of the proportionality assumption indicates
that groups differ in the covariate effect over time, which results in incorrectly
estimated relative risks and standard errors. When a violation of the proportionality
assumption is detected, it can be solved for example by stratification or by running
separate models for different strata (Mills 2011, pp. 151-157).
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The Cox proportional hazard model is not the appropriate method in Chapter 5
on status attainment as this chapter does not deal with the timing and occurrence
of a certain event. Its dependent variable is not the hazard rate, but a continuous
occupational score. The most appropriate method when dealing with continuous
dependent variables is the ordinary least squares (OLS) model (Gujarati 1988, p.
45-75; p. 165-196). Equation 2 shows the OLS regression model which estimates
the effects β of a set of n covariates x on the size of the dependent variable y for
individual j given an error term ε.
yj = β1 xj1 + β2 xj2 + ... + βn xjn + εj
Equation 2: OLS regression model
In the OLS regression tables in the last empirical chapter, the coefficient effects
(β) and the size of the standard errors are presented. OLS regression tables are
generally easier to interpret than event-history tables. A positive coefficient
indicates in this case a higher occupational score and a negative coefficient is
associated with a lower occupational score, once again compared to a reference
category. As before, the asterisks (and also the standard errors) symbolize the
statistical significance of the regression coefficients. The more asterisks, the lower
the probability that the findings are governed by pure chance.

1.5		 Outline of the dissertation
The empirical chapters of my dissertation follow the order that resembles an
individual life course in the best possible way. Central to my dissertation is
the event of parental death and Chapter 2 therefore deals with its immediate
consequences on the family unit in terms of remarriage, family dissolution, and
outmigration. Chapter 3 analyzes age at first leaving home which is typically
associated with the onset of the transition to adulthood. Chapter 4 examines the
entry into first marriage, an event that is, together with childbearing, regarded
as a concluding event of this transition. The final empirical Chapter 5 is devoted
to individual occupational prestige and status attainment in young adulthood.
As mentioned before, parental death is usually studied up until age 16. Only in
Chapter 3 and Chapter 4, also the death of a parent beyond age 16 is studied. The
empirical chapters are structured in a very similar way. After an abstract and a
short introduction that explains the relevance of the research topic, the historical
background and the current state of research are illustrated. This is followed by a
description of the data, methods, and variables and a presentation of the chapter’s
main quantitative results. These results are discussed in the concluding section of
each chapter.
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Taken together, the most consistent finding of this dissertation is that a mother’s
death is generally more disruptive than a father’s death when it comes to children’s
transition to adulthood. The dissertation’s concluding Chapter 6 will therefore
largely deal with the reasons for this phenomenon, but will also give a short
summary of the dissertation’s main findings and will present some ideas for future
research.
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Abstract
This article examines parental coping strategies in response to the death of a
partner in the Netherlands in the period 1863–1910. The author concentrates on
two largely neglected strategies in particular: separation of widowed parent and
minor child and the outmigration of the entire household to another municipality.
The rich population register data from the Historical Sample of the Netherlands
is exploited which contains the life trajectories of more than 2800 half-orphaned
children. The results derived from sequence analysis and event-history analysis
reveal a high degree of family stability following the partner’s death but point to
gender differences in coping strategies: Whereas widowers were more likely to
split up with their young children, widows were more likely to migrate together
with them. These gender differences can be explained by the fundamentally
different positions of men and women concerning childcare, work and poor
relief in Dutch society during the period under consideration. Additionally, no
significant differences between nuclear and non-nuclear households were found
with regard to parental separation from minor children. This finding challenges
the nuclear hardship hypothesis which predicts that non-nuclear family systems
are better able to cope with family crises.
Keywords: Migration, nuclear hardship, sequence analysis, adaptation to crisis,
parental death
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2.1		Introduction
Parental death was a frequent phenomenon in pre-industrial and industrializing
societies (Andersson et al., 1996; Bideau, Brunet, and Foroni, 2000; Breschi
and Manfredini, 2002; Holman, 1975; Humphries, 2010; Laslett, 1974). In the
Netherlands, it is estimated that more than 10% of children born between 1850
and 1879 had lost a mother and/or father at age 7, and nearly one in four had
experienced parental death by age 15 (van Poppel, Schenk, and van Gaalen, 2013).
Parental death often resulted in decreasing standards of living and posed one of
the most serious tests of well-being to the remaining members of the household.
For example, primarily, the loss of a mother lowered the survival chances
of infants and young children in pre-industrial and industrializing societies
dramatically (Andersson et al., 1996; Beekink, van Poppel, and Liefbroer, 1999;
Breschi and Manfredini, 2002; Campbell and Lee, 2002; Kok, Vandezande, and
Mandemakers, 2011; Pavard, Gagnon, Desjardins, and Heyer, 2005; Reher and
González- Quiñones, 2003; Tsuya and Kurosu, 2002; van Poppel and van Gaalen,
2008; Willführ, 2009; Willführ and Gagnon, 2013).
In their contribution to the volume When dad died: Individuals and families
coping with family stress in past societies (Derosas and Oris, 2002), Michel
Oris and Emiko Ochiai (2002) discuss three possible demographic strategies for
widowed parents with minor children to cope with a partner’s death: remarriage,
family split and emigration of the household. Family split refers to cases in which
the widowed parent separated from his or her orphaned child - for instance, the
surviving parent decided to send the young child to other family members or
neighbors for care, or the adolescent child to non-kin households as a farmworker,
servant or apprentice. Emigration refers to situations where the surviving parent
decided to leave the municipality of residence together with his or her child(ren).
While remarriage has been, and still is, a frequently studied topic in historical
demography and family history, hardly any attention has been directed to family
split and emigration as a consequence of the death of a partner.
This article contributes to the existing literature in several ways. First, it focuses
on the long-neglected strategies of family split and emigration, and aims to
study how frequently these strategies were applied by widowed parents as
possible answers to the death of a partner. Second, studies on remarriage have
shown unambiguously that widowers all over Europe were more likely to enter
into a remarriage than widows (Breschi, Fornasin, Manfredini, and Zacchigna,
2009; Dribe, Lundh, and Nystedt, 2007; Moring, 2002; Neven, 1998; Pakot and
Öri, 2012; van Poppel, 1995). In this article, I will therefore examine if gender
diﬀerences also existed with regard to family split and emigration. Third, I will
analyze under which circumstances widows and widowers were most likely to
apply one of these responses. An important focus lies on diﬀerences between
nuclear and extended family systems in order to test Laslett’s (1988) well-known
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nuclear hardship hypothesis, which proposes that non-nuclear family systems are
better able to provide support for vulnerable family members. Other variables of
interest are socioeconomic background and religious denomination. In summary,
by analyzing individual and familial answers to parental death, this article oﬀers
insights into family decision-making within the constraints of the household
economy, family systems and cultural norms.
The Netherlands serves as a good case study to examine the research questions
at hand for at least two reasons. First, in order to examine changes in household
composition, it is absolutely necessary to have access to detailed population
registers that contain continuously updated information about individuals’
household structure. Population registers were introduced in the whole of the
Netherlands in 1850, and a representative sample of the population is collected
in the Historical Sample of the Netherlands (HSN), which will be used in this
study. The HSN contains more than 37,000 life courses of people born in the
whole of the country between 1850 and 1922. Second, families in the Netherlands
predominantly formed nuclear households, deﬁned by the exclusive presence
of parents and their children. Particularly in the agricultural eastern part of the
country, however, the presence of other family members, such as grandparents,
aunts or uncles, in the household was not uncommon. Therefore, the Dutch case
allows us to test for diﬀerences in response strategies between widowed parents
who lived in nuclear and extended household settings before their partner’s death.
As will be further explained later, besides the commonly used event-history
analysis (EHA), sequence analysis techniques will be employed in order to
visualize and analyze the changes in household composition over time. Sequence
analysis enables a good depiction of longitudinal information and is increasingly
being applied in the social sciences and historical demography for life course and
household-composition research (Gabadinho, Ritschard, Mueller, and Studer,
2011; Oris and Ritschard, 2014; Schnor, Vanasche, and van Bavel, 2017; Studer,
Liefbroer, and Mooyaart, 2018; Vikström, Haage, and Häggström Lundevaller,
2017).
The article is structured as follows: ﬁrst, the consequences of widowhood for men
and women with minor children in the Netherlands and previous research will be
brieﬂy discussed and hypotheses will be formulated. Second, the data, methods
and variables used in the analysis will be described. Third, I will analyze the
eﬀect of a partner’s death on changes in household composition and family split
by employing both sequence analysis and EHA. Thereafter, EHA is also used in
order to study the impact of a partner’s death on migration of the household.
Finally, the results will be discussed with a speciﬁc focus on the diﬀerences in
behavior between widows and widowers, and parents from nuclear and extended
households. I will also assess the advantages of sequence analysis, particularly for
historical demography, in the ﬁnal part of the article.

Dealing with Demographic Stress in Childhood

2.2		 The consequences of widowhood for men and women
		 with minor children
Today, as in the past, married couples in northwestern Europe in general and the
Netherlands in particular usually form nuclear households on marriage, and do
not share a household with extended family members, such as adult siblings or
parents (Hammel and Laslett, 1974; Kok et al., 2011; Reher, 1998). In the second
half of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth century, Dutch
society was additionally characterized by a strict division of tasks between
husband and wife within the household (Janssens, 2014; Pfau-Eﬃnger, 2004; PottButer, 1993; Schmidt and van Nederveen Meerkerk, 2012). While the husband
was mainly responsible for earning money and the ﬁnancial well-being of the
family, the wife typically stopped working after entry into marriage and was in
charge of unpaid domestic labor such as cooking, cleaning and childcare. The
division of tasks with regard to work, however, was less strict in, for example,
extended and farming families, where the wife and other family members often
also contributed to the household economy. Nevertheless, in all social classes and
religious denominations, it was extremely untypical for fathers to be engaged in
childcare.
Due to their diﬀerent position in the household, wives and husbands with young
children were diﬀerently aﬀected by the death of their spouse. On the one hand,
widows mainly had to face loss of income and had to ﬁnd ways to cope with the
ﬁnancial instability resulting from the death of their husband. On the other hand,
widowers were not accustomed to childcare and, after the death of their wife,
many widowed fathers felt the need to have a woman in the household to take
care of their young children (van Poppel, 1992, p. 309). Remarriage provided a
source of social, economic and emotional support, and was therefore an obvious
option for both widows and widowers to cope with the loss of income and
childcare (Humphries, 2010). Accordingly, it has been shown that remarriage
rates for widowers were extremely high. In the Dutch city of Gouda in the western
part of the Netherlands in the nineteenth century, roughly 92% of the widowers
below the age of 30 and 81% of those between the ages of 30 and 44 entered into
a remarriage. The corresponding numbers for widows were considerably lower, at
78% and 56%, respectively. Multivariate analysis has furthermore pointed out that
widowers were indeed more than three times more likely to enter a remarriage
than widows (van Poppel, 1995). Several explanations for this ﬁnding are oﬀered,
such as the ﬁnancial independence of widows in the higher and middle classes, and
that widows with children were regarded as unattractive in the marriage market
(van Poppel, 1995). In order to cope with the economic consequences following
the death of the husband, several other strategies apart from remarriage were
available to widows to generate income (van Poppel, 1992, p. 317-320). Examples
include (re-)entering the labor market, receiving boarders in the household,
asking family networks for help or sending older children to work. Elderly widows
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especially and those with young children were also supported ﬁnancially by poor
relief. Poor relief in the Netherlands in the nineteenth and at the beginning of the
twentieth century was not organized on a national level, but by local Christian,
municipal and private poor relief institutions (van Loo, 1981; van Poppel, 1992).
Even though being widowed was not a suﬃcient condition for receiving poor
relief, Dutch society usually regarded it as a duty to support vulnerable widows
(Schmidt, 2007). At the end of the nineteenth century, funds and insurance
speciﬁcally directed at widows were also introduced, although these widow funds
remained the exception rather than the rule (van Poppel, 1995).
Before 1870, the municipality of birth was required to pay for poor relief costs. If
a beneﬁciary had migrated within the country, the new municipality of residence
was authorized to ask the municipality of birth for compensation for the poor
relief expenses. Due to increasing urbanization, this regulation posed a ﬁnancial
problem for smaller rural municipalities and, in 1870, it was decided that the
municipality of residence would be fully responsible for bearing poor relief costs.
This regulation applied to municipal as well as Christian poor relief (van Leeuwen,
1998, p. 288). As poor relief was generally better developed in the cities than in the
countryside (van Leeuwen, 1998, p. 288), it is expected that widows, compared to
widowers, were more likely to migrate to urban municipalities in order to increase
the economic beneﬁts provided by various poor relief institutions. An additional
factor that might have encouraged migration to cities is that urban labor markets
oﬀered widowed mothers more work opportunities than rural areas to achieve
economic independence.
In contrast to widows, widowers were usually not eligible for poor relief beneﬁts, and
therefore had to ﬁnd other ways to combine childcare and the generation of income.
Apart from remarriage, one possible option was to hire help to take care of the
domestic work and childcare responsibilities. Alternatively, relying on female family
members provided an option to care for children. Hence, sending minor children
to family members, foster parents or neighbors was a possible coping strategy in
response to the death of a wife. In very rare cases, sending half-orphaned children
to orphanages or other institutions was an option as well (van Solinge, Walhout, and
van Poppel, 2000). Accordingly, due to their need for childcare services, it is expected
that fathers were more likely to separate from their minor children than mothers,
who had more possibilities to generate income while simultaneously taking care
of the children. It is expected, however, that the diﬀerence in separation between
widowers and widows lessened with the children reaching working age. First, the
need for childcare services diminished with children’s advanced age. Second, in the
period of consideration, children of working age often left the parental household
for work-related reasons in order to earn money and contribute ﬁnancially to the
parents’ income (Bras and Kok, 2003; De Regt, 2004; Dribe, 2000; Janssens, 2014).
This is expected to be the case for households headed by both widowed fathers and
widowed mothers (Bras and Kok, 2003).
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As mentioned earlier, the large majority of married couples formed a nuclear
household in the Netherlands in the period of consideration. Nevertheless,
predominantly in agricultural areas in the east of the country, couples often formed
extended households with their parents or unmarried siblings. It is estimated that
around 12% of the households in the entire country were extended households
(Kok and Mandemakers, 2010). According to the nuclear hardship hypothesis
formulated by Peter Laslett (1988), non-nuclear family structures were better able
to cope with mortality crises, and individuals within these settings were more
willing to support vulnerable family members. The nuclear hardship hypothesis
therefore assumes that parental and spousal death caused more instability in
nuclear households than in non-nuclear households, as nuclear families received
less support from family members in their own household and elsewhere (Laslett,
1988). Therefore, it is expected that widowed parents who lived in an extended
household before the death of their partner were less likely to perform radical
strategies such as family split and migration.
Historical research on family split and migration following the death of a parent
and partner is limited, but supports the theoretical considerations described
above. Using historical data from censuses, parish registers and legal documents
in the French Haut-Bugey region, Dombes province and Valserine Valley in
the nineteenth and at the beginning of the twentieth century, Bideau, Brunet
and Foroni showed that most often widowed parents stayed with their minor
children, and that orphans were generally not left to fend for themselves or placed
in orphanages (Bideau and Brunet, 2002; Bideau et al., 2000; Brunet, 2011).
Moreover, these authors point out that mothers were more likely than fathers to
stay with their minor children. In her analysis of more than 600 male working-class
biographies in industrializing Britain, Humphries (2010, pp. 67– 68) estimated
likewise that families with young children had more chances of staying together
in the case of paternal death than in the case of maternal death.
Research on migration after parental or spousal death has mostly focused on the
migration patterns of (elderly) widows and widowers, while minor children have
been simply entered as explanatory factors or not considered at all. Often, it has
been implicitly assumed that minor children stayed together with their widowed
parents during their entire childhood period (e.g. Breschi et al., 2009; Dribe et al.,
2007; Gunnlaugsson and Gardarsdóttir, 1996; Moring, 2002; Neven, 1998; Pakot
and Öri, 2012; van Poppel, 1995; Wall, 2002). Accordingly, explicit research on
the migration of a widowed parent together with his or her minor child(ren) is
limited to a small village in Italy and several parishes in rural southern Sweden.
In contrast to the present article, both studies did not have information on
migration destinations. In his study of Sweden, Dribe (2003) generally did not
ﬁnd a signiﬁcant association between parental death and the outmigration of
a family. Surprisingly, families in which the husband had died more than three
years earlier showed a lower risk of outmigration. Breschi and Manfredini (2002),
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on the contrary, discovered that parental death in Casalguidi in Tuscany in the
ﬁrst half of the nineteenth century increased outmigration considerably. The
probability of migration was higher for children who had lost their fathers than
for those who had lost their mothers.
In summary, the main hypotheses derived from these theoretical considerations
and previous research are as follows. With regard to family split, I assume that
widowers were more likely than widows to separate from their minor children.
This gender diﬀerence, however, is expected to be weaker for children of working
age than for children below working age. When it comes to migration of the
entire household, I believe that widows showed a higher risk of outmigration than
widowers. Moreover, I expect that widowed parents who lived in the countryside,
and widows in particular, were more likely to migrate than those living in larger
cities. Finally, in line with Laslett’s nuclear hardship hypothesis, I assume that
parents who lived in a nuclear household before their partner’s death were more
prone to adopt both family split and outmigration as survival strategies.

2.3		 Data, methods and variables
2.3.1		Data
The HSN 2010.01 release contains rich longitudinal information on a representative
sample of around 37,000 male and female research persons born in the Netherlands
in the period 1850–1922. The sampling procedure ensured that the research
persons had a unique set of parents and were not each other’s siblings. The HSN
includes the birth, marriage and death certiﬁcates of the research persons. The core
sources of the HSN, however, are the population registers that were introduced
throughout the country in 1850. In these registers, each household was entered
on a double page, with the male head of household at the top, followed by the
wife, children and other household members. The population registers contain
detailed information about date and place of birth, the relationship to the head of
the household, sex, marital status and occupation, as well as religion. Moreover,
all demographic changes occurring in a household were recorded in the register,
usually within one month of the event. Therefore, the population register was
updated continuously and ‘combines census listings with civil registration in an
already linked format for the entire population’ (Mandemakers, 2002, p. 87). Due
to this continuous registration, the population registers allow for longitudinal
research on changes in household composition over time.
A unique strength of the HSN is that the population registers enable the researcher
to follow research persons from birth to death, even in cases of migration within
the Netherlands. Therefore, migrants can be followed from their municipality
of origin to their municipality of destination. Population registers remained in
use until 1910 or 1920, after which a new form of continuous registration was
introduced. The unit of the newly introduced ‘family cards’, however, was no longer
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the entire household, but the nuclear family. As essential dates are additionally
missing from 1910 onwards due to privacy regulations, the period of observation
for this article ends in 1910.
According to Kok and Mandemakers (2010), the Dutch population registers are,
for several reasons, not ideal when it comes to studying household composition.
First, in the earliest registers covering the period 1850–1862, the relationship to
the head of the household was not recorded, which makes it impossible to identify
co-resident kin with certainty. Second, from 1862 onwards, servants and boarders
were often recorded in separate registers. This implies that it is not always clear
whether the research person was living alone or as a servant or boarder with nonkin. Third, changes in the relationship to the head of the household were often not
updated when the head died. The new head was therefore not always explicitly
stated. These downsides of the population registers, however, are not problematic
for the present article. First, the early registers are not taken into consideration,
which means that the research period starts in 1863. With regard to the separate
registers and the missing updates on the relationship to the head of household,
this does not pose a problem for the research questions at hand. In order to study
family split and emigration of the family unit, it is not necessary to know the exact
relationship to the household head as it is most important to know whether the
surviving parent was still present in the child’s household or not. This information
is provided by the data derived from the Dutch population registers.
This article examines household composition and migration trajectories from
the perspective of the half-orphaned children. The trajectories of these research
persons are followed over a period of ﬁve years, beginning with the date of parental
death. This implies that children who lost a parent after 1904 are not included,
as the household information after 1910 is less comprehensive. The children are
only included in the analysis if they meet four criteria. First, the child experiences
parental death before he or she turns 16 in the period between 1863 and 1904.
In the HSN, there are 3588 research persons who satisfy this criterion. Second,
254 research persons have been removed as information about their household
composition in the period of consideration was not available. Third, at the time of
the ﬁrst parent’s death, the child has to live in the parental household with both their
mother and father. This automatically excludes special cases such as illegitimate
children or those who were abandoned by a parent, and reduces the sample by
266 research persons. Finally, 263 children who have missing information in one
of the core variables, such as area of residence, socioeconomic status of parents
or presence of stepparents, are excluded. Therefore, in total, 783 half-orphaned
children have been excluded and the ﬁnal sample in both the family-split analysis
and the migration analysis contains 2805 research persons.
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2.3.2		Methods
In this article, I will use two diﬀerent methods of analysis. First, in order to
visualize and analyze the household structure after parental death, sequence
analysis is employed.1 Sequence analysis is designed for processing large amounts
of longitudinal information and the description of sets of state sequences over
time. It is mainly used for studying individual life course trajectories such as
occupational histories or changes in household composition. With the additional
help of clustering algorithms, similar life trajectories are grouped into a limited
number of clusters that are as homogeneous as possible and as diﬀerent as possible
from one another. After having deﬁned the clusters, it is possible to study how
ending up in a certain cluster is related to explanatory variables of interest - in this
case, the sex of the deceased parent. Several clustering algorithms are available to
the researcher. In this article, the PAM (Partitioning Around Medoids) algorithm
was chosen as it recommends grouping the trajectories into six clusters, which
are each dominated by one of the six states that are described in the following
paragraph (Gabadinho et al., 2011; Studer, 2013). Adjusted residuals of chisquared tests are used in order to test for gender diﬀerences within the identiﬁed
clusters (MacDonald and Gardner, 2000; Sharpe, 2015).
The individual trajectories start on the day of the ﬁrst parental death, after which
time all changes in the household structure are followed for a period of ﬁve years.
Discrete observations of the orphaned child’s current household composition are
made every three months. Accordingly, the total number of observations for each
individual trajectory is 20 (four observations per year for a total of ﬁve years).
Three possible household states are deﬁned according to the individuals present
in the household of the child: surviving parent present, surviving parent and
stepparent present, and surviving parent absent. Moreover, three censoring states
are added in the analysis which are linked to the censoring of the research person:
research person becomes a full orphan (second parent dies), research person is
lost from observation, and research person dies.
As the second method, EHA is applied in order to analyze the occurrence and
timing of both family split and emigration of the household. EHA is often used in
historical demography and calculates the time until a certain ‘failure event’, such
as marriage or death, occurs. Moreover, it estimates the frequency of these events
in comparison to a reference group (Alter, 1988; Cox, 1972). Being separated from
the surviving parent within the ﬁrst ﬁve years after parental death is the ‘failure
event’ in the family-split models, while migration of parent and child to another
municipality is regarded as failure in the migration models. EHA’s strength is that
it allows for multivariate modelling with several explanatory variables, such as
religious denomination, the structure of the household before parental death, and
the socioeconomic position of the household. EHA also enables the researcher
1

Sequence analysis is performed by using the TraMineR package in R.
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to include children in the analysis who are censored due to their own death, the
death of their second parent or the loss from observation. In the regression tables,
hazard ratios are presented, which means that a ratio above 1.00 is associated
with an increased risk of separation or migration compared to the reference
category, while a ratio below 1.00 is associated with a reduced risk of separation
or migration.
Both in the EHA and the sequence analysis, diﬀerent models are run according to
the age of the half-orphan. In the period under consideration, it was not unusual
for Dutch boys and girls of working age to leave the parental household in order
to work elsewhere as a farmworker or civil servant (Bras and Kok, 2003; Janssens,
2014). In 1901, education became compulsory until the age of 12, but even prior
to that reform, a huge proportion of Dutch children went to school between
the ages of 6 and 12 (Dasberg and Jansing, 1978; van der Voort, 1994). This was
especially the case after the labor law of 1889 was introduced, which strictly
prohibited children under the age of 12 working in factories and workshops.2 This
labor act also included the creation of an inspectorate to monitor compliance with
its regulations (de Regt, 2004; van Loo, 1981). Accordingly, children above the
age of 12 are deﬁned as children of working age, and separate regression models
as well as sequence analysis graphs are created for children below and above the
working age.
2.3.3		 Variables for the event-history models
The main independent variable of interest is the sex of the surviving parent, in
order to study if widowed mothers showed diﬀerent reactions to the death of a
spouse than widowed fathers. Moreover, in the EHA, the presence of stepparents
in the household is added as a time-varying variable in order to analyze whether
stepparents can be regarded as a stabilizing or disrupting factor with regard to
family split and migration. Additionally, as described above, diﬀerent models are
applied according to the age of the orphaned child.
In the multivariate EHA, we control for additional variables that might explain
separation and migration. In order to test the predictions of the nuclear hardship
hypothesis, the structure of the household prior to parental death is deﬁned by the
kin and non-kin members present in the household. If only parents and children
are present, the household is deﬁned as nuclear; the presence of other family
members deﬁnes the household as extended; and if non-kin members are present
in the nuclear family, the household is deﬁned as nuclear plus non-kin. The father’s
last registered occupation before parental death is translated into the categorical
classiﬁcation scheme HISCLASS in order to control for the socioeconomic status

2

Schenkeveld (2008) shows, however, that it was common practice that Dutch children under the age of 12
still helped out in agriculture.
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of the family (van Leeuwen and Maas, 2011).3 Due to the comparatively small
sample size, only four classes were chosen for the analysis: elite and lower middle
class, skilled workers, self-employed farmers and ﬁshermen, and unskilled workers.
The child’s religion is divided into four categories: Catholic, orthodox Protestant,
liberal Protestant and unknown/other. The distinction between orthodox
Protestants and liberal Protestants is based on Kok (2017). The municipality of
residence is divided into rural and urban communities. Urban municipalities
are deﬁned as having more than 10,000 inhabitants and less than 2.5% of the
population employed in the agricultural sector, according to a national census in
1899 (Kooij, 1985). Further control variables are the sex of the orphaned child; the
surviving parent’s age at the death of the spouse; the number of younger and older
siblings present in the household at the moment of parental death; and whether
the surviving parent had previous migration experience. Finally, it is controlled
for the province in which the family lived at the beginning of the observation
period and, in order to capture potential time eﬀects, the entire period is divided
into two subperiods (1863-1885 and 1886-1904).
The summary statistics of the variables by sex of the deceased parent and age of
the child at the moment of parental death are shown in Table 2.1. Interestingly,
children who experienced maternal death originated more often in farmer
families, and hence also in rural areas, than children who experienced paternal
death. This is probably related to rural excess female mortality for mothers, caused
by the dangers of pregnancy and childbirth (Janssens and van Dongen, 2017). The
percentage of extended family households before parental death lies between 9.8%
and 15.6%, which is in line with earlier ﬁndings (Kok and Mandemakers, 2010).
Children who lost their parents between the ages of 8 and 15 lived less often in
an extended household. This might be related to the decreasing survival chances
of grandparents with the increasing age of their grandchildren. The average age
of the surviving parent is also considerably higher for children who lost a parent
between the ages of 8 and 15, which is expected, as older children tend to have
older parents. Accordingly, older children also have more younger siblings than
younger children. The highest percentages of research persons originate in the
two provinces of North Holland and South Holland, which were, and still are, the
most populated areas in the Netherlands. Finally, widowers are roughly two years
older than widows at the death of their spouse. This is explained by the higher
average age on ﬁrst marriage of men compared to women in the period under
consideration (van Poppel and Nelissen, 1999).

3

Occupations were coded into HISCO and HISCLASS using a data set provided by Mandemakers et al.
(2013) for the HSN.
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Maternal death
ages 0-7

Paternal death Maternal death Paternal death
ages 0-7
ages 8-15
ages 8-15

Last paternal occupation
(HISCLASS)				
Elite/Lower middle class
18.0
17.0
17.0
22.4
Skilled worker
29.6
32.7
27.4
30.1
Self-employed farmers
and fishermen
17.9
13.6
19.6
12.8
Unskilled workers
34.6
36.8
36.1
34.7
Sex of child				
Male
51.7
50.6
49.2
51.8
Female
48.3
49.4
50.8
48.2
Religion				
Catholic
34.4
33.5
32.1
32.2
Liberal protestant
42.3
45.4
45.4
46.0
Orthodox protestant
15.2
12.0
11.1
10.8
Unknown/other
8.1
9.2
11.4
11.0
Place of residence				
Rural
71.0
63.2
70.9
58.3
Urban
29.0
36.8
29.1
41.7
Year of parental death				
1863-1885
48.1
50.5
42.9
45.1
1886-1904
52.9
49.5
57.1
54.9
Household structure				
Nuclear
80.4
83.9
82.3
84.7
Nuclear with non-related
4.0
4.4
4.0
5.5
Extended
15.6
11.7
13.7
9.8
Migration of surviving parent
previous to death of spouse				
Yes
13.4
15.7
13.2
16.5
No
82.0
80.2
82.0
79.9
Unknown
4.6
4.1
4.9
3.7
Age parent at death of spouse 39.3
36.8
47.4
45.4
Number of younger siblings
0.79
0.69
2.08
1.68
Number of older siblings
2.55
2.47
2.06
1.96
Province at parental death				
Groningen
3.6
4.0
3.2
4.2
Friesland
9.3
9.0
15.7
12.8
Drenthe
3.4
3.9
3.6
2.7
Overijssel
8.6
6.5
5.2
5.5
Gelderland
9.4
10.4
8.8
8.5
Utrecht
7.9
5.6
7.3
8.6
Noord-Holland
20.9
19.9
18.2
19.9
South-Holland
18.0
21.4
15.4
29.4
Zeeland
4.6
4.5
7.6
5.7
North Brabant
11.9
10.8
12.8
10.0
Limburg
2.5
3.7
1.9
2.8
Total Number
873
753
577
602
Table 2.1 Sample summary statistics, by sex of dead parent and age of child at bereavement
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2.4		 Changes in household composition following
		 early parental death
2.4.1		 Sequence and cluster analysis
Figure 2.1 visualizes the changes in household composition over a period of ﬁve
years following parental death. It does not show individual sequences but provides
an aggregated view of the total state distributions. For example, the bottom area
in each graph represents children who co-reside with their surviving single parent
and the top area represents children who died in the period under consideration.
Figure 2.1 is additionally divided into four diﬀerent graphs by sex of the deceased
parent (mother or father) and age of the child at parental loss (0-7 years or 8-15
years). These age groups have been chosen in order to ensure that children in the
ﬁrst group do not enter working age in the ﬁve years following parental death.
To give an example, the top-left graph shows the household states of 873 children
who experienced maternal death before the age of eight. Three months (0.25
years) after the death of their mother, the large majority of children (86%) still
co-resided with their widowed father (green). Three percent of the young children
lived with their father and stepmother (blue), which means that their father
had remarried within three months of the death of his ﬁrst wife. Swift paternal
remarriage was, in fact, not uncommon in the Netherlands in the nineteenth
century (van Poppel, 1992). Around 3% of the children did not co-reside with
their father (orange) and roughly 6% had died shortly after the death of their
mother (black). Hardly any children were lost from observation after three
months (yellow) or had experienced the death of their father and therefore had
become full orphans (red). Five years after maternal death, more young children
lived with their father and stepmother (35%) than with a single father (31%). The
percentage of deceased children had increased to more than 16%. Around 4% had
been lost from observation, 6% had become full orphans and roughly 8% were no
longer co-residing with their surviving father.
Looking at all four graphs in Figure 2.1 reveals that considerable diﬀerences
between the sex of the parent and the age of the child at parental death existed with
regard to remarriage (blue). As found in previous research on the Netherlands
(van Poppel, 1995), widowers were much more likely to remarry than widows.
Moreover, parents of very young children (who were usually much younger
themselves - see Table 2.1) remarried more often than parents with children over
the age of seven. Sex and age diﬀerences are also observed regarding the survival
chances of the bereaved children (black). Very young children generally had a
much higher mortality risk in the years following parental death than children
over the age of seven. This is primarily the case for maternal death and in line with
previous research conducted on the Netherlands (Beekink et al., 1999; Kok et al.,
2011; van Poppel and van Gaalen, 2008).
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Figure 2.1 Aggregated sequences of household composition, x-axis shows number of years following parental
death, by sex of dead parent and age of child at bereavement
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With regard to the separation of parent and minor child, it can generally be seen
that bereaved children usually stayed with their surviving parent during the
entire observation period. This was the case for both age groups and for both
maternal and paternal death. Accordingly, only a minority of the children became
separated from their surviving parent (orange). Mothers of children below the age
of eight almost always stayed with their oﬀspring, while there is some indication
that fathers sometimes split from their young children. The older the children, the
higher the chances were that they were separated from their surviving father or
mother. All in all, the visualization of the aggregated sequences gives the idea that
fathers of children under the age of eight at parental death tended to leave their
oﬀspring more often than mothers. Nevertheless, in total, only a minority of those
children were separated from their widowed fathers. With regard to children over
the age of seven at parental death, the diﬀerences in separation between widows
and widowers appear to be less pronounced.
Thus far, Figure 2.1 suggests descriptively that there are diﬀerences between
experiencing a father’s death and a mother’s death with regard to both household
states, such as parental absence, and censoring states, such as child death. It remains
unclear, however, if these observed diﬀerences are statistically signiﬁcant or just
driven by chance. This question can be answered by assigning each individual
trajectory to a cluster dominated by one of the six possible states (Studer, 2013).
Thereafter, adjusted residuals of chi-squared tests are calculated, which test for
gender diﬀerences within the six identiﬁed clusters. As a rule of thumb, values
above 2 and below −2 are considered statistically signiﬁcant (MacDonald and
Gardner, 2000).
The identiﬁed clusters are depicted graphically in Figure A.2.1 in the appendix,
and the test statistics are shown in Table 2.2, which is divided into parental death
up to and including the age of seven (upper part) and parental death over the
age of seven (lower part). The table shows the observed and expected number of
children who experienced maternal death per cluster and the adjusted residuals
of the chi-squared tests performed. For example, 359 children under the age of
eight were grouped into the cluster named ‘Parent and Stepparent’ (cluster b in
Figure A.2.1). Out of these children, 280 had experienced maternal death, which
is a much higher number than expected (193) based on chance. Accordingly, the
derived adjusted residuals are very large and the gender diﬀerences within the
cluster are considered statistically signiﬁcant: very young children who lost a
mother were therefore much more likely to live in a household with a stepparent
than very young children who experienced their father’s death. Table 2.2 shows
that all clusters in the younger age group, apart from ‘Full Orphan’, reveal
statistically signiﬁcant diﬀerences between paternal death and maternal death.
On the one hand, children who lost a mother before the age of eight were more
likely to stay with their parent and stepparent, and without a parent, and also had
a higher mortality risk than children who lost a father. On the other hand, they
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were less likely to stay with a single parent and drop out of the sample compared to
children who experienced a father’s death. Regarding children who experienced
parental death over the age of seven, the gender diﬀerences in absence of parent,
child death and loss from observation become insigniﬁcant. Maternal death
was still associated with the presence of a parent and stepparent, and paternal
death was still associated with a single-parent household. Interestingly, children
who experienced maternal death in this age group also had a larger chance of
becoming full orphans. This might be related to the higher ages of bereaved
fathers in comparison with bereaved mothers.

Parent
Parent
Parent
		
and
Absent
		Stepparent

Full
Dead
Orphan		

Dropped Total
Out

Ages 0-7
Number parental deaths
882
359
81
56
192
57
1,627
Observed maternal deaths
353
280
58
33
127
22
873
Expected maternal deaths
473
193
43
30
103
31
873
Adjusted residuals
-12.0
10.5
3.3
0.8
3.8
-2.3
								
Ages 8-15							
Number parental deaths
831
142
96
40
22
48
1,179
Observed maternal deaths
343
116
55
30
9
24
577
Expected maternal deaths
407
69
47
20
11
23
577
Adjusted residuals
-8.1
8.3
1.7
3.4
-0.8
0.2
Total number
parental deaths

1,713

501

177

96

214

105

2,806

Table 2.2 Number of parental deaths, observed and expected number of children who experienced
maternal death and adjusted residuals of chi-square tests, by cluster and age of child at parental death

The standardized residual test conﬁrms the conclusion derived from the aggregated
sequences visualized in Figure 2.1. Gender diﬀerences existed with regard to
changes in household composition and censoring, and they were generally larger
in the younger age group. For instance, very young children faced a higher risk
of separation and mortality in the case of maternal death. This gender diﬀerence,
however, disappeared with the advanced age of the children.
2.4.2		 Event-history analysis
Sequence analysis and the standardized residual test suggested that very young
children were more likely to be separated from their surviving father. This gender
diﬀerence disappeared for children of working age. However, gender diﬀerences
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also existed with regard to remarriage, and the sex of the deceased parent might
also be related to other factors that exert an impact on separation, such as place of
residence or the socioeconomic status of the family. EHA has the advantage that
it is a multivariate analysis which controls for these other factors in a regression
model. EHA therefore gives further insights into the factors that inﬂuence the
risk of separation. The models shown in Table 2.3 examine the risk of children
becoming separated from the surviving parent. Model 1 runs the analysis for halforphans up to and including the age of 12, while Model 2 considers half-orphans
above the age of 12. The age of the child is treated as a time-varying variable,
which means that the same research person can appear in both models if he or
she turns 13 during the ﬁve-year period under consideration and has not yet been
separated from their surviving parent. Children are censored at the moment their
second parent dies, when they are lost from observation, or on their own death.
Model 1 conﬁrms the strong diﬀerence between maternal death and paternal
death with regard to separation from children below working age. Maternal death
is associated with a much higher chance of becoming separated from the widowed
parent. The result is highly signiﬁcant and supports the previous ﬁndings.
Remarriage has an extremely stabilizing eﬀect on the parent–child relationship
and strongly decreases the risk of separation. In contrast to expectations, the
household structure before parental death does not reveal signiﬁcant diﬀerences
between extended and nuclear households. While the sex of the child, the father’s
socioeconomic status, the place of residence and the surviving parent’s age at
bereavement do not have a signiﬁcant impact on the risk of separation either, the
results indicate that religion does matter. Both liberal and orthodox Protestant
parents tended to leave their minor children less frequently than Catholics. For
liberal Protestants, this eﬀect is even signiﬁcant at the 1% level. Surviving parents
born in a diﬀerent municipality than their place of residence at bereavement
were more likely to leave their minor children. Older siblings present in the
household prior to parental death slightly decreased the likelihood of separation
and therefore had a stabilizing impact on the household.
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(1)		
(2)
Age <=12		
Age >12
Odds ratio
95% CI
Odds ratio
95% CI

Sex of surviving parent
Father
3.01***
2.17 - 4.19
0.92
0.63 - 1.34
Mother
1.00		1.00
Stepparent				
Yes
0.29***
0.16 - 0.51
1.76*
1.05 - 2.95
No
1.00		1.00
Household structure
before parental death				
Extended
1.00		1.00
Nuclear
1.34
0.85 - 2.13
1.32
0.70 - 2.49
Nuclear with non-related
1.42
0.59 - 3.38
0.81
0.28 - 2.38
Sex of child				
Female
1.01
0.75 - 1.36
1.45*
1.02 - 2.05
Male
1.00		1.00
Father's last occupational
status before parental death				
Elite/lower middle class
1.00		
1.00
Skilled worker
1.00
0.65 - 1.52
0.82
0.48 - 1.40
Self-employed farmer
or fisherman
0.74
0.42 - 1.31
0.71
0.35 - 1.44
Unskilled worker
1.03
0.67 - 1.57
1.73*
1.06 - 2.80
Religion				
Catholic
1.00		1.00
Liberal protestant
0.57**
0.39 - 0.82
1.06
0.68 - 1.66
Orthodox protestant
0.56*
0.32 - 0.95
0.63
0.30 - 1.31
Unknown/other
0.75
0.43 - 1.31
0.86
0.46 - 1.61
Place of residence				
Rural
1.00		1.00
Urban
1.10
0.78 - 1.57
1.29
0.86 - 1.94
Year of parental death				
1863-1885
1.00		1.00
1886-1904
1.19
0.86 - 1.65
1.05
0.70 - 1.56
Previous migration of
surviving parent				
No migration
1.00		
1.00
Migration
1.48*
1.02 - 2.17
1.34
0.84 - 2.14
Unknown
1.07
0.50 - 2.30
1.19
0.54 - 2.61
Age of surviving parent
at death of spouse
0.98
0.96 - 1.00
1.03
1.00 - 1.07
Number of older siblings
0.91*
0.83 - 0.99
0.96
0.85 - 1.08
Number of younger siblings
0.90
0.79 - 1.03
1.14*
1.02 - 1.27
Regional controls
Yes		Yes
Number of Individuals
2,415		1,087
Failures
182
138
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001				
Table 2.3 Event-history analysis with separation from surviving parent as failure event, 5-year period

53

54

Chapter 2: Coping Strategies

Model 2 runs the same analysis for children of working age (above the age of
12). The results diﬀer considerably compared to Model 1. On the one hand, as
suggested by the sequence analysis, the sex of the deceased parent does not have
a signiﬁcant impact on the likelihood of separation anymore. On the other hand,
the stepparent eﬀect changed completely. While the presence of stepparents
was associated with stability in the case of younger children, it is associated
with separation for older children. As in Model 1, the place of residence, year
of parental death and household structure before parental death did not reveal
signiﬁcant eﬀects. For older children, this also applies with regard to religion and
the surviving parent’s migration history. Older children from unskilled-worker
families, however, were more likely to leave the parental household. The same
applies for children with younger siblings, as well as female children.
Sometimes, no information about the household composition of the children
after a family split was available—for example, because servants were registered
in separate registers. Therefore, sensitivity checks were performed that excluded
these unclear cases. Even though this decreases the number of failure events
considerably, the results remain robust. In the analysis of the children of working
age, the stepparent eﬀect becomes even more signiﬁcant (see Table A.2.1 in the
appendix). As an additional sensitivity check, the age boundary was increased to
14 instead of 12. The results also remain robust with regard to the change of the
age boundary (see Table A.2.2 in the appendix).

2.5		 Migration of the household
This section will examine if the sex of the surviving parent also mattered with
regard to the migration of the household. Out of the 2805 orphaned children,
274 (9.8%) moved to another municipality together with their surviving parent at
least once during the ﬁve-year period following parental death. In the migration
analysis, next to full orphanhood, child death and loss of observation, separation
is also deﬁned as a censoring event, which implies that children who migrated
without their surviving parent are not considered family migrants.
Figure 2.2 depicts the characteristics of the observed moves. According to the left
part of Figure 2.2, the highest share of moves to another municipality involved
migration from one rural area to another rural area, while urban–urban moves
occurred rarely. This was expected because roughly 65% of the sample population
were living in the countryside before parental death (compare Table 2.1). However,
rural-to-urban moves occurred much more frequently than moves from cities to
the countryside. If urban and rural moves were evenly distributed, one would
expect these two types of migration to occur equally often. As this is not the case,
it can be concluded that migration to cities was more popular than migration to
the countryside. This will be examined further in the multi-variate analysis. The
right part of Figure 2.2 additionally shows the timing of the moves. Nearly half

be concluded that migration to cities was more popular than migration to the countryside. This
will be examined further in the multi-variate analysis. The right part of Figure 2.2 additionally
shows the timing of the moves. Nearly half
of the
took place
within
one year after 55
Dealing
withmoves
Demographic
Stress
in Childhood
parental death, and the number of moves decreased steadily with time. Migration therefore
seemed to be a short-term response to parental death.
160
140
120
100
80
60
40
20
rural -> rural

rural -> urban

urban -> rural

urban -> urban

0

< 1 year

<2
years

<3
years

<4
years

<5
years
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In the family-split section, it was shown that widowers were much more likely than widows to
Figure 2.2 Pie chart with type of migration (left) and bar chart with timing of migration (right)

leave their young children. How is it in the case of migration of the household to another
municipality? Table 2.4 depicts EHA models with migration of the surviving parent and child
as a failure event. Model 1 shows the analysis for children up to and including the age of 12,
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55 that widowers were much more likely
In the family-split section, it was shown
than widows to leave their young children. How is it in the case of migration of the
household to another municipality? Table 2.4 depicts EHA models with migration
of the surviving parent and child as a failure event. Model 1 shows the analysis for
children up to and including the age of 12, while Model 2 additionally includes
children of working age. Model 1 demonstrates that widowed fathers were less
likely to migrate with their children than widowed mothers. This indicates that
widowers and widows with young children tended to apply diﬀerent strategies
to deal with the death of their partner: widowers were more likely to separate
from their young children, while widows were more likely to move to another
municipality together with their oﬀspring.

In contrast to the family-split analysis, the presence of stepparents in the
household neither increased nor decreased the chance of migration of the family
group. The results also indicate that living in a nuclear family household with nonkin before parental death was associated with migration. The sex of the young
child, as well as the religion, period of parental death and number of siblings, did
not explain the risk of migration. As was suggested by Figure 2.2, living in the
countryside was associated with a much higher chance of migration. Households
with fathers from elite and lower-middle-class backgrounds showed a higher risk
of migration, while farmer families were the least likely to migrate. This is also the
case when only widowed mothers are considered (results not shown). Parental
migration experience and a younger age of the parent were strongly associated
with migration of the family unit.
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(1)		
(2)
Age <= 12		
Entire sample
Coefficient
95% CI
Coefficient
95% CI

Sex of surviving parent
		
Father
0.70*
0.53 - 0.93
0.73*
0.57 - 0.94
Mother
1.00		1.00
Stepparent				
Yes
0.97
0.60 - 1.55
1.01
0.66 - 1.54
No
1.00		1.00
Household structure
before parental death				
Extended
1.00		1.00
Nuclear
1.51
0.95 - 2.42
1.67*
1.07 - 2.60
Nuclear with non-related
2.52**
1.28 - 4.96
2.56**
1.38 - 4.72
Sex of child				
Female
1.00		1.00
Male
1.04
0.80 - 1.36
1.06
0.83 - 1.34
Father's last occupational
status before parental death				
Elite/lower middle class
1.00		
1.00
Skilled worker
0.59**
0.41 - 0.84
0.62**
0.45 - 0.85
Self-employed farmer
or fisherman
0.31***
0.18 - 0.53
0.39***
0.25 - 0.62
Unskilled worker
0.58**
0.41 - 0.83
0.55***
0.40 - 0.76
Religion				
Catholic
1.00		1.00
Liberal protestant
0.82
0.57 - 1.17
0.91
0.66 - 1.26
Orthodox protestant
0.88
0.55 - 1.38
1.06
0.70 - 1.59
Unknown/other
1.05
0.65 - 1.68
1.11
0.73 - 1.70
Place of residence				
Rural
1.00		1.00
Urban
0.53***
0.38 - 0.74
0.52***
0.39 - 0.71
Year of parental death				
1863-1885
1.00		1.00
1886-1904
1.14
0.86 - 1.53
1.14
0.88 - 1.49
Previous migration of
surviving parent				
No migration
1.00		
1.00
Migration
2.12***
1.54 - 2.93
1.95***
1.45 - 2.61
Unknown
1.53
0.82 - 2.85
1.20
0.66 - 2.16
Age of surviving parent
at death of spouse
0.97**
0.94 - 0.99
0.97***
0.95 - 0.98
Number of older siblings
0.94
0.86 - 1.02
0.93
0.87 - 1.01
Number of younger siblings
1.00
0.89 - 1.12
1.00
0.91 - 1.09
Regional controls
Yes		Yes
Number of Individuals
2415		2805
Failures
219
274
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001
Table 2.4 Event-history analysis with migration of the household as failure event, 5 year period
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Children of working age are not studied separately because only 55 research people
in the sample experienced household migration after the age of 12. However, in
Model 2, children above the age of 12 are also included in the regressions. The
coeﬃcients remain similar and signiﬁcant, which leads to the conclusion that the
results are robust with regard to the inclusion of children of working age. The
only diﬀerence between Model 1 and Model 2 can be found with regard to the
household structure before parental death. In Model 2, children from nuclear
families without non-kin are also signiﬁcantly more likely to migrate than children
from extended families.

2.6		 Concluding discussion
This article studied how more than 2800 Dutch parents with minor children
responded to the death of their partner in the second half of the nineteenth and at
the beginning of the twentieth century. The main focus of the article was directed
at two speciﬁc response strategies: separation of the surviving parent and his
or her minor child, as well as collective migration of the household to another
municipality. Based on theoretical considerations and previous research, it was
assumed that widowed fathers were more likely than widowed mothers to separate
from their children, but that this diﬀerence weakened with the children becoming
of working age. This hypothesis was strongly supported by results derived from
both sequence analysis and EHA. In general, it was shown that the majority of
orphaned children remained living with their widowed parent within ﬁve years
after parental death. Young children who had lost their mother, however, faced a
three times higher risk of separation than young children who had experienced
paternal death. As expected, the gender diﬀerence vanished completely once
children became of working age.
The most obvious explanation for the gender diﬀerence, other than a stronger
maternal commitment to their oﬀspring, is that single widowers with young
children were often unable to combine work and childcare. Therefore, they
looked for family members or others who could take over the upbringing of their
young oﬀspring. This explanation is also in line with the ﬁnding that parental
remarriage considerably reduced the risk of separation from very young children.
The presence of a stepmother in the household met the need for a caregiver and
introduced stability. The gender diﬀerence disappeared with children’s entry into
working age because the upbringing of working-age children required less time
and eﬀort. Fathers were therefore better able to manage the upbringing of their
adolescent oﬀspring. Additionally, parents also had a ﬁnancial interest in their
children because working-age children contributed to the household income
by either working at home or in another household, as farmhands or as civil
servants (Bras and Kok, 2003; de Regt, 2004). The event-history results further
show that, primarily, working-age children of unskilled laborers and those with
many younger siblings left the parental household. In general, families from
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unskilled backgrounds and with many young children faced higher ﬁnancial
distress after parental death than those who had a higher position in society and
fewer children. It therefore seems reasonable that children were more frequently
sent to an employer for work so that they could contribute to the family income,
and additionally decrease the household’s ﬁnancial pressures and daily costs.
The children of farmers, in contrast, were needed as farmhands and maids on
the parental farm, and were not encouraged to leave the parental household
(Schenkeveld, 2008).
It was additionally assumed that widows were more likely than widowers to
migrate together with their minor children, and that widows living in rural areas
generally faced a higher risk of migration than those living in cities. Support for
this hypothesis was found in the EHA performed, and it was additionally pointed
out that migration of the entire household to another municipality typically
occurred within one year of parental death. Migration can therefore be regarded
as a short-term adaptation to a family crisis (Kok, 2004). Earlier research has
shown that widows generally tended to migrate more often than widowers in
pre-industrial and industrializing societies (Dribe et al., 2007; Gunnlaugsson
and Gardarsdóttir, 1996; van Poppel, 1995). The main explanation for widows’
higher propensity to migrate is that, predominantly, widows from rural areas
expected to ﬁnd increased ﬁnancial and social support in towns (Gunnlaugsson
and Gardarsdóttir, 1996). In urban areas, widows generally had a higher chance
of remaining in an independent economic position since urban labor markets
oﬀered more work opportunities than rural areas for adult women.
As poor relief in the Netherlands in the period under consideration was not
organized nationally, but on a local scale, location mattered with regard to the level
of material and ﬁnancial support oﬀered by poor relief institutions. For instance,
privately funded poor relief institutions appeared from 1874 onwards mainly in
the bigger cities (van Loo, 1981), and poor relief systems were generally better
developed in urban areas (van Leeuwen, 1998). It is therefore possible that these
urban–rural diﬀerences in ﬁnancial and social support might have additionally
encouraged migrations from the countryside to larger cities and towns. As,
primarily, widows with minor children were a favored target group of poor relief,
this might also explain why widows were more likely to migrate than widowers.
In addition to better labor market opportunities in cities, comparatively high
standards of poor relief can therefore be viewed as pull factors that encouraged
widows’ migration to urban areas.
The story of poor relief as a pull factor to cities, however, is challenged by the
ﬁnding that well-oﬀ widows were much more willing to migrate than widows
from working-class families. This ﬁnding is surprising as poor working-class
widows in particular were believed to shoulder migration in order to beneﬁt
from locally organized poor relief. This leaves two possible interpretations.
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First, suﬃcient ﬁnancial and social support was oﬀered to poor families by their
local communities, non-resident kin and neighbors, which made migration
unnecessary. Second, poor widows did not have the ﬁnancial means, social
networks or suﬃcient knowledge about locally organized poor relief to enable
migration to the bigger cities. The data at hand, however, does not allow us to
test for these conﬂicting interpretations due to the lack of information about the
presence of family members and networks outside the household.
Generally speaking, mothers and fathers of minor children did not only face
diﬀerent obstacles as a consequence of a partner’s death, but also applied diﬀerent
strategies in order to cope with the loss of their partner. Even though both
separation and migration only occurred rarely, the study showed that widowed
men were more likely to separate from their young children and widowed women
preferred migration. It remains unclear, however, if applying these strategies
actually improved or worsened the children’s situation in particular. Migration, on
the one hand, certainly had very diﬀerent and unpredictable outcomes depending
on the surviving parent’s social network at their destination, the family’s adaptive
capacity and external circumstances. Family split, on the other hand, is generally
interpreted as a sign of vulnerability. In their short review, Oris and Ochiai
(2002) cite several explanations for family split: children are sent on their way to
subsist by themselves, make their mother’s remarriage easier, or avoid tensions
between them and the stepparent. This study shows, however, that family split
can also be interpreted in a more optimistic way. The results demonstrate that
Catholic children below working age were much more likely to be separated from
their parents. This might be explained by the importance of godparenthood in
the Catholic Church.4 Whereas Dutch Protestantism completely abandoned
godparentage at the beginning of the nineteenth century, godparenthood
continued to play a fundamental role in Catholic families (van Solinge et al.,
2000). Godparenthood also involved taking responsibility for providing for one’s
godchildren. As a consequence, Catholics might have been more willing to support
widowed parents in need by taking care of their young children. According to this
explanation, separation from the widowed parent can be described as a process
of rational family decision-making (Kok, 2007). Therefore, family split should
not necessarily be considered as paternal desertion and abandonment, but could
also be viewed as a collective decision by family and friends to achieve the best
outcome for the child in need (see also the diverse qualitative examples for family
split given by Humphries [2010, pp. 63–83]).
Signiﬁcant diﬀerences were assumed in the behavior of widowed parents living in
nuclear and extended households before parental death. Some support was found
for the hypothesis that living in an extended household decreased the likelihood of
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migration. However, living with extended family members did not reduce the risk
of family split. This ﬁnding challenges the nuclear hardship hypothesis by showing
that non-nuclear households do not protect against separation of the family unit
(Laslett, 1988). It has to be pointed out, however, that Laslett opposed the nuclear
family system to complex and multiple family systems, and not speciﬁcally to
extended families. Actually, extended family structures only provide to some
degree the proposed advantages of more complex families, such as the smooth
substitution of deceased household members. In fact, depending on their exact
composition, extended household structures may both increase and decrease the
household’s vulnerability. For instance, unmarried siblings of the widowed parent
may contribute to the household’s income, oﬀer childcare services, and therefore
serve as substitutes for deceased household members. The presence of dependent
elderly grandparents, on the contrary, may actually increase the stress caused by
the partner’s death and enhance the risk of family split. Accordingly, in contrast to
multiple family systems, extended households cannot be regarded as homogeneous
entities that necessarily provide stability in comparison to nuclear households.
Therefore, future research on family split and migration following parental death
would certainly beneﬁt from comparisons between nuclear and complex multiple
household settings, as well as from new methods to measure family networks.
Not having information about family members living in close proximity or in the
same municipality is deﬁnitely considered to be the main limitation of this study.
Controlling for the surviving parent’s migration experience and the presence of
family members in the household is not enough to capture the eﬀect of family
networks.
Finally, this article shows that sequence analysis can easily be applied to historical
household data. By improving the visualization of longitudinal data, sequence
analysis serves as an extremely useful tool to make longitudinal analysis more
accessible to both scholars and the interested public. Furthermore, in addition
to the aggregated life courses depicted in this article, sequence analysis actually
provides many more ways to visualize complex data. The beneﬁts of combining
sequence and cluster analysis, however, are less obvious when it comes to
historical data. Data from historical population registers typically does not have
as detailed life course information as contemporary data sets based, for example,
on retrospective surveys. This lack of detail reduces the value of cluster analysis,
which is mainly interested in identifying recurrent patterns and the typical
successions of states.				
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Figure A.2.1 Sequence analysis clusters for individual household trajectories (PAM algorithm), x-axis
shows number of years after parental death, entire sample
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(1)		
(2)
Age <=12		
Age >12
Odds ratio
95% CI
Odds ratio
95% CI

Sex of surviving parent
Father
4.70***
3.00 - 7.36
0.65
0.36 - 1.18
Mother
1.00		1.00
Stepparent				
Yes
0.31***
0.16 - 0.62
2.78**
1.30 - 5.94
No
1.00		1.00
Household structure
before parental death				
Extended
1.00		1.00
Nuclear
1.32
0.75 - 2.32
2.24
0.68 - 7.39
Nuclear with non-related
1.39
0.45 - 4.27
1.82
0.39 - 8.53
Sex of child				
Female
1.13
0.79 - 1.62
2.19**
1.26 - 3.81
Male
1.00		1.00
Father's last occupational
status before parental death				
Elite/lower middle class
1.00		
1.00
Skilled worker
1.36
0.77 - 2.40
0.60
0.25 - 1.40
Self-employed farmer
or fisherman
0.89
0.42 - 1.89
1.08
0.40 - 2.92
Unskilled worker
1.40
0.79 - 2.48
1.84
0.91 - 3.74
Religion				
Catholic
1.00		1.00
Liberal protestant
0.62*
0.40 - 0.96
1.48
0.73 - 2.97
Orthodox protestant
0.50
0.25 - 1.01
1.13
0.39 - 3.27
Unknown/other
0.65
0.31 - 1.36
1.30
0.47 - 3.57
Place of residence				
Rural
1.00		1.00
Urban
1.07
0.69 - 1.66
1.72
0.93 - 3.18
Year of parental death				
1863-1885
1.00		1.00
1886-1904
0.97
0.66 - 1.43
0.62
0.35 - 1.09
Previous migration of
surviving parent				
No migration
1.00		
1.00
Migration
1.55
0.97 - 2.49
1.45
0.73 - 2.85
Unknown
1.12
0.45 - 2.79
1.21
0.36 - 4.08
Age of surviving parent
at death of spouse
0.98
0.95 - 1.00
1.07**
1.02 - 1.12
Number of older siblings
0.94
0.84 - 1.04
0.81*
0.67 - 0.99
Number of younger siblings 0.78**
0.65 - 0.93
1.13
0.95 - 1.36
Regional controls
Yes		Yes
Number of Individuals
2256		1010
Failures
119
61
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001
Table A.2.1 Sensitivity check excluding ‘undefined’ cases
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(1)		
(2)
Age <=14		
Age >14
Odds ratio
95% CI
Odds ratio
95% CI

Sex of surviving parent
Father
2.51***
1.87 - 3.37
0.85
0.54 - 1.33
Mother
1.00		1.00
Stepparent				
Yes
0.29***
0.17 - 0.51
2.50**
1.41 - 4.42
No
1.00		1.00
Household structure
before parental death				
Extended
1.00		1.00
Nuclear
1.40
0.90 - 2.16
1.24
0.60 - 2.55
Nuclear with non-related
1.42
0.65 - 3.11
0.64
0.16 - 2.45
Sex of child				
Female
1.04
0.79 - 1.36
1.63*
1.08 - 2.45
Male
1.00		1.00
Father's last occupational
status before parental death				
Elite/lower middle class
1.00		
1.00
Skilled worker
0.97
0.66 - 1.45
0.79
0.42 - 1.46
Self-employed farmer
or fisherman
0.71
0.42 - 1.21
0.78
0.35 - 1.76
Unskilled worker
1.11
0.75 - 1.64
1.76*
1.01 - 3.08
Religion				
Catholic
1.00		1.00
Liberal protestant
0.62**
0.44 - 0.87
1.15
0.69 - 1.94
Orthodox protestant
0.60*
0.36 - 0.98
0.55
0.23 - 1.31
Unknown/other
0.73
0.44 - 1.22
0.89
0.43 - 1.84
Place of residence				
Rural
1.00		1.00
Urban
1.07
0.78 - 1.48
1.33
0.83 - 2.14
Year of parental death				
1863-1885
1.00		1.00
1886-1904
1.12
0.83 - 1.51
1.06
0.65 - 1.73
Previous migration of
surviving parent				
No migration
1.00		
1.00
Migration
1.50*
1.06 - 2.13
1.27
0.74 - 2.17
Unknown
0.89
0.42 - 1.91
1.62
0.72 - 3.63
Age of surviving parent
at death of spouse
0.98
0.97 - 1.00
1.02
0.98 - 1.06
Number of older siblings
0.91*
0.84 - 0.99
1.02
0.89 - 1.18
Number of younger siblings
0.95
0.85 - 1.06
1.10
0.97 - 1.25
Regional controls
Yes		Yes
Number of Individuals
2686		735
Failures
215
105
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001
Table A.2.2 Sensitivity check with age boundary at 14
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Abstract
This article studies the leaving home behavior of half-orphaned and nonorphaned children in the Netherlands in the period 1850-1940. Previous research
shows that parentally bereaved children in northwestern Europe in the past left
home earlier than children who lived together with both biological parents. This
article analyzes the mechanisms behind this phenomenon with a special focus
on the routes out of the parental household and the entry of stepparents and
stepsiblings. The Historical Sample of the Netherlands (HSN) is exploited which
contains detailed information about household composition and life courses of
more than 22,000 female and male adolescent children born between 1850 and
1922. Event-history analysis is applied and two exclusive routes out of the parental
household, for marital and non-marital reasons, are studied in a competing risk
design. Parental loss does not increase the risk of early marriage, but strongly
enhances the chances for leaving home for non-marital reasons. This is especially
true in case of maternal loss. No support is found for the hypothesis that the entry
of a stepparent and stepsiblings increases the risk of leaving home compared to
living with a single widowed parent. Tensions with stepparents therefore do not
suffice to explain why parentally bereaved children left earlier for non-marital
reasons. Instead, children’s exit was in the interest of both the single widowed
parent and the bereaved child.
Keywords: Parental death, home leaving behavior, family structure, life-cycle service,
stepparent entry, age at marriage, event-history analysis, competing risks
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3.1		Introduction
In northwestern Europe in the nineteenth and the first decades of the twentieth
century, children often moved out of the parental home at young ages to work
as domestic servants or farmhands with other families, a phenomenon which is
referred to as life-cycle service (Hajnal 1983; Laslett 1977; van Poppel et al. 2004).
Those who stayed at the parental home during adolescence and early adulthood
typically left upon marriage to establish an own independent household with
their partner. In contrast to today’s western societies, where leaving the parental
household is typically associated with individual autonomy and higher education,
leaving home in the past was therefore mainly related to either employment or
family formation.
An important determinant of the age at leaving home in both historical and
contemporary societies is the family structure in which the child grows up.
Studies on western Europe in the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth
century found conclusive evidence that parental death was associated with
earlier exit out of the parental home (Alter and Capron 2004; Bras and Kok 2004;
Bras and Neven 2007; Dribe 2003b; Lundh and Öberg 2018). The mechanisms
behind this phenomenon, however, remain unclear. Historical demographers
have argued that the loss of a parent resulted in earlier home leaving because
of high remarriage rates and tensions with stepparents that pushed the children
out of the parental household (Bras and Kok 2004; Dribe 2003b), a phenomenon
which is often found in studies on contemporary western populations (Aquilino
1991; Blaauboer and Mulder 2010; Goldscheider and Goldscheider 1998; L. van
den Berg et al. 2018). Indeed, remarriage was very common in the Netherlands
and other European countries in the period of consideration (van Poppel 1995)
and could be an important determinant in the children’s leaving home behavior.
However, to our knowledge the role of stepparents on leaving home in the past has
never been studied empirically, mostly due to rather small sample sizes (Bras and
Kok 2004; Dribe 2003b). This article therefore contributes to the existing literature
by accounting for the arrival of stepfathers, stepmothers, and stepsiblings in the
household. The inclusion of stepparents and stepsiblings in the analysis allows us
to study if the high risk of home leaving associated with parental death might be
attributed to tensions in the family home triggered by the entry of a stepparent
or to parental death and single parenthood per se. Furthermore, we will control
for the child’s age at parental loss and for the age at the entry of the stepparents
to analyze if losing a parent and experiencing the arrival of a stepparent in early
childhood has different effects on leaving home than experiencing these events in
adolescence.
As a second major contribution, we study two mutually exclusive pathways out of
the parental home in a competing-risk model: Leaving home with a partner to live
in a marital union and leaving home without a partner, mostly for work-related
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reasons. Research on contemporary populations shows that the determinants of
leaving home differ considerably by the specific route chosen (Bernhardt, Gähler,
and Goldscheider 2005; Blaauboer and Mulder 2010; Cherlin, Kiernan, and ChaseLansdale 1995; de Jong Gierveld, Liefbroer, and Beekink 1991; Dribe and Stanfors
2005; Goldscheider and Goldscheider 1998; Holdsworth 2000). Nevertheless,
previous research on home leaving in historical western and northern European
populations grouped all available routes together or considered only one specific
route (for a recent exception see Lundh and Öberg 2018 on the Swedish city
Gothenburg). As we expect that the determinants of the leaving home process
vary considerably between marital and non-marital exit, we will study both
pathways within a competing-risk framework, which allows us to regard the
routes as alternative options.
Finally, it has recently been criticized that determinants of leaving home in
historical populations have only been studied by using small regional samples (Day
2018). This article will therefore additionally contribute to the existing literature
on leaving home in the past by being the first one that exploits a nationally
representative sample. We use the Historical Sample of the Netherlands (HSN)
which contains detailed information on the life courses of roughly 37,000 boys
and girls born in the whole of the Netherlands between 1850 and 1922. As will
be described in the data section, the HSN is well-suited for studying the impact
of family structure and other determinants on first leaving home in childhood,
adolescence, and early adulthood in a historical period.

3.2		 Historical context and theoretical background
3.2.1		 Life-cycle service and leaving home in the past
Early home leaving in contemporary western society is considered problematic
because it generally interferes with obtaining educational attainment (McLanahan
and Percheski 2008). In northwestern Europe in the nineteenth century, in
contrast, it was common practice that sons and daughters left the nuclear family
home at a relatively early age to live and work in another family as domestic
servant, agricultural worker, or apprentice (Dribe 2000; Mönkediek, Kok,
and Mandemakers 2016; van Poppel et al. 2004). Youth migration rates in the
Netherlands in the period of consideration began to increase slowly from the age
of 12 onwards, when the majority of children finished school (Kok 1997). Only
children from the upper classes, and particularly boys, got the opportunity to
prolong education at boarding schools and universities. In the Dutch province
of Utrecht in the period of consideration, about 30-55 percent of unmarried
children up until the age of 26 migrated at least once without their parents. On
average, youth migrants left the parental home for the first time at the age of 19
and the age at leaving home remained more or less stable during the nineteenth
century (Kok 1997). Working-age children were usually hired by their employers
on a yearly basis (Dribe 2000; Paping 1999) and children working in service often
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returned to their parental home between employments (Kok 1997). Young adults
typically worked in service until they had accumulated enough savings to contract
a marriage (de Moor and van Zanden 2010; Dribe et al. 2014). Dutch children
who did not leave home during childhood and young adulthood typically exited
the parental household upon marriage and founded an independent nuclear
household with their partner. Life-cycle service and the social norm to establish
an own household upon marriage were important explanatory factors for the
Western European marriage pattern which is characterized by comparatively high
ages a first marriage and high proportions of never-marrying individuals (Dribe
et al. 2014; Hajnal 1965, 1982).
Not only the leaving home behavior, but also the social norms concerning the
resource flow between generations have changed remarkably in northwestern
Europe over time. Whereas offspring in the contemporary western world is often
supported financially by their parents up until adulthood, children in the period
of consideration were expected to contribute to the family economy from an early
age onwards (de Regt 2004). Parents were also entitled to the entire earnings
of their living-in children and generally made full use of this right (Bras and
Kok 2004). After having left the parental home, some children still had to hand
over their wage, but others were allowed to keep their earnings. This procedure
depended among others on parental social class. For instance, children’s income
was especially important to working class families in order to obtain a reasonable
standard of living. Only after entry into marriage, children were not expected to
contribute to the parents’ household budget any longer and as a consequence the
parental household lost the newly wed child as a productive asset (Bras and Kok
2004).
Consequently, the decision to enter life-cycle service was directed by mutual
obligations and dependencies between parents and children (Dribe 2000). The
decision of leaving home was subject to a bargaining process in which costs
and benefits both for the parental household and the child were taken into
consideration. The final decision about entrance into life-cycle service, however,
was typically made by the parents (Bras and Kok 2004). The power relations
between parents and children are also symbolized by the fact that parents in the
Netherlands were entitled to object to their children’s partner choice: Up until the
age of 30, children who intended to get married needed their parent’s consent.
Before the age of 23 (after 1905 the age of 21) parental objection could not even be
overruled by the court (Vulsma 1988).
3.2.2		 The impact of parental death on leaving home behavior
Whereas parental divorce was a very exceptional event in the Netherlands in the
second half of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century (Kalmijn
2008), many children were confronted with parental death. Nearly one out of four
children born between 1850 and 1879 had lost a mother and/or father by the age
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of 15. Even though this share decreased over time due to lower adult mortality
risk, more than 13% of children born in the period 1900-1922 had lost a parent
before the age of 15 (van Poppel et al. 2013). After the death of a parent, a coguardian was appointed to half-orphaned children under the age of 23 (after
1905 the age of 21). Only males were chosen as co-guardians as Dutch law did
not allow women to be selected for this position (van Solinge, Walhout, and van
Poppel 2000). The co-guardians functioned as supervisors of the main guardian
(typically the surviving parent), but were usually not engaged in the upbringing
of the minor children.
Earlier studies on historical western populations unambiguously have found that
parental death had a disruptive effect and was associated with children’s earlier
exit out of the parental home. In the Netherlands, Bras (2003, 2004) studied the
migration behavior of girls born in the southwestern coastal province of Zeeland.
She estimated that both maternal and paternal death increased daughter’s risk
of entering service outside the parental home and the risk of migrating across
provincial borders. Similar effects of parental death were found for the leaving
home process of Zeeland boys and children in the Central Dutch province of
Utrecht (Bras and Kok 2004; Kok 1997). Also children born in eastern Belgium
(Alter and Capron 2004; Bras and Neven 2007), in rural southern Sweden (Dribe
2000, 2003b), and in the United States (Galenson 1987; Steckel 1996) in the
nineteenth century revealed higher risks of leaving home following the death of
a parent.
Research on individuals born in the second half of the twentieth century has
shown that the family structure has different effects on the available routes out of
the parental home (Bernhardt et al. 2005; Blaauboer and Mulder 2010; Cherlin et
al. 1995; de Jong Gierveld et al. 1991; Dribe and Stanfors 2005; Goldscheider and
Goldscheider 1998; Holdsworth 2000). In their recent study on the leaving home
process in Gothenburg in the first half of the twentieth century, Lundh and Öberg
(2018) showed that this also applied to historical populations. Their results suggest
that living with a widowed parent increased daughter’s chances to leave for nonfamilial reasons but not for entering a marriage. In studies on the impact of family
structure on leaving home in historical populations, it is therefore important to
differentiate between leaving home for marital and non-marital reasons.
In line with earlier research on the Netherlands we assume that parental death
increased the chances for leaving the parental household for non-marital
reasons (Bras and Kok 2004). The loss of a parent might have reduced the
claims and the control of the parental family and generated possibilities to leave
the household (Bras 2003). Furthermore, parental death might be associated
with severe consequences that push the child out of the parental home because
parental absence in general is expected to be accompanied with decreasing living
standards (Oris and Ochiai 2002) and a reduction of parental quality and quantity
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(Bernhardt et al. 2005). As a consequence, bereaved children had to find work
more rapidly than was anticipated in order to provide for themselves and also
for their family (Bras and Kok 2004). If work was not available in the community
itself, children were sent away to find an occupation elsewhere.
On the contrary, we expect that parental death did not play an important role
when it comes to leaving home for union formation. Marriage in the Netherlands
in the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century was highly determined
by financial, religious, and social constraints (Rosenbaum-Feldbrügge and
Debiasi 2019; Suanet and Bras 2010). As parental death in childhood introduced
financial instabilities (Oris and Ochiai 2002), adult children might have delayed
marriage until a certain standard of living was regained that facilitated entry into
marriage. Parental death is therefore expected not to be associated with a rush into
marriage. Moreover, widowed parents themselves did not have an interest in their
children’s early marriage because married children usually did not contribute to
the household income any longer (de Regt 2004). As a result, widowed parents
who were dependent on their adult children’s earnings might have objected to
their children’s desire for marriage. Accordingly, we formulate the following
hypotheses:
Hypothesis 1a: Parental death is associated with earlier home leaving for nonmarital reasons.
Hypothesis 1b: Parental death is not associated with home leaving for marital
reasons.
Even though a clear link between parental death and early leaving of the parental
household in historical populations has been established in previous work, the
mechanisms behind this relationship remain unclear. Bras and Kok (2004) as well
as Dribe (2003) suggested that half-orphaned children left the parental household
earlier because of potential tensions with stepparents and stepsiblings, but in
their studies the authors did not control for their arrival. Remarriage occurred
frequently in the Netherlands and especially widowers with young children had a
strong interest in finding a new partner because they needed support with childcare
services and domestic work. Accordingly, it has been found that remarriage rates
were highest for widowers with young children and some even re-married only
a couple of months after the death of their wife (Rosenbaum-Feldbrügge 2018).
In the Dutch city of Breda in the southern part of the Netherlands roughly 87%
of the widowers below age 30, 69% of those between ages 30 to 44, and 34% of
those between ages 45 and 59 entered into a remarriage. Corresponding numbers
for widows were considerably lower with 73%, 43% and 8%, respectively, and
remarriage was much less likely when they had to take care of young children
(van Poppel 1995).
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In line with earlier research on contemporary western populations we assume that
the entry of a stepparent and stepsiblings increased the risk of leaving the parental
home in childhood, adolescence, and young adulthood as parental remarriage
has been associated with tensions in the family (Aquilino 1991; Blaauboer and
Mulder 2010; Goldscheider and Goldscheider 1998; L. van den Berg et al. 2018).
Therefore, parental remarriage as well as the entry of stepsiblings are expected to
increase the risk of home leaving even compared to living with a single widowed
parent. Furthermore, we assume that the timing of the entry of the stepparent
mattered. Stepparents who had entered before the research person turned 12 years
are expected to have a less disruptive impact than stepparents that entered after
age 12. These considerations lead to the article’s final three hypotheses:
Hypothesis 2a: The entry of a stepparent both after and before the age of 12
accelerates the leaving home process compared to one-parent
families.
Hypothesis 2b: The presence of stepsiblings is generally associated with a faster
transition to first leaving home.
Hypothesis 2c: The entry of a stepparent after age 12 is associated with a faster
transition to first leaving home than the entry of a stepparent
before age 12.

3.3		 Data, methods and variables
3.3.1		 Data and sample selection
The 2010.01 release of the Historical Sample of the Netherlands (HSN) follows
the life courses of a representative sample of more than 37,000 male and female
individuals, so-called research persons, who were born in the period 18501922. The HSN is based on birth, marriage and death certificates as well as
on population registers which were introduced in the whole of the country in
1850. Population registers are a unique data source as they contain continuously
updated information about demographic events of all the household members,
such as birth, migration, and death (Mandemakers 2002). This enables us to
identify changes in the research persons’ household composition, for example
the death of a parent, the entry of a stepparent, and most importantly the age at
leaving home. In addition, information about occupation and religion is available
in the registers, which are considered important predictor variables. The sampling
strategy ensured that research persons are not clustered within households,
which implies that each research person has a unique set of parents. Moreover,
research persons who migrated within the country are followed and not lost
from observation. From the end of the 1930s onwards, population registers were
replaced by personal cards that do not contain information about the household
structure. Therefore, the period of observation ends in 1940.
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Research persons need to satisfy the following four criteria to be included in the
analysis. First, they have to survive and have to be observed until the starting age
of 12 years old. Especially due to high infant and child mortality risk, this reduces
the number of research persons considerably from 37,173 to 26,736 individuals.
Second, household information must be available in order to identify changes in
the household composition, which further reduces the number of research persons
by 1,838. Third, research persons whose parents could not be identified without
ambiguity, such as illegitimate children, and who were not living in the parental
home at the age of 12 were excluded. Moreover, we decided to remove research
persons that were abandoned by one of their parents for unknown reasons. This
results in a sample size of 22,265. Finally, 43 individuals are removed because we
do not have any information about their father’s socioeconomic status. The final
sample therefore includes 11,040 female and 11,182 male research persons, which
amounts to a total of 22,222 research persons whose leaving home behavior is
studied in this article. Individuals that leave the parental household and move
to a household where no partner is present are defined as non-marital movers.
Individuals are defined as marital movers when they leave the parental household
and move into a household where a partner is present. Children who get married
but do not leave the parental household are therefore not regarded as home leavers
as long as they stay in the parental home.
Just as Bras and Kok (2004), we want to emphasize the limitations of the population
register as a source for studying children’s leaving home behavior, especially with
regard to leaving without a partner. Even though the registration of migratory
moves was compulsory, there is absolutely no guarantee that all temporary moves
out of the parental home were recorded in the population registers. Therefore,
it is perfectly possible that we miss a considerable proportion of first moves out
of the parental household. Nevertheless, we do not believe that the potential
underreporting of first moves is biased in a way that makes the results of the
present study less reliable.
3.3.2		Methods
Event-history analysis (Cox proportional hazard models) is employed to examine
the effect of family structure on first leaving the parental home. Event-history
analysis calculates the expected duration of time until a certain event like leaving
home occurs given a set of control variables such as the family structure or
socioeconomic status. In the regression tables hazard ratios are presented. A
coefficient above 1.00 is associated with a higher chance of home leaving, whereas
a coefficient below 1.00 is associated with a reduced chance of home leaving.
Higher chance of home leaving actually means that the event occurs earlier and/
or more often compared to a reference group. Hence, in the regression models not
only the timing but also the propensity of home leaving is studied.
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The observation period starts with the 12th birthday of the research person
and ends with the first occurrence of one of the following events: the event of
interest (first home leaving for either marital or non-marital reasons), death of
the research person, loss from observation, 23rd birthday, or January 1st 1940
when personal cards where introduced in the entire country. Moreover, research
persons are obviously censored when their second biological parent dies which
would automatically lead to the exit out of the parental household.
The age range (12-23) is determined by the historical context. Education until the
age of 12 became compulsory in 1901 but even prior to that reform many Dutch
children went to school up until this age (Dasberg and Jansing 1978; van der Voort
1994). This was especially the case after the Labor law of 1889 was introduced,
which strictly prohibited working below age 12 in factories and workshops (de
Regt 2004). Accordingly, in line with earlier research we consider children from
age 12 onwards as working-age children (Bras and Kok 2004). With regard to the
upper age limit, until 1905 Dutch children below the age of 23 (below the age of 21
after 1905) were regarded as minors and had to be under the authority of an adult,
typically a parent (van Solinge et al. 2000). As we are mainly interested in the
impact of family structure on early home leaving and the power relations between
the widowed parent and his/her children, only minor children below age 23 and
unusually early marriage will be considered. Children who live in the parental
household will therefore be censored on their 23rd birthday.
In the first part of the analysis, we will run three models to test the first set of
hypotheses. Children below marriage age (12-17) and children of marriage age (1823) will be considered separately and among the second group we will differentiate
by the route out of the parental home. This will be done by running competing risk
models which measure the relative risks of leaving home for marital or non-marital
reasons (Blaauboer and Mulder 2010; Buck and Scott 1993; Fine and Gray 1999;
Lundh and Öberg 2018). Unfortunately, the data do not allow us to separate the second
group into leaving for work-related purposes on the one hand and for schooling and
further education on the other. Nevertheless, the large majority of children that left
for non-marital reasons left for work-related purposes as studying at boarding schools
and universities was restricted to children (and especially sons) originating from the
upper class and to those going to Catholic boarding schools. Male children that were
drafted to serve in the army typically did not inform the municipality of residence
about a change in address. Finally, the second part of the analysis serves to test the
second set of hypotheses about the entry of stepparents and stepsiblings.
3.3.3		Variables
The main independent variable of interest is the child’s family structure which is
introduced as a time-varying variable. In the multivariate analysis, we control for
several other variables that are expected to be associated with the age at leaving
home. First, earlier research has shown that parental social class is an important
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determinant for the transition to adulthood in general and the age at leaving home
in particular, both among historical and contemporary populations (Blaauboer and
Mulder 2010; Bras and Kok 2004; Furstenberg 2008). We will use the father’s highest
occupational status ever recorded on the civil certificates and the population registers
as a proxy for the family’s socioeconomic status. With the help of a dataset provided
by Mandemakers et al. (2013) the occupations are translated into the categorical
classification scheme HISCLASS which groups occupations into twelve, seven, or
five hierarchical social classes (van Leeuwen and Maas 2011). Five social classes are
used in this article in order to avoid small numbers in the specific categories. These
classes are called elite, lower middle class (mainly white-collar workers), skilled
workers, self-employed farmers and fishermen as well as unskilled workers.
In the period of consideration, religious denomination played a very important
role in Dutch society and daily life. For instance, Catholic women typically married
much later than their Liberal Protestant counterparts because they relied on
marriage restraint as a traditional Malthusian method to limit family size (Engelen
and Kok 2002; Rosenbaum-Feldbrügge and Debiasi 2019). In the analysis, religious
denomination is divided into five categories: Catholic, liberal Protestant, orthodox
Protestant, Jewish, and unknown/other. Members of the Dutch Reformed Church
living in communities that solely elected orthodox ministers are regarded as
orthodox Protestants (Kok 2017). Household variables of interest are the number
of older and younger sisters and brothers who survived until the age of 10, and
the mother’s age at the research person’s birth. It is expected that the presence of
many siblings generally reduces the age at leaving the parental home due to the high
competition for resources within the household.
Finally, we also control for context characteristics. First, we differentiate between
individuals born in the countryside and in cities. Municipalities are considered urban
when they had more than 10,000 inhabitants and less than 2,5% of the population
employed in the agricultural sector according to a nationwide census taken in 1899
(Kooij 1985). Second, in order to cover cultural and economic differences within
the country, the birth provinces are classified into four regions: North (Groningen,
Friesland), West (North Holland, South Holland, Zeeland, Utrecht), South (North
Brabant, Limburg), and East (Overijssel, Gelderland, Drenthe). To conclude, in line
with earlier research we divide the period of observation in three birth periods (van
Poppel et al. 2013): 1850-1879, 1880-1899, and 1900-1922. Bras and Kok (2004)
found that the age of leaving home increased in the beginning of the twentieth
century and explain this result with educational expansion, extended means of
transportation, and the general decline in life-cycle service. The summary statistics
of the variables by sex of the research person are depicted in Table 3.1. There are no
considerable differences between male and female research person. Slightly more
than 80% of the person-years were spent with both parents, and children were
more likely to experience the entry of a stepmother than of a stepfather. Only very
few children were growing up with stepsiblings.
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		 Women

Men

Family structure, %		
Both parents		
Only father		
Father and stepmother		
Only mother		
Mother and stepfather		

81.8
4.8
3.4
8.4
1.5

80.6
4.8
4.3
8.6
1.7

Stepsibling ever present, %		
No		
Yes		

98.9
1.1

98.5
1.5

Highest paternal HISCLASS, %		
Elite		
Lower middle class		
Skilled worker		
Self-employed farmer and fisherman		
Unskilled worker		

4.3
22.6
35.3
16.9
20.9

3.6
21.7
34.6
17.4
22.7

Religion, %		
Catholic		
Liberal Protestant		
Orthodox Protestant		
Jewish		
Unknown/Other		

32.8
42.1
15.3
1.5
8.2

32.8
42.0
15.5
1.6
8.1

Total number siblings		

5.1

5.2

Mother’s age at birth, %		
<25		
25-35		
>35		

13.5
58.8
27.7

14.0
60.4
25.6

Period of birth, %		
1850-1879		
1880-1900		
1901-1922		

26.2
37.6
36.2

25.9
37.4
36.8

Birth region, %		
North		
West		
East		
South		

15.2
52.7
17.4
14.8

15.0
52.8
17.4
14.8

Birth municipality, %		
Rural		
Urban		
Number of individuals		
Number of events		
Person years		

65.9
34.1
11,040
4,725
94,519

66.6
33.4
11,182
3,280
102,527

Table 3.1 Summary statistics of the independent variables, by sex of the research person
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3.4		Results
3.4.1		 The determinants of the routes of leaving home
In this section, we closely examine the determinants of leaving home for marital
and non-marital reasons. Figure 3.1 shows Kaplan-Meier curves representing
the male (blue) and female (green) individuals who left either for non-familial
(lower graph) or familial (upper graph) reasons between the ages 12 and 23. The
dashed lines represent children that lost a parent before the age of 12 and the
solid lines represent those who did not experience parental death before the age
of 12. The lower graph shows that the first children left the parental home for
non-marital reasons at around age 14 and that both half-orphaned daughters
and sons left home earlier than their non-orphaned counterparts. This is in line
with Hypothesis 1a. The upper graph reveals that Dutch children in the period
of consideration basically did not marry before age 18. Furthermore, the graph
indicates that the marriage behavior of half-orphaned and non-orphaned children
did not differ considerably, which supports Hypothesis 1b. In addition to that, the
graphs in Figure 3.1 also show that daughters generally moved out of the parental
household earlier than sons, which is also found in research on contemporary
western populations (Billari, Philipov, and Baizán 2001). Due to these gender
differences in ages at leaving home, it is reasonable to run separate regressions for
daughters and sons.
Table 3.2 depicts the regression results for female and Table 3.3 the results for male
research persons. Model 1 in both tables studies children below the age of 18 and
only analyzes leaving home for non-marital reasons as marriage basically did not
occur before the age of 18. In Model 2 and Model 3, we study the age range 1823 and introduce competing risk models with leaving home for non-marital and
marital reasons as competing outcomes.
In accordance with Hypothesis 1a and Figure 3.1, Model 1 shows that the loss of
a parent was significantly associated with earlier home leaving among sons and
daughters below age 18. The effects sizes are 1.66 for daughters and 1.72 for sons.
The age at leaving home for non-marital reasons are also reduced by parental
death for children aged 18 to 23, as shown in Model 2. Again, the effect sizes for
daughters and sons are similar, but a little bit lower compared to Model 1. Model
3 supports Hypothesis 1b because parental death among daughters and sons was
not associated with leaving home for early marriage. Consequently, there is strong
evidence for Hypotheses 1a and 1b which state that experiencing parental death
was associated with earlier home leaving for non-marital reasons, but did not
increase the chance for early marriage.
With regard to the remaining covariates, the results show that social class was a very
important determinant for children’s leaving home behavior and that the effect of
social class varied by the sex of the child and the route out of the parental home.
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Figure 3.1 Kaplan-Meier curves for leaving the parental home for non-marital and marital reasons, by sex
of the research person and having experienced parental death before age 12.
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(1)
Non-marital living
Ages 12-18
Hazard ratio 95% CI

(2)
Non-marital living
Ages 18-23
Hazard ratio 95% CI

(3)
Marriage
Ages 18-23
Hazard ratio 95% CI

Parental death						
Yes
1.66***
1.49 - 1.84
1.38***
1.23 - 1.54
1.03
0.90 - 1.18
No
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
						
Father's highest HISCLASS						
Elite
0.95
0.74 - 1.22
1.06
0.83 - 1.35
0.53***
0.37 - 0.77
Lower Middle Class
0.94
0.82 - 1.07
0.99
0.87 - 1.13
0.82*
0.70 - 0.96
Skilled Worker
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Farmer or Fishermen
0.82**
0.71 - 0.94
0.70***
0.60 - 0.83
0.82*
0.68 - 1.00
Unskilled Worker
1.31***
1.16 - 1.47
1.26***
1.11 - 1.43
1.44***
1.24 - 1.66
						
Religion						
Liberal protestant
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Catholic
1.17*
1.04 - 1.33
1.03
0.90 - 1.17
0.70***
0.60 - 0.82
Orthodox Protestant
0.89
0.77 - 1.03
0.93
0.80 - 1.08
0.79**
0.66 - 0.94
Jewish
0.42*
0.21 - 0.84
0.93
0.62 - 1.39
0.70
0.43 - 1.13
Unknown/Other
0.93
0.77 - 1.11
1.00
0.83 - 1.21
1.08
0.88 - 1.31
						
Number older brothers
0.98
0.95 - 1.02
1.01
0.97 - 1.05
1.09***
1.04 - 1.13
Number older sisters
1.09***
1.05 - 1.13
1.04
1.00 - 1.08
1.03
0.99 - 1.08
Number younger brothers 1.04*
1.00 - 1.08
1.04*
1.00 - 1.08
0.99
0.95 - 1.04
Number younger sisters 1.16***
1.12 - 1.20
1.12***
1.08 - 1.16
1.03
0.99 - 1.07
						
Period of birth						
1850-1879
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
1880-1899
1.07
0.95 - 1.19
1.10
0.98 - 1.24
1.05
0.91 - 1.21
1900-1922
0.80***
0.71 - 0.91
0.74***
0.65 - 0.85
0.98
0.84 - 1.14
						
Mother's age at birth						
<25
0.88
0.76 - 1.02
0.90
0.77 - 1.05
1.70***
1.45 - 1.98
25-35
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
>35
0.92
0.81 - 1.05
0.99
0.86 - 1.13
0.88
0.75 - 1.04
						
Municipality of birth						
Urban
0.64***
0.57 - 0.72
1.02
0.91 - 1.15
1.21**
1.06 - 1.38
Rural
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
						
Region of birth						
West						
North
1.47***
1.29 - 1.67
1.39***
1.21 - 1.60
0.66***
0.55 - 0.79
East
1.14*
1.01 - 1.30
1.20**
1.05 - 1.37
0.61***
0.51 - 0.73
South
1.02
0.87 - 1.19
0.77**
0.64 - 0.92
1.06
0.87 - 1.28
						
Number of subjects
11,040		
8,599		
8,599
Number of failures
1,847
1,627
1,251
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001
Table 3.2 Event-history analysis for first leaving home for marital and non-marital reasons, women
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First of all, children of the elite were least likely to enter into an early marriage.
Family controls on partner selection were strongest among this group to prevent
early marriages which were considered socially inappropriate (Janssens 2014). As
family controls were less strong among the lowest social class and also material
thresholds of starting a household were lower, children of unskilled workers were
most likely to enter into an early marriage. Children of unskilled workers, and
daughters in particular, were also most likely to leave the parental household for
non-marital reasons which points to the importance of life-cycle service within
the life course of lower skilled individuals. Daughters of farmers were most likely
to stay with their parents during adolescence, whereas farmer’s sons somewhat
surprisingly also participated in life-cycle service and probably worked at other
farms to gain experience. Remarkably, elite sons had the highest risk of leaving
the parental home for non-marital reasons compared to all other social groups.
This is explained by the fact that the upper-classes often sent their male children
to boarding schools and universities (Janssens 1993).
Catholic children and also orthodox protestant girls were much less likely to marry
before the age of 23 because early marriages were not in the line with the social
norms dominant within these groups (Engelen and Kok 2002). Catholicism had
the opposite effect on leaving home for non-marital reasons during adolescence
and was associated with higher risk of leaving, which might be explained with the
prominence of Catholic boarding schools. Jewish daughters were least likely to
leave their parents before the age of 18. The number of siblings generally increased
daughters’ risks of leaving home, especially for non-marital living and for those who
had many older and younger sisters. Sons’ leaving home behavior was generally not
affected by the sibship size. Only sons with older brothers were more likely to leave
the parental household to enter into a union. Mother’s age at birth did not have
an impact on the age at leaving home for non-marital living, but having a young
mother strongly increased the chances for early marriage, both for male and female
children. This indicates that marriage behavior was to a certain degree transmitted
between generations and is in line with earlier findings (van Bavel and Kok 2009).
With regard to the context characteristics, the propensity of early marriage did
not change over time, neither for men nor for women. But being born between
1900 and 1922 was associated with a lower chance for leaving for non-marital
reasons. This points to the decline in life-cycle service in the beginning of the
twentieth century (Bras and Kok 2004). Living in an urban area had opposing
effects on leaving home behavior than living in a rural area. Boys and girls born in
rural areas were significantly more likely to leave the parental home below age 18
than children born in cities. On the contrary, being born in an urban area conveys
higher hazard ratios for early entry into marriage. Finally, also the region of residence
mattered with regard to leaving home. Particularly daughters born in the northern
and eastern parts were less likely to enter marriage before the age of 23. With regard
to leaving for non-marital reasons, however, the opposite pattern was observed
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because children born in the North and the East of the country were most likely
to leave for work. This finding is surprising as earlier research on the Netherlands
assumed that children in the East generally remained longer in the parental home
(Mönkediek et al. 2016; Riswick 2018). More research about regional differences
is required, but our results indicate that a general assumption about leaving home
in the eastern parts of the Netherlands is not supported in this article, at least with
regard to leaving for non-marital reasons.
				
3.4.2		 The impact of the family structure on age at leaving home
In Table 3.4 and Table 3.5, we study the role of the family structure in more detail
for daughters and sons, respectively. In this section, only leaving for non-marital
reasons is considered as it has been shown that leaving for marriage is not affected
by the loss of a parent. As before, we run separate models for children younger
and older than 18 years old as splitting the analysis in two age ranges results in
a non-violation of the proportional hazards assumption. In Model 1 and Model
2 we differentiate between maternal and paternal death and the age at which the
child experienced parental death. In Model 3 and Model 4, we take the presence
of stepsiblings and of stepparents into account who entered before and after the
age of 12. In Tables 3.4 and 3.5 we control for the same covariates as above, but
they are not shown in the output tables because they convey basically the identical
information as the first two models in Tables 3.2 and 3.3.
Model 1 and Model 2 reveal that daughters and sons were in most cases more
likely to leave home after maternal death than paternal death. Losing a father was
often not even associated with a higher risk of leaving the parental household
compared to non-bereaved children, especially for those above age 18. Parental
death among most age groups was associated with earlier home leaving compared
to non-orphaned children and no considerable differences in leaving home were
observed with regard to the age at bereavement. Only boys who lost a mother
in early childhood were significantly less likely to leave the parental household
after the age of 18 than those who experienced maternal death in later childhood,
adolescence, and early adulthood.
Models 3 and 4 indicate that children who shared a household with stepparents and
stepsiblings generally showed a very similar leaving home behavior compared to
children whose widowed parent had not remarried yet. According to the joint tests
performed, only daughters below age 18 left the parental household earlier who lived
together with a stepfather that entered after their twelfth birthday, compared to living
with a single widowed mother (F = 7.90, p > F = 0.00) and compared to having a
stepfather who entered before the age of 12 (F = 11.72, p > F = 0.00). In addition, the
presence of stepsiblings increased the likelihood of home leaving only for daughters
above age 18. Apparently, in most cases it was not the entry of a stepparent and
stepsiblings that made the children leave their parental home, but the death of a parent
as such. Taken together, this does not support Hypotheses 2a, 2b, and 2c.
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(1)
Non-marital living
Ages 12-18
Hazard ratio 95% CI

(2)
Non-marital living
Ages 18-23
Hazard ratio 95% CI

(3)
Marriage
Ages 18-23
Hazard ratio 95% CI

Parental death						
Yes
1.72***
1.52 - 1.96
1.45***
1.28 - 1.63
0.94
0.79 - 1.13
No
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
						
Father's highest HISCLASS						
Elite
2.33***
1.82 - 2.99
1.55***
1.21 - 1.99
0.23***
0.10 - 0.52
Lower Middle Class
1.46***
1.24 - 1.71
1.04
0.90 - 1.19
0.90
0.74 - 1.11
Skilled Worker
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Farmer or Fishermen
1.31**
1.11 - 1.56
0.65***
0.54 - 0.78
0.45***
0.33 - 0.62
Unskilled Worker
1.28**
1.09 - 1.51
0.86
0.75 - 1.00
1.35**
1.12 - 1.63
						
Religion						
Liberal protestant
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Catholic
1.30***
1.11 - 1.51
0.88
0.75 - 1.02
0.71**
0.57 - 0.88
Orthodox Protestant
0.88
0.74 - 1.06
0.91
0.77 - 1.08
1.04
0.83 - 1.29
Jewish
0.70
0.38 - 1.28
1.32
0.92 - 1.90
1.00
0.60 - 1.68
Unknown/Other
0.95
0.76 - 1.19
0.88
0.71 - 1.09
0.77
0.56 - 1.06
						
Number older brothers
1.03
0.99 - 1.08
1.03
0.99 - 1.07
1.12***
1.05 - 1.19
Number older sisters
0.99
0.95 - 1.04
1.01
0.96 - 1.05
1.05
0.98 - 1.11
Number younger brothers
1.04
1.00 - 1.08
0.99
0.95 - 1.03
1.04
0.98 - 1.10
Number younger sisters
1.03
0.98 - 1.07
0.98
0.94 - 1.02
1.01
0.95 - 1.07
						
Period of birth						
1850-1879
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
1880-1899
1.12
0.97 - 1.28
1.08
0.94 - 1.23
0.89
0.73 - 1.08
1900-1922
0.84*
0.72 - 0.97
0.97
0.84 - 1.12
0.88
0.72 - 1.07
						
Mother's age at birth						
<25
0.90
0.75 - 1.09
0.96
0.81 - 1.15
1.71***
1.38 - 2.11
25-35
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
>35
1.04
0.89 - 1.21
0.97
0.83 - 1.13
0.87
0.68 - 1.10
						
Municipality of birth						
Urban
0.75***
0.65 - 0.86
0.93
0.82 - 1.06
1.38***
1.16 - 1.64
Rural
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
						
Region of birth						
West
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
North
1.89***
1.62 - 2.20
1.43***
1.23 - 1.66
0.84
0.66 - 1.06
East
1.24**
1.06 - 1.46
1.18*
1.01 - 1.37
0.75*
0.59 - 0.96
South
1.06
0.88 - 1.28
0.86
0.70 - 1.06
0.85
0.63 - 1.14
						
Number of subjects
11,182		
9,396		
9,396
Number of failures
1,260
1,355
665
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001
Table 3.3 Event-history analysis for first leaving home for marital and non-marital reasons, men
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3.5		 Concluding discussion
In this article we analyzed the leaving home behavior of more than 22,000 minor
children born in the Netherlands in the period 1850-1922. As described in the
results section, the covariates were mostly in line with earlier research on the
Netherlands and showed that especially the socioeconomic background had a
strong impact on leaving home in the period of consideration (Bras and Kok 2004;
Engelen and Kok 2002). The results additionally revealed that the determinants of
leaving home for non-marital reasons differed in some cases considerably from
those of leaving home for marital reasons. For instance, the loss of a parent did
not have an effect on early marriage but was strongly associated with earlier home
leaving for non-marital reasons. Furthermore, urban children displayed a very
different leaving home behavior than rural children because they were less likely
to leave the parental home below age 18 for non-marital reasons, but more likely
to enter an early marriage.
In line with research on contemporary western societies, this article shows that
the availability of pathways out of the parental home also plays an important role
when studying leaving home behavior in the past. In the period of consideration,
the majority of children had fewer opportunities to leave the parental household
compared to children growing up in contemporary western society. Premarital
cohabitation was not in accordance with the social norms at that time and only
privileged children had the chance to leave for educational purposes. All other
children basically only had the choice between leaving home for work-related
reasons or, once they had reached age 18, marriage. The access to marriage,
however, was strongly restricted by the prevailing religious norms and financial
constraints. Religious denominations such as the Catholic Church and orthodox
Protestants as well as higher social classes disapproved of early marriages, and
children additionally had to accumulate enough savings to establish their own
nuclear household upon marriage. Beyond that, parents had a crucial influence on
their offspring’s marital decisions as they were entitled to object to the marriages
of their adult children up until age 30. Therefore, leaving the parental household
for marriage was for many children not a reasonable option in early adulthood. As
a consequence, also minor children of marital age predominantly left the parental
home for non-marital reasons. The results of the article therefore show that the
opportunity structures directed by society’s norms and constraints strongly
shaped the leaving home behavior of adolescent and adult children.
These opportunity structures apparently varied between rural and urban areas.
Even though leaving home both in cities and in the countryside was mainly driven
by non-marital reasons, the results reveal that there were remarkable urban-rural
differences in home leaving in childhood, adolescence, and early adulthood. In
general, girls and boys born in rural areas left the parental household earlier for
non-marital and work-related reasons. Children born in cities and towns, on
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a
Controlled for father’s highest HISCLASS, religious denomination, number of younger and older brothers and sisters, period of birth, mother’s age
at birth, municipality of birth, and region of birth

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001

(2)
(3)
(4)
Age and sex
Presence of stepparents
Presence of stepparents
Ages 18-23
Ages 12-18
Ages 18-23
Hazard ratio
95% CI Hazard ratio
95% CI Hazard ratio
95% CI
				
Age at parental death and								
sex of deceased parent								
No parental death
ref
ref
ref
ref				
Maternal death, 0-5
1.75***
1.35 - 2.27
1.79***
1.34 - 2.40				
Paternal death, 0-5
1.12
0.83 - 1.51
1.19
0.88 - 1.63				
Maternal death, 5-12
1.80***
1.49 - 2.18
1.50***
1.18 - 1.90				
Paternal death, 5-12
1.52***
1.24 - 1.85
1.32*
1.04 - 1.67				
Maternal death, 12-18
2.05***
1.62 - 2.60
1.46**
1.13 - 1.88				
Paternal death, 12-18
1.73***
1.36 - 2.20
1.21
0.96 - 1.53				
Maternal death, 18-23			
1.60**
1.15 - 2.23				
Paternal death, 18-23			
1.29
0.92 - 1.80				
								
Presence of stepparents								
No parental death					
ref
ref
ref
ref
Maternal death					
1.91***
1.60 - 2.28
1.50***
1.24 - 1.80
Maternal death, Stepmother <12					
1.71***
1.36 - 2.15
1.76***
1.35 - 2.28
Maternal death, Stepmother ≥12					
1.82**
1.23 - 2.69
1.23
0.85 - 1.79
Paternal death					
1.47***
1.25 - 1.72
1.21*
1.03 - 1.41
Paternal death, Stepfather <12					
1.02
0.68 - 1.53
1.27
0.86 - 1.90
Paternal death, Stepfather ≥12					
2.91***
1.84 - 4.59
1.55
0.88 - 2.76
								
Presence of stepsiblings								
No					ref
ref
ref
ref
Yes					
1.19
0.84 - 1.67
1.48*
1.00 - 2.18
								
Individuals
11,040		
8,599		
11,040		
8,599
Failures
1,847
1,627
1,847
1,627

(1)
Age and sex
Ages 12-18
Hazard ratio
95% CI
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Table 3.4 Event-history analysis for the impact of family structure on first leaving home for non-marital reasons, womena

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001
								
a
Controlled for father’s highest HISCLASS, religious denomination, number of younger and older brothers and sisters, period of birth, mother’s age
at birth, municipality of birth, and region of birth

(2)
Age and sex
Ages 18-23
Hazard ratio
95% CI

(3)
(4)
Presence of stepparents
Presence of stepparents
Ages 12-18
Ages 18-23
Hazard ratio
95% CI Hazard ratio
95% CI
				
Age at parental death and								
sex of deceased parent								
No parental death
ref
ref
ref
ref				
Maternal death, 0-5
1.84***
1.37 - 2.47
1.17
0.81 - 1.67				
Paternal death, 0-5
1.34
0.96 - 1.86
0.72
0.48 - 1.09				
Maternal death, 5-12
1.63***
1.29 - 2.04
1.67***
1.32 - 2.11				
Paternal death, 5-12
1.60***
1.26 - 2.02
1.26
0.97 - 1.63				
Maternal death, 12-18
2.10***
1.56 - 2.82
2.00***
1.58 - 2.52				
Paternal death, 12-18
2.10***
1.60 - 2.75
1.20
0.93 - 1.56				
Maternal death, 18-23			
2.61***
1.93 - 3.53				
Paternal death, 18-23			
1.40*
1.00 - 1.97				
								
Presence of stepparents								
No parental death					
ref
ref
ref
ref
Maternal death					
1.90***
1.53 - 2.35
1.92***
1.60 - 2.31
Maternal death, Stepmother <12					
1.63***
1.24 - 2.14
1.45*
1.09 - 1.94
Maternal death, Stepmother ≥12					
1.64*
1.02 - 2.64
1.96***
1.45 - 2.65
Paternal death					
1.85***
1.55 - 2.20
1.13
0.95 - 1.35
Paternal death, Stepfather <12					
0.85
0.49 - 1.49
1.09
0.67 - 1.78
Paternal death, Stepfather ≥12					
0.68
0.22 - 2.12
1.69
0.99 - 2.90
								
Presence of stepsiblings								
No					ref
ref
ref
ref
Yes					
1.12
0.76 - 1.63
0.96
0.63 - 1.48
								
Individuals
11,182		
9,396		
11,182		
9,396
Failures
1,260
1,355
1,260
1,355

(1)
Age and sex
Ages 12-18
Hazard ratio
95% CI
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Table 3.5 Event-history analysis for the impact of family structure on first leaving home for non-marital reasons, mena
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the contrary, were more likely to enter a marital union before the age of 23 than
children born in the countryside. These differences indicate that children’s leaving
home opportunities were also directed by local labor and marriage markets.
The findings of the article also suggest that the effect of parental death differed by
the pathway out of the parental home. First, the results indicate that the marriage
behavior in young adulthood was unaffected by parental death. Once again, this
might be explained by the strict constraints imposed on marriage in the period of
consideration. Early parental death often resulted in the family’s lower standard
of living (Oris and Ochiai 2002), which in turn complicated an early and smooth
transition to marriage (Rosenbaum-Feldbrügge and Debiasi 2019). Moreover,
widowed parents probably did not support the early marriage of their offspring
because married children did not contribute to the household budget any longer
and were lost as productive assets (de Regt 2004). Accordingly, it is not surprising
that children did not hasten into marriage after having experienced the untimely
death of a parent.
Second, and in line with the expectations, the loss of a parent was associated with
a much higher chance of leaving the parental household for non-marital reasons.
Remarkably, maternal death generally resulted in higher risks for leaving home
than paternal death. In contrast to our expectations, the entry of a stepparent
and stepsiblings was generally not associated with a higher likelihood of leaving
the parental home compared to children who were living with a single widowed
parent. Only the entry of stepfathers after the twelfth birthday was associated
with an increased chance of home leaving for daughters below age 18. Our results
therefore point to the direction that tensions caused by the entry of a stepparent
and stepsiblings in the household do not fully explain parentally bereaved
children’s higher likelihood of leaving the parental household. This finding is at
odds with suggestions provided by earlier research (Bras and Kok 2004; Dribe
2000).
If it is not tensions with the stepparents, what else could cause the earlier home
leaving of parentally bereaved children? As described earlier, leaving home for
non-marital reasons was subject to a joint decision made by parents and their
offspring and therefore based on mutual interests (Dribe 2000). In the following,
we therefore argue that both the child and the widowed parent had an interest
in the offspring’s earlier home leaving. From the parental perspective, the exit of
the working-age child can firstly be seen as a budgetary relief because parents
saved expenses on food and clothing (Bras and Kok 2004). As unmarried children
living outside the parental home often contributed to the family budget, parents
had an increased interest in sending their working-age children to employers
to save money and still generate some income. Second, life-cycle servants were
typically hired for an entire year. Sending children away to work as a life-cycle
servant therefore minimized the short-term risk of unemployment and ensured
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a steady source of income (Paping 1999). In contemporary developing countries
where insurance markets and welfare states are underdeveloped, work migration
of adolescent and adult children is often seen as a way to diversify risks (Massey
et al. 1993). A similar phenomenon is possibly observed in the Netherlands in
the period of consideration where widowed parents had a strong interest in their
children finding stable jobs in different economic sectors to be able to support the
family financially even in times of economic hardship.
From the child’s perspective, the loss of a parent was first and foremost a disrupting
event that caused economic strains and most probably resulted in decreasing living
standards. Possibly, bereaved families without property were also forced to move
to a smaller dwelling as residential moves were a typical coping strategy frequently
applied by the urban poor (Kok, Mandemakers, and Wals 2005). A drop in living
standards, in turn, made staying at the parental home less attractive and increased
the children’s incentive to leave to provide to a certain extent for themselves. The
results also indicate that living with a widowed father was less attractive than living
with a widowed mother as maternal death was associated with a very high risk of
leaving the parental home. This finding is in line with earlier research showing
that widowed mothers were better able to prevent the dissolution of the family
unit than widowed fathers (Humphries 2010; Rosenbaum-Feldbrügge 2018).
In conclusion, the present article showed that children’s leaving home behavior in
the Netherlands in the nineteenth and begin twentieth century was determined
by socioeconomic constraints, religious norms, geographic contexts, and changes
in the household composition. Future research could further investigate the role
of the birth order and the migration destinations. Moreover, research on leaving
the parental home in the Netherlands so far is divided into the period before and
after World War Second (see for instance Blaauboer and Mulder 2010 for leaving
home in the second half of the twentieth century). Combining both periods in one
analysis that covers more than 150 years would certainly enhance our knowledge
about long-term trends in leaving home in western Europe.
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Abstract
This article examines the impact of parental death in childhood, adolescence, and
adulthood on male and female age at marriage in the Netherlands in the period
1850-1940. It follows an interdisciplinary approach as it considers explanations
based on social and demographic history and evolutionary biology. We study the
classical historical framework in more detail by controlling for the age at parental
death. Moreover, we study if evolutionary or social-demographic explanations
are better able to predict the impact of parental death on marriage behavior in
a historical population. We apply event-history analysis to the Historical Sample
of the Netherlands, which includes life courses of more than 24,000 individuals
in marital age. Losing a parent in early childhood delays transition to marriage
for sons and has no significant effect on daughters. Parental death in adulthood,
however, accelerates entry into marriage for children of farmers. Early parental
death hindered a smooth transition to marriage but the inheritance of land
in adulthood created marriage opportunities both for men and women. The
results suggest that farming families employed fast marriage of adult children to
restore the gender balance on the farm. Marriage in the period 1850–1940 was
strongly determined by regional, cultural, religious, and financial constraints. The
proposed evolutionary explanations, and the one based on life history theory in
particular, are therefore not able to predict the relationship between parental death
and marriage behavior. Accordingly, we advise not to use the age at marriage as a
proxy for reproductive and risky sexual behavior.
Keywords: Parental death, age at marriage, marriage determinants, later-life
outcomes, historical context, life course, life history theory

Dealing with Demographic Stress in Childhood

4.1		Introduction
Marriage in northwestern Europe in the past usually meant setting up an
independent household. As the establishment of a new household was costly,
young adults often had to accumulate substantial savings from employment or
needed access to family property before entering a marriage. Therefore, especially
men had to defer marriage until they could set up an independent livelihood
adequate to support a family. The tradition of establishing a nuclear household
upon marriage is one of the reasons why the European marriage pattern is uniquely
characterized by high ages at marriage and a comparatively large proportion of
male and female individuals who never married (de Moor and van Zanden 2010;
Dribe, Manfredini, and Oris 2014; Hajnal 1965, 1982).
In his pioneering article from 1965, John Hajnal hypothesizes that the death
of a parent and the inheritance of property accelerated the children’s entry
into first marriage (Hajnal 1965). Recent research using individual-level data
and event-history analysis has indeed shown that both paternal and maternal
death in western and northern European farming communities were associated
with a faster transition to first marriage for both men and women (Lundh and
Kurosu 2014; Neven 2003; Voland and Willführ 2017). In tradition with Hajnal’s
interpretation, historical demographers explain this finding with the inheritance
of assets that enabled the children to accumulate the savings necessary to establish
their own nuclear household (Kurosu and Lundh 2014; Neven 2003).
Our study will contribute to the existing literature by testing Hajnal’s classical
hypothesis in more detail. In contrast to earlier research on the impact of parental
death on children’s marriage behavior in historical societies, we will include the
child’s exact age at parental death, consider the role of remarriage, and follow
migrating individuals. First, the impact of the child’s age at parental death has
not been studied extensively. Losing a parent in a very early stage of life, however,
might have very different consequences on marriage age and propensity than
losing a parent in adolescence or adulthood (Voland and Willführ 2017). We will
therefore consider the effect of parental death in different phases of life. Second,
studies on the impact of parental death on marriage behavior often do not include
information about parental remarriage (Alter and Oris 1999; Janssens 2014;
Kurosu and Lundh 2014; Neven 2003; Oris, Alter, and Servais 2014). The arrival
of a stepparent might introduce stability and attenuate the potentially harmful
consequences of a parental death. Controlling for the presence of stepparents is
particularly important because parental remarriage occurred frequently in the
Netherlands in the period of consideration (van Poppel 1995). Third, we make
a methodological contribution by also controlling for outmigration in our data
set. Earlier research typically suffers from migration out of the study area, which
might introduce a selection bias because farmers were much more likely to stay in
their place of residence than day laborers who did not own property (Dribe 2003;
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Kok 2004; Neven 2003). If parental death increased the chance of outmigration
for landless workers and the remaining farmers who experienced parental death
tended to marry earlier, not including migrants creates an overestimation on the
accelerating effect of parental death.
In addition to these contributions to Hajnal’s classical hypothesis, in this article
we will also consider a competing explanatory framework that has been offered
recently and is based on theories derived from evolutionary biology (Voland
and Willführ 2017). These theories assume that particularly the absence of
the father accelerates the reproductive and marriage behavior of his children
due to biological adaptation mechanisms (Belsky, Steinberg, and Draper 1991;
Chisholm et al. 1993; Draper and Harpending 1982; Ellis 2004). As the social and
evolutionary frameworks make different predictions regarding the mechanism
between parental death and the children’s age at marriage, especially with regard
to parental death in early childhood, this paper aims to test for the predictive value
of these frameworks by using historical data from the whole of the Netherlands in
the period 1850-1940.
We exploit the Historical Sample of the Netherlands (HSN), which contains rich
life course data of roughly 37,000 male and female individuals born all over the
Netherlands between 1850 and 1922. The HSN suits the purposes of this paper
well as it includes detailed information about the date of parental death, the entry
of stepparents, migration trajectories, and marriage dates. Event-history analysis
is employed to analyze the determinants of transition to first marriage. In the
following section, these determinants are discussed and six hypotheses about the
relationship between parental death and the children’s transition to marriage are
formulated. The hypotheses are derived from social and demographic history
and evolutionary biology. This is followed by a description of the data, variables,
and methods. Thereafter, both descriptive and multivariate results are presented.
Finally, the findings are discussed with regard to the social-demographic and
evolutionary explanations proposed.

4.2		 Historical context and theoretical background
4.2.1		 Marriage timing in the Netherlands in the 19th and early 20th century
In line with the European marriage pattern, Dutch individuals born in the second
half of the 19th and beginning of the 20th century married traditionally quite late.
In the period of consideration, the average age at first marriage remained stable
at around 27.5 years for men and 25.5 years for women (Kok 2014; van Poppel
1992). The population averages conceal, however, that the timing of marriage
was to a large extent determined by socioeconomic background and varied
considerably across social classes. Men from the elite and sons of farmers married
comparatively late while working-class sons married relatively early. Between 1870
and 1879, for instance, working-class men entered a marriage on average around

Dealing with Demographic Stress in Childhood

four years earlier than sons from the highest social class (van Poppel and Nelissen
1999). Similar class differences were found among women but the contrasts were
less pronounced. Lower financial preconditions for marriage among the working
class (Engelen and Kok 2002) and strict family controls on partner selection
among the upper class (Janssens 2014; Oris, Alter, and Servais 2014) are offered as
explanations for the class differences in marriage timing.
It has been argued that individuals in urban areas tended to marry earlier due to
the proletarianization of Dutch cities during the second half of the 19th century
(Hofstee 1981). Störmer and colleagues (2017) indeed discovered that urban
men entered first marriage earlier than their rural counterparts. Urban women,
however, postponed marriage compared to women living in rural areas (Störmer
et al. 2017; Suanet and Bras 2010). One possible explanation for this gender
difference is that sex-ratios in Dutch cities were more beneficial for men as young
women were generally overrepresented in urban contexts (Schmidt and van der
Heijden 2016; Störmer et al. 2017). Accordingly, it was much easier for urban men
to find a potential marriage partner than for urban women.
Young women were overrepresented in cities because there was a strong demand
for female domestic servants, which attracted migration from the countryside
(Bras 2003). Research on 19th century Netherlands and Belgium has shown that
migration was generally associated with marriage at a later age for both men and
women (Oris 2000; Puschmann et al. 2014; Störmer et al. 2017; Suanet and Bras
2010). These findings support the argument that migrants needed time to adapt
to their new environment and therefore tended to marry later. Earlier research
therefore indicates that marriage studies based only on individuals that stayed
where they were born ignore migration as an important explanatory variable and
potentially suffer from a biased sample.
Marriage in the Netherlands in the second half of the 19th and the beginning
of the 20th century was not only determined by class differences and individual
migration trajectories but also by cultural factors. First of all, at least for those
who had land, the inheritance system mattered (Head-König and Pozsgai 2012).
It has been shown that both men and women in the northern and western parts of
the Netherlands between 1650 and 1899 married considerably earlier than those
living in the east and south of the country (Störmer et al. 2017). This gap is partly
explained by differences in the inheritance system as partible inheritance was
practiced in the north and west while impartible inheritance was dominating in the
east of the country (Suanet and Bras 2010). Under impartible inheritance regimes,
property was allocated to one single heir who was not necessarily the eldest son
(Bras and Kok 2004). As most of the children did not inherit property under this
rule, for a large number of young adults the impartible inheritance system meant
a delay in the timing of marriage. Options for the remaining children included
migrating as well as staying at the brother’s farm and remaining permanently
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celibate (Klep 2011). Partible inheritance, in contrast, is characterized by equally
distributed property among children, regardless of parity and gender. Partible
inheritance theoretically enabled marriage for all children but turned out to be
problematic if inheritance shares were too small to establish an independent
household. This phenomenon occurred quite frequently in the southern sandy
soil regions (Kok and Mandemakers 2010; Suanet and Bras 2010).
Apart from inheritance practices, another important cultural factor that affected
the transition to marriage was religion. In the period of consideration, the
Catholic Church in the Netherlands as well as orthodox Protestants exerted a
strong pressure on young adults to delay marriages until a relatively late age. This
is explained by the fact that these groups were, in contrast to liberal Protestants,
opposed to practicing ‘modern’ birth control that facilitated birth spacing and
stopping. Catholics and orthodox Protestants therefore relied on marriage
restraint as a traditional Malthusian method to limit family size and were more
likely to experience late marriage as well as permanent celibacy compared to
liberal Protestants (Engelen and Kok 2002; Kok 2014; van Bavel and Kok 2005).
4.2.2		 Parental death and the transition to marriage
4.2.2.1 Social explanations
As mentioned in the introduction, the focus of this paper lies on the family
environment and on parental death in particular. Research so far has pointed out
that both maternal and paternal death in European rural and preindustrial societies
increased marriage opportunities for sons and daughters (Kurosu and Lundh 2014;
Neven 2003; Voland and Willführ 2017). Moreover, a social gradient has been
observed in the sense that the accelerating effect of maternal death was in general
stronger for well-off groups such as large-scale farmers (Bengtsson 2014). This
indicates that parental death opened up inheritance possibilities, released resources,
and made the transfer of assets between elderly parents and adult children easier.
Additionally, adult children experienced less family control and gained more
individual autonomy after the death of a parent (Oris et al. 2014). As mentioned
before, the accelerating effect of parental death is predominantly expected to be
observed for adult children of farmers who were very likely to benefit from resources
released by inheritance (Hajnal 1965).1 Working-class adults, however, are expected
to be weakly affected by parental death as they generally inherited fewer resources
and experienced less parental control in general (Janssens 2014). Based on these
considerations, we derive the following hypotheses:

1

Regional studies combining qualitative and quantitative evidence challenge Hajnal’s view that farmers’
children had to wait for marriage until the death of their parents. In fact, farmers’ children had enough
opportunities to marry earlier (Kok, Mandemakers, and Damsma 2010; Paping and Karel 2011; Zeitlhofer
2003). These findings, however, do not question the overall assumption that parental death among farming
populations potentially accelerated the children’s transition to first marriage.
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Hypothesis 1a: Both paternal and maternal death accelerate adult children’s
transition to marriage.
Hypothesis 1b: This relationship is strong for children of farmers but weak for
working-class children.
So far, the impact of the child’s age at parental death has been largely neglected by
papers studying the relationship of parental loss and marriage behavior in the past.
This is surprising as parental death might have completely different consequences
depending on the life stage of the child (Voland and Willführ 2017). It is assumed
that young and adolescent children experienced parental death very differently than
adult children. Parental death in childhood and adolescence did not release resources
but was rather associated with decreasing standards of living and severe financial
consequences for the household of the children and the widowed parent (Oris and
Ochiai 2002; Rosenbaum-Feldbrügge 2018). Especially premature paternal death
resulted in the loss of daily income and less accumulated capital over the life course.
As a consequence, parental death reduced the financial and economic support for the
young child and might therefore delay the child’s entry into marriage in the long run.
Additionally, it is expected that children who experienced parental death in childhood
may have faced stronger claims by the (elderly) widowed parent for financial and
social support, which might further postpone their transition to marriage (Janssens
2014; Lundh and Kurosu 2014). Taken together this leads to the second hypothesis:
Hypothesis 2: Parental death in youth and adolescence delays children’s
transition to marriage.
The impact of parental remarriage on children’s transition to marriage in the past
has not yet been studied systematically. This is problematic as widowed parents
often entered into a new union. For instance, in the city of Gouda in the western part
of the Netherlands in the 19th century, roughly 92% of the widowers below age 30
and 81% of those between ages 30 and 44 remarried. The corresponding numbers
for widows were 78% and 56%, respectively (van Poppel 1995). The presence of
a stepparent might introduce stability by contributing to the household economy
and by offering childcare services. Moreover, the presence of a stepparent might
release the child from the obligation to care for the elderly parent and younger
siblings (Alter 1988). In line with this argument, Kok (2014) found that Dutch
children who had once been living with a stepparent were less likely to remain
permanently celibate. Therefore, young and adolescent children who experienced
parental remarriage are believed to behave more similar to children who did not
lose their parents than to their half-orphaned counterparts without a stepparent.
Accordingly, the third hypothesis states the following:
Hypothesis 3: Young and adolescent children who experience parental
remarriage tend to marry earlier than those who grow up with a
single widowed parent.
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4.2.2.2 Evolutionary explanations
In a recent study on a historical population in northern Germany, three
evolutionary explanations have been offered to examine the relationship between
the father’s death and the child’s transition to first marriage, which is taken as
a proxy for reproduction (Voland and Willführ 2017). Even though the role of
maternal death is not discussed in that study, the following explanations are to a
certain degree also applicable to the loss of the mother.2
The first evolutionary explanation offered is based on the concept of life history
theory. Life history theory assumes that young children react to the early death
and absence of the father by exhibiting riskier sexual behavior and by accelerating
their reproduction. This reaction is seen as an adaptive response to stress in early
life in general and to the experience of mortality in the child’s immediate context
in particular. Consequently, individuals who experience mortality and stress in
early childhood unconsciously reduce the risk of dying childless by applying
earlier reproduction (Belsky, Steinberg, and Draper 1991; Chisholm et al. 1993;
Ellis 2004; Nettle, Coall, and Dickins 2011). In line with life history theory, a
growing body of literature on contemporary western societies established a link
between paternal absence in childhood and children’s reproductive behavior in
adolescence and adulthood. For instance, it has been shown consistently that the
father’s absence in childhood reduced the daughters’ age at first menarche and
first sexual intercourse and increased their risks of teenage pregnancies (Chisholm
et al. 2005; Ellis et al. 2003; Quinlan 2003; Vigil and Geary 2006; Webster et al.
2014). Children who lost a father in early childhood are therefore expected to
accelerate reproduction and enter first marriage earlier (Voland and Willführ
2017). Remarkably, this explanation and the second social hypothesis (Hypothesis
2) predict opposing effects of early parental death on the age at marriage.
Hypothesis 4: Paternal loss at a young age accelerates children’s transition to
marriage.
According to the second explanation proposed, parental death does not operate
through a mortality cue that influences life history strategies but has a direct impact
on sons’ and daughters’ reproductive behavior (Sheppard, Snopkowski, and Sear
2014). Under this hypothesis, the impact of paternal loss is context-dependent
and might under certain circumstances also delay reproduction (Scelza 2010).
Among the Krummhörn population in Germany, however, it is expected that the
loss of paternal investment in adolescence and adulthood accelerates children’s
reproductive behavior (Voland and Willführ 2017). Children who experience
parental death during and after adolescence reevaluate the costs and benefits of
marriage and reproduction. Inheriting land and property, for example, might
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reduce these costs and increase these benefits. Accordingly, also the socioeconomic
status of the family plays an important role because more resources facilitate an
earlier marriage (Voland and Willführ 2017). Voland and Willführ (2017) apply
this explanation both to male and female Krummhörn children and argue that the
paternal investment mechanism mainly operates during and after adolescence, a
life phase when reproduction options are gradually taken into consideration. In
that sense, this explanation resembles the social Hypothesis 1a and 1b, as both
predict an earlier entry into marriage following paternal death after adolescence
and assume differences between social classes. This resemblance will be further
discussed in the final section of the article.
Hypothesis 5a: Paternal loss during and especially after adolescence accelerates
children’s transition to marriage.
Hypothesis 5b: The more resources available in the family, the stronger the effect
will be on marriage timing.
Finally, the third evolutionary explanation proposed by Voland and Willführ (2017)
assumes that parents have a strong impact on their children’s mating behavior and
that fathers control their offspring’s reproductive decisions out of self-interest.
This may result in a parent-offspring conflict, which is believed to be rooted in
differences in genetic relatedness to the grand-offspring or in disagreements over
the distribution of resources (van den Berg et al. 2013). As a consequence, fathers
may manipulate inheritance rights to influence their children’s reproductive
decisions (Apostolou 2014). The death of the father, however, inevitably removes
this source of conflict between father and offspring and increases the children’s
reproductive autonomy. Parental death may therefore eventually lead to an earlier
entry into marriage because children do not have to adapt their own reproductive
interests to the potentially conflicting interests of the father and the family any
longer (Voland and Willführ 2017). According to Voland and Willführ (2017),
this explanation does not make assumptions about the child’s age at parental loss
and therefore applies to paternal death in general:
Hypothesis 6: Paternal death in general accelerates children’s transition to
marriage.
The results of the study conducted by Voland and Willführ (2017) in the
Krummhörn in northern Germany in the 18th and 19th century indicate that
paternal death after age 15 accelerated sons’ entry into marriage and that paternal
death between ages 5 and 15 accelerated daughters’ entry into marriage. Moreover,
no clear relationship between family wealth and effect size was found. The authors
conclude that the second explanation referring to the loss of paternal investment
and the reevaluation of costs and benefits of marriage was most suitable to explain
their findings (Hypothesis 5a and 5b): Daughters and sons who experienced
paternal death during and after puberty adjusted their reproduction decisions as
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an adaptive reaction to the personal cost-benefit balances changed by paternal
loss. No support, however, was found for the other two evolutionary explanations
proposed.

4.3		 Data, methods, and variables
4.3.1		 Data and sample selection
After having discussed the historical background and hypotheses, we will
describe the data, methods, and variables. In this article, the Historical Sample of
the Netherlands (HSN) 2010.01 release is exploited, which contains detailed life
course information of a representative sample of approximately 19,000 male and
18,000 female research persons born in the Netherlands in the period 1850–1922.
The sampling procedure ensured that only one person per household would be
selected as a research person, which means that observations are not clustered
within households. The HSN contains the civil certificates (birth, marriage, and
death) of the research persons as well as the population registers, which were
introduced throughout the country in 1850. These registers provide demographic
information about each individual who was ever present in the research person’s
household. Examples are date and place of birth, the relationship to the household
head, sex, marital status, occupation, and religion. A unique strength of the
HSN is that the population registers enable the researcher to follow the research
persons from birth to death even in cases of migration within the Netherlands.
Demographic events such as birth, migration in and out of the household, and
death were also recorded (Mandemakers 2002). From the end of the 1930s
onward, population registers where replaced by personal cards that do not contain
household information. Therefore, the period of observation ends in 1940.
Information on the date of marriage was gathered from marriage certificates,
population registers, and personal cards, which also contain information about
marriage dates before 1940. In case of conflicting information on these sources,
priority was given to the marriage certificates. Due to privacy regulations,
most often the exact day of marriage was not available and we chose the 15th
of the month as the day of marriage. With regard to the sample selection, only
two exclusion criteria are defined. The HSN includes the life courses of 37,173
research persons, but more than 11,000 individuals were excluded because they
died, were lost from observation, or married (4 cases) before their 16th birthday.
Second, roughly 1,400 individuals were removed from the sample because
information about a spouse was given on the population register but a marriage
certificate could not be found. It was therefore not possible to identify year of
marriage without ambiguity. As the exact date of marriage is crucial in eventhistory analysis to calculate the duration of time until a specific event, we decided
to remove these individuals from the sample. The final sample therefore includes
12,407 male and 12,082 female research persons.
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4.3.2		Methods
Event-history analysis is employed to examine the effect of parental death on
the transition to first marriage. Event-history analysis calculates the expected
duration of time until a certain failure event like first marriage occurs, given a set
of control variables such as socioeconomic status or religious denomination. In the
regression tables, hazard ratios are presented, which means that a coefficient above
1.00 is associated with an increased risk of marriage, while a coefficient below 1.00
is associated with a reduced risk of marriage (Alter 1988; Cox 1972). Reduced risk
of marriage means that marriage generally occurs later and/or less often compared
to a reference group. Accordingly, in the regression models not only the timing
but also the propensity of marriage are studied.3 The period of observation starts
with the 16th birthday of the research person and ends with the first occurrence of
one of the following events: marriage, death, loss from observation, 40th birthday,
or January 1st 1940, when personal cards where introduced in the entire country.
Therefore, research persons born in 1922 are only observed until age 18 and were
very unlikely to marry in the period of consideration.
In the event-history models, separate regressions are run for male and female
research persons as the age at marriage differs considerably between these two
groups (see Table 4.2 below). In the first part of the analysis, we explore the longterm effect of parental death on age at marriage by studying parental death before
age 16. In this part, parental death is introduced as a time-invariant categorical
variable. In the second part of the analysis, the short-term impact of parental
death on age at marriage is studied. Parental death is therefore included as a timevarying variable, meaning that only parental death after age 15 that occurred
before marriage is considered. Children who had lost a parent before age 16 as
well as illegitimate children are excluded from the second part of the analysis.
In both parts, children who did not experience parental death before marriage
form the control group. At this point, we would like to stress that the HSN data
collection strategy has a downside with regard to parental death in adulthood.
The HSN has information of individuals who lived only in the same household
and were mentioned on the same population register as the research person.
Population registers, however, were newly generated roughly every 10 years. As
a consequence, date of parental death is not available in the HSN if the research
person had left the parental household and a new register had been opened
between leaving the parental home and parental death. Therefore, parents might
be considered alive even though they died after the research person had left the
parental home.
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For the sake of simplicity and readability, in the following parts it will only be referred to differences in
marriage age and not propensity. Accordingly, the term ‘married later’ actually means ‘married later and/or
less.’
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To examine the nature of this problem, Table 4.1 compares the information
available on the population registers with the information given on the marriage
certificates for 9,294 individuals who did not experience parental death before age
16 and whose marriage certificate was available. The table shows that in total 1,197
research persons had lost their mother after turning age 16 and before marriage. In
362 cases (30.2%) mothers had died before their offspring’s marriage but maternal
date of death was not available on the population register. The corresponding share
is 28.5% in the case of paternal death. Excluding these individuals, however, would
introduce a bias because the same exclusion cannot be applied to individuals that
never married or for whom a marriage certificate could not be found. The overall
effect size measured in the second part of the analysis is therefore expected to be
conservative as the control group also contains some individuals who experienced
parental death after age 15. This is doubtless a limitation of this study.
MATERNAL DEATH BASED ON POPULATION REGISTER
Alive
Dead
Total
MOTHER ALIVE AT
MARRIAGE BASED ON
MARRIAGE CERTIFICATE
Alive
Dead
Unknown
Total

8,080
362
4
8,446

13
835
0
848

8,093
1,197
4
9,294

PATERNAL DEATH BASED ON POPULATION REGISTER
Alive
Dead
Total
FATHER ALIVE AT
MARRIAGE BASED ON
MARRIAGE CERTIFICATE			
Alive
7,645
13
7,658
Dead
460
1,152
1,612
Unknown
23
1
24
Total
8,128
1,166
9,294
Table 4.1 Comparing parental death on marriage certificates and population registers

4.3.3		Variables
Having lost a parent during childhood and adulthood is the main independent
variable of interest. As paternal death and maternal death have different
consequences for the child’s life, the sex of the deceased parent will be included in
the analysis. To compare the findings with Voland and Willführ (2017), parental
death is divided into death before age 5, death between ages 5 and 15, and death
after age 15. Illegitimate children who did not experience maternal death are
considered as a separate group as well as orphans who lost both parents before
age 16. In the first part of the analysis, the presence of a stepparent is included as
a time-invariant control variable.
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With regard to the other independent variables, the highest paternal occupation
ever recorded on the research persons birth certificate and the population registers
is translated into HISCO and classified into five HISCLASS categories (van
Leeuwen and Maas 2011; van Leeuwen, Maas, and Miles 2002). These classes are
elite, lower middle class, skilled workers, self-employed farmers and fishermen,
and unskilled workers.4 We assumed earlier that socioeconomic differences
existed with regard to the relationship between parental death in adulthood and
marriage behavior. To test this assumption, interactions between parental death
and socioeconomic status are introduced in the second part of the analysis.
As was shown in the literature review, it is important to control for the individual’s
religion, which is recorded on the population registers. We divide religion into
five categories: Catholics, orthodox Protestants, liberal Protestants, Jewish,
and unknown/other. The distinction between orthodox Protestants and liberal
Protestants is based on Kok (2017). The regional variation in inheritance systems,
agricultural activities, and labor market opportunities is controlled for by dividing
the region of residence into north (Groningen and Friesland), west (North Holland,
South Holland, Zeeland, and Utrecht), south (North Brabant and Limburg), and
east (Overijssel, Gelderland, and Drenthe). Region of residence is included as a
time-varying variable. Other time-varying variables are the migration to another
province and if the research person lived in a city or in the countryside. Urban
municipalities are defined as having over 10,000 inhabitants and less than 2.5% of
the population employed in the agricultural sector, as per a national census from
1899 (Kooij 1985).
Other variables included are the total number of younger and older brothers and
sisters that survived until age 10 to control for sibling competition and support.
Moreover, the total number of siblings that died before age 10 is added as a proxy
for poor living conditions and shared adversity. Furthermore, we included the
mother’s age at birth and the father’s literacy. Literacy is defined by the father’s
ability to sign his child’s birth certificate. Finally, as average marriage ages are
believed to slightly decrease over time (Kok 2014), a time component is introduced
and the year of birth is divided into three birth periods: 1850–1879, 1880–1899,
and 1900-1922.
The summary statistics of the variables are depicted in Table 4.2. Daughters married
on average at age 24.99 and sons at age 26.83, and there are no considerable differences
between sons and daughters with regard to the independent variables included in
the analysis. Very few children experienced illegitimacy and full orphanhood, but

4

Occupations were coded into HISCO and HISCLASS using a data set provided by Mandemakers and
colleagues (2013).
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				WOMEN
Average marriage age				
24.99
		
Parental death before age 16, %
Illegitimate			
1.0
Full orphan			
1.3
		Maternal orphan, 0-5		
2.3
		Maternal orphan, 5-15		
6.6
		Paternal orphan, 0-5		
2.3
		Paternal orphan, 5-15		
5.9
No orphan			
80.5
		
Stepparent ever present, %				
6.5
		
Highest paternal HISCLASS, %
Elite			
4.4
		Lower middle class		
22.2
Skilled workers		
34.7
Self-employed farmers
and fishermen			
15.8
Unskilled workers		
21.6
Unknown			
1.3
		
Sibling death experience, %
Zero			
61.9
One			
22.0
Two or more			
16.1
		
Religion, %		Liberal Protestant		
41.3
Catholic			
33.9
Orthodox Protestant		
14.8
Jewish			
1.5
Unknown			
8.5
		
Period of birth, %
1850-1879			
27.2
1880-1900			
36.6
1901-1922			
36.2
		
Mother’s age at birth, %
<25			
14.4
25-35			
58.2
>35			
26.9
Unknown			
0.5
		
Father’s illiteracy, %
Literate			
82.9
Illiterate			
5.5
Unknown			
11.6
		
Migration to another province
No			
83.1
at age 16, %
Yes			
6.1
Unknown			
10.7
		
Region of residence at age 16, %
North			
12.8
West			
47.9
East			
15.1
South			
13.5
Unknown			
10.7
		
Living in an urban area, %
Rural			
51.9
Urban			
37.4
Unknown			
10.7
		
Total Number				
12,082
Table 4.2 Summary statistics of independent variables

MEN
26.83
0.8
1.4
2.6
6.6
2.5
6.3
79.8
7.2
4.0
21.5
33.8
16.7
22.7
1.3
61.4
21.9
16.7
41.4
34.1
14.6
1.6
8.3
26.9
35.9
37.3
14.2
59.3
26.0
0.5
82.8
5.2
12.1
82.9
6.2
10.8
12.7
46.6
15.6
14.2
10.8
53.1
36.1
10.8
12,407
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more than 17% had lost their mother or father before age 16. This is in line with
earlier research estimating that 23% of Dutch children born between 1850 and 1879
and 13% of Dutch children born between 1900 and 1922 had lost a mother and/or
father by age 15 (van Poppel, Schenk, and van Gaalen 2013), which illustrates that
parental mortality risk decreased considerably in the end of the 19th and beginning
of the 20th century (Wolleswinkel-van den Bosch et al. 1998).

4.4		Results
4.4.1		 Parental death below age 16
Figure 4.1 depicts Kaplan-Meier curves representing the fraction of unmarried
individuals among illegitimate children, orphans who experienced parental death
before age 16 (full, maternal, and paternal), and non-orphans. The upper graph
illustrates male and the lower graph female marriage probabilities. The graphs
show that men entered marriage substantively later than women and basically
did not marry before age 20. In general, no differences in marriage age and
propensity are observed between half-orphaned and non-orphaned individuals.
Illegitimate daughters hastened into early marriage compared to the other groups,
while female orphans had lower marriage chances after around age 25. Similar
observations are made with regard to illegitimate sons and male orphans, but the
differences are less pronounced. However, only very few illegitimate children and
orphans are in the sample, and it remains questionable if these differences are
statistically significant. This will be further explored in the following multivariate
analyses, which also control for the age at parental loss among half-orphans and
the arrival of stepparents.
Table 4.3 and Table 4.4 show the multivariate event-history analyses for male and
female research persons, respectively. The first model reveals that illegitimate
children and orphans did not show a significantly different marriage behavior
compared to the non-orphaned children in the reference group. The same applies
to half-orphaned daughters in general and half-orphaned sons who experienced
parental death between ages 5 and 15. Sons who lost their mother or father in the
first five years of life, however, delayed their entry into first marriage. The presence
of a stepparent in the household after parental death generally accelerated both
men’s and women’s entry into marriage.
The descriptive and multivariate results do not find any support for the
evolutionary explanations that paternal death in young age (Hypothesis 4) and
paternal death in general (Hypothesis 6) accelerate children’s transition to first
marriage. On the contrary, both paternal death and maternal death below the
age of 5 delay men’s entry into marriage. This is rather in line with the second
social explanation, which assumes that early parental loss hinders marriage due to
lower financial support and stronger claims for assistance by the widowed parent
(Hypothesis 2).
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Men
1.00

Fraction unmarried

0.75

0.50

0.25

0.00
16

20

Illegitimate

24

Full orphan

28

Age
Paternal orphan

32

36

Maternal orphan

40

No orphan

Women
1.00

Fraction unmarried

0.75

0.50

0.25

0.00
16

20

Illegitimate

24

Full orphan

28

Age
Paternal orphan

32

36

Maternal orphan

40

No orphan

Figure 4.1 Kaplan-Meier curves for men (upper part) and women (lower part), by having experienced
parental death below age 16
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To gain more understanding about the role of stepparents, the second model in
Table 4.3 and Table 4.4 combines parental death with the presence of stepparents
in the household. Both stepfathers and stepmothers accelerated their stepson’s
entry into first marriage. Compared to the non-bereaved control group, men
who experienced parental death before age 5 and whose surviving parent did
not remarry significantly delayed their marriage while this was not observed for
sons whose parent remarried. Sons who lost their parent between ages 5 and 15
and experienced remarriage accelerated their transition to first marriage even
compared to the non-bereaved control group. Daughters, in contrast, were much
less affected by parental remarriage, and the presence of a stepparent was not
associated with significantly accelerated or delayed marriage in the second model.
These findings support the explanation that children who experienced parental
remarriage tended to marry earlier than those who grew up with a single widowed
parent (Hypothesis 3). Interestingly, this seems to apply to male but not female
children.
The control variables show the expected effects on male and female marriage age
and propensity. Especially social background but also religious denomination
and region of residence strongly influenced both men’s and women’s marriage
behavior, which indicates that first marriage in the period of consideration was
strongly determined by regional, cultural, religious, and financial constraints.
In general, the findings reveal that men were more affected by geographical
differences in inheritance systems and labor markets, whereas women’s marriage
behavior was more directed by religious norms and controls.
The results also illustrate that migration is an important and significant determinant
for male and female marriage behavior. As expected, female migrants postponed
transition to first marriage. In contrast to the expectations, however, male migrants
tended to marry earlier than nonimmigrants. More detailed research on the exact
nature of the moves is needed, but some possible explanations are offered for this
finding and why it differs from studies on the Netherlands conducted so far. First,
in the period of consideration urban areas were a popular migration destination
for young men. Cities generally offered more job opportunities and higher wages,
which might have helped male urban migrants to acquire the financial means
for marriage earlier than rural nonimmigrants (Störmer et al. 2017). Second,
parental and familial control decreased after migration and opened up marriage
opportunities (Oris 2000). This especially applied to long-distance provincial
moves, as studied in this paper. Finally, earlier research on the relationship
between migration and marriage behavior in the Netherlands in the 19th century
is based on a combination of place of birth and place of marriage (Störmer et al.
2017; Suanet and Bras 2010). This is problematic as in the Netherlands a couple
traditionally contracted its marriage in the bride’s place of residence (Ekamper,
van Poppel, and Mandemakers 2011) where they did not necessarily live after
marriage (Rutten 2005). Comparing the birth place with the place of marriage
is therefore potentially misleading when it comes to male migration trajectories.
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(1)
First Marriage,
Stepparent Dummy
Hazard ratio
95% CI

(2)
First Marriage,
Stepparent category
Hazard ratio 95% CI

Parental death category				
No Orphan
ref
ref		
Illegitimate
1.07
0.71 - 1.60		
Full Orphan
0.95
0.78 - 1.16		
Paternal Orphan, 0-5
0.83*
0.71 - 0.96		
Paternal Orphan, 6-15
1.00
0.91 - 1.09		
Maternal Orphan, 0-5
0.78**
0.66 - 0.92		
Maternal Orphan, 6-15
0.94
0.84 - 1.04		
Stepparent ever present
1.27***
1.14 - 1.43		
Parental death category, detailed				
No Orphan			
ref
ref
Illegitimate			
1.14
0.76 - 1.71
Full Orphan			
1.03
0.85 - 1.25
Paternal Orphan, 0-5, no stepparent			
0.82*
0.68 - 0.98
Paternal Orphan, 6-15, no stepparent			
0.98
0.89 - 1.09
Maternal Orphan, 0-5, no stepparent			
0.74*
0.57 - 0.97
Maternal Orphan, 6-15, no stepparent			
0.95
0.84 - 1.08
Paternal Orphan, 0-5, stepparent			
1.08
0.86 - 1.35
Paternal Orphan, 6-15, stepparent			
1.36**
1.11 - 1.67
Maternal Orphan, 0-5, stepparent			
1.01
0.86 - 1.20
Maternal Orphan, 6-15, stepparent			
1.17*
1.03 - 1.34
Highest paternal HISCLASS				
Unskilled Workers
ref
ref
ref
ref
Elite
0.53***
0.46 - 0.61
0.53***
0.46 - 0.61
Lower Middle Class
0.80***
0.74 - 0.85
0.80***
0.74 - 0.85
Skilled Workers
0.87***
0.82 - 0.93
0.87***
0.82 - 0.93
Farmer or Fishermen
0.74***
0.68 - 0.79
0.74***
0.68 - 0.79
Unknown
0.67*
0.48 - 0.92
0.66*
0.48 - 0.91
Sibling death experience				
Zero
ref
ref
ref
ref
One
0.97
0.91 - 1.02
0.97
0.91 - 1.02
Two or more
1.03
0.97 - 1.10
1.03
0.97 - 1.10
Religion				
Liberal Protestant
ref
ref
ref
ref
Catholic
0.79***
0.75 - 0.84
0.79***
0.75 - 0.84
Orthodox Protestant
1.02
0.95 - 1.09
1.02
0.95 - 1.09
Jewish
0.83
0.69 - 1.00
0.83
0.69 - 1.00
Unknown/Other
1.01
0.93 - 1.10
1.01
0.93 - 1.10
Total number older brothers
1.02
1.00 - 1.04
1.02
1.00 - 1.04
Total number older sisters
1.00
0.98 - 1.01
1.00
0.98 - 1.02
Total number younger brothers
1.03**
1.01 - 1.04
1.03**
1.01 - 1.04
Total number younger sisters
1.00
0.98 - 1.01
1.00
0.98 - 1.01
Table 4.3 Event-history analysis for time until first marriage and parental death before age 16, men
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(1)
First Marriage,
Stepparent Dummy
Hazard ratio
95% CI

(2)
First Marriage,
Stepparent category
Hazard ratio 95% CI

Period of birth				
1850-1879
ref
ref
ref
1880-1899
1.23***
1.16 - 1.30
1.23***
1900-1922
1.17***
1.10 - 1.24
1.17***
Mother's age at birth				
<25
1.13***
1.06 - 1.22
1.14***
25-35
ref
ref
ref
>35
0.98
0.91 - 1.04
0.98
Unknown
0.99
0.70 - 1.41
0.99
Father's literacy				
Literate
ref
ref
ref
Illiterate
1.09
0.99 - 1.21
1.09
Unknown
1.06
0.98 - 1.13
1.05
Migration to another province				
No migration
ref
ref
ref
Migration
1.18***
1.09 - 1.27
1.18***
Unknown
0.91
0.38 - 2.19
0.91
Region of residence				
West
ref
ref
ref
North
0.97
0.89 - 1.05
0.96
East
0.85***
0.79 - 0.92
0.85***
South
0.90*
0.83 - 0.98
0.90*
Living in urban area				
Rural
ref
ref
ref
Urban
1.20***
1.13 - 1.27
1.20***
Unknown
0.72
0.30 - 1.73
0.72
Number of subjects
12407		12407
Number of failures
7579
7579
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001

Table 4.3 Continued

ref
1.16 - 1.30
1.10 - 1.24
1.06 - 1.22
ref
0.91 - 1.04
0.70 - 1.40
ref
0.99 - 1.21
0.98 - 1.13
ref
1.09 - 1.27
0.38 - 2.18
ref
0.89 - 1.05
0.79 - 0.92
0.83 - 0.98
ref
1.13 - 1.27
0.30 - 1.74
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(1)
First Marriage,
Stepparent Dummy
Hazard ratio
95% CI

(2)
First Marriage,
Stepparent category
Hazard ratio 95% CI

Parental death category				
No Orphan
ref
ref		
Illegitimate
0.93
0.66 - 1.31		
Full Orphan
0.89
0.72 - 1.08		
Paternal Orphan, 0-5
0.95
0.82 - 1.11		
Paternal Orphan, 6-15
1.04
0.95 - 1.14		
Maternal Orphan, 0-5
0.88
0.74 - 1.04		
Maternal Orphan, 6-15
0.99
0.89 - 1.10		
Stepparent ever present
1.17**
1.05 - 1.31		
Parental death category, detailed				
No Orphan			
ref
ref
Illegitimate			
0.98
0.69 - 1.37
Full Orphan			
0.93
0.76 - 1.13
Paternal Orphan, 0-5, no stepparent			
0.90
0.74 - 1.09
Paternal Orphan, 6-15, no stepparent			
1.05
0.95 - 1.15
Maternal Orphan, 0-5, no stepparent			
1.00
0.77 - 1.30
Maternal Orphan, 6-15, no stepparent			
1.01
0.89 - 1.14
Paternal Orphan, 0-5, stepparent			
1.23
0.98 - 1.54
Paternal Orphan, 6-15, stepparent			
1.20
0.97 - 1.48
Maternal Orphan, 0-5, stepparent			
0.98
0.82 - 1.16
Maternal Orphan, 6-15, stepparent			
1.14
0.99 - 1.30
Highest paternal HISCLASS				
Unskilled Workers
ref
ref
ref
ref
Elite
0.49***
0.43 - 0.56
0.49***
0.43 - 0.56
Lower Middle Class
0.67***
0.62 - 0.72
0.67***
0.62 - 0.72
Skilled Workers
0.74***
0.69 - 0.79
0.74***
0.70 - 0.79
Farmer or Fishermen
0.71***
0.66 - 0.77
0.71***
0.66 - 0.77
Unknown
0.79
0.59 - 1.07
0.79
0.58 - 1.07
Sibling death experience				
Zero
ref
ref
ref
ref
One
1.05
0.99 - 1.11
1.05
0.99 - 1.11
Two or more
1.11**
1.04 - 1.18
1.11**
1.04 - 1.18
Religion				
Liberal Protestant
ref
ref
ref
ref
Catholic
0.76***
0.72 - 0.81
0.76***
0.72 - 0.81
Orthodox Protestant
0.90**
0.84 - 0.96
0.90**
0.84 - 0.96
Jewish
0.82*
0.68 - 0.99
0.82*
0.68 - 0.99
Unknown/Other
0.90*
0.82 - 0.98
0.90*
0.82 - 0.98
Total number older brothers
1.03**
1.01 - 1.05
1.03**
1.01 - 1.05
Total number older sisters
1.02*
1.00 - 1.04
1.02*
1.00 - 1.04
Total number younger brothers
1.00
0.99 - 1.02
1.01
0.99 - 1.02
Total number younger sisters
1.02**
1.01 - 1.04
1.02**
1.01 - 1.04
Table 4.4 Event-history analysis for time until first marriage and parental death before age 16, women

Dealing with Demographic Stress in Childhood

(1)
First Marriage,
Stepparent Dummy
Hazard ratio
95% CI

(2)
First Marriage,
Stepparent category
Hazard ratio 95% CI

Period of birth				
1850-1879
ref
ref
ref
1880-1899
1.06*
1.01 - 1.12
1.06*
1900-1922
1.09**
1.02 - 1.16
1.09**
Mother's age at birth				
<25
1.26***
1.18 - 1.35
1.26***
25-35
ref
ref
ref
>35
0.92**
0.86 - 0.98
0.92**
Unknown
1.23
0.92 - 1.65
1.23
Father's literacy				
Literate
ref
ref
ref
Illiterate
1.27***
1.15 - 1.39
1.27***
Unknown
1.08
1.00 - 1.16
1.08*
Migration to another province				
No migration
ref
ref
ref
Migration
0.90**
0.83 - 0.97
0.90**
Unknown
1.21
0.69 - 2.14
1.21
Region of residence				
West
ref
ref
ref
North
0.94
0.87 - 1.01
0.94
East
0.97
0.90 - 1.04
0.97
South
0.96
0.89 - 1.04
0.96
Living in urban area				
Rural
ref
ref
ref
Urban
0.96
0.91 - 1.01
0.96
Unknown
0.56*
0.31 - 0.99
0.56*
Number of subjects
12082		12082
Number of failures
7762
7762
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001

Table 4.4 Continued

ref
1.01 - 1.12
1.02 - 1.16
1.17 - 1.35
ref
0.86 - 0.98
0.91 - 1.65
ref
1.15 - 1.39
1.00 - 1.16
ref
0.83 - 0.97
0.69 - 2.14
ref
0.87 - 1.01
0.90 - 1.04
0.88 - 1.04
ref
0.91 - 1.02
0.31 - 0.99

109

110

Chapter 4: Entry into Marriage

Our study, in contrast, is based on continuously updated population registers,
which are more suitable for studying individual migration trajectories.
4.4.2		 Parental death above age 15
Table 4.5 and Table 4.6 study the impact of parental death after age 15 on the
transition to marriage for male and female research persons, respectively. The
first model examines the impact of paternal and maternal loss after age 15, the
second model includes interactions between paternal death and social class, and
the final model includes interactions between maternal death and social class. In
all models, the effects of the control variables are very similar to those obtained in
Table 4.3 and Table 4.4.
The first model does not find any significant association between having experienced
maternal or paternal death after age 15 and entry into marriage, neither for men
nor women. The interaction effects in the second and third model, however, reveal
the existence of social-class differences. Compared to unskilled workers, paternal
death accelerated marriage among skilled workers’ sons and farmers’ sons and
daughters. Furthermore, maternal death also accelerated male marriage among
the farming population. Farmers’ marriage behavior was therefore much more
affected by parental death in adulthood than the behavior of any other social
class. These findings do not support the social and evolutionary explanations that
parental death during adolescence and adulthood in general accelerates children’s
transition to marriage (Hypothesis 1a and 5a). However, they are in line with
the explanations that socioeconomic differences exist (Hypothesis 5b) and that
bereaved farmers’ children in particular (Hypothesis 1b) enter marriage earlier
compared to members of the other social classes.
				

4.5		Conclusion

This study analyzed the impact of parental death and other determinants on the
transition to first marriage for more than 24,000 men and women born in the
Netherlands between 1850 and 1922. It studied the classical historical framework
in more detail thanks to the inclusion of the children’s exact age at parental death
and the presence of stepparents. As described in the previous section, the effects
of the control variables were in line with earlier research on the Netherlands and
showed that first marriage was subject to many societal constraints.
Results on the impact of parental death, the focus of this study, revealed that
bereaved children generally did not display different marriage behavior than nonbereaved children. Differences between the two groups were only observed under
certain circumstances. On the one hand, sons who experienced parental death
before age 5 and whose widowed parent did not remarry postponed entry into
marriage. On the other hand, sons who lost a parent between ages 5 and 15 and
whose parent remarried, as well as farmers’ children and skilled workers’ sons
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who experienced paternal death after age 15 accelerated transition to marriage.
The same applies to farmers’ sons who experienced maternal death after age 15.
The results support Hajnal’s classical idea that parental death in adulthood
increased son’s marriage opportunities but only for the farming population and
for the sons of skilled workers such as artisans (Hypothesis 1b). The children of
unskilled workers and the upper classes, however, did not hasten into marriage
after having experienced parental death after age 15. This indicates that the
inheritance of land and to a certain degree the inheritance of a business after
adolescence accelerated children’s entry into marriage but not family wealth per
se. Interestingly, not only paternal death but also maternal death significantly
reduced marriage age of farmers’ adult sons in the Netherlands. Similar findings
were made for rural east Belgium, southern Sweden, northern and central Italy
(Bengtsson 2014; Derosas et al. 2014; Kurosu and Lundh 2014; Neven 2003; Oris
et al. 2014), and also for the Krummhörn population (Voland and Willführ 2017,
Appendix AII and Appendix AIII).
Earlier work of social and demographic historians offers a plausible explanation
for the observation that maternal death facilitated marriage among farmers’ sons.
After the death of the mother, adult female labor force and skills with regard to
domestic labor were missing on the family farm. This increased the pressure on
the elderly male household head to retire and transfer the family property to the
adult male heir to facilitate his marriage and overcome the gender imbalance in
the farming household. Fast entry into marriage of the son therefore reintroduced
the gender cooperation needed to run the farm (Neven 2003: 339; Oris et al. 2014:
272). The same reasoning applies to the relationship between paternal death and
the daughter’s marriage. The importance of the gender balance in the farmer’s
household is also reflected in the findings of this study. Among the Dutch farming
population, maternal death in adulthood had a significant accelerating impact
on the marriage of sons but not on daughters. Paternal loss, on the contrary, had
a strong accelerating effect on the marriage of daughters. These results therefore
confirm the importance of gender complementarities in preindustrial rural
household economy (Mönkediek, Kok, and Mandemakers 2016): When the
untimely death of a household head or his wife threatened the family continuity,
fast marriage of the adult children was a solution to restore the gender balance on
the farm and maintain the land in the family line.
Sons who experienced early parental death before the age of 5, however, postponed
their entry into first marriage. In line with the second social explanation (Hypothesis
2), this indicates that parental death in early life decreased living standards and
hindered a smooth transition to marriage. Sons might have been more affected by
parental death in young childhood and its harmful consequences because men,
compared to women, were to a larger degree expected to accumulate substantial
savings before establishing an independent household. Parental death in an early
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(2)
Interactions
with paternal death
Hazard ratio
95% CI

(3)
Interactions
with maternal death
Hazard ratio
95% CI

Maternal death after age 15					
Yes
1.08
0.99 - 1.17
1.08
0.99 - 1.18
0.92
0.76 - 1.12
No
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Paternal death after age 15					
Yes
0.95
0.88 - 1.02
0.81**
0.69 - 0.95
0.95
0.88 - 1.02
No
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Highest paternal HISCLASS					
Unskilled Worker
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Elite
0.53***
0.46 - 0.62
0.52***
0.44 - 0.61
0.54***
0.46 - 0.63
Lower Middle Class
0.78***
0.72 - 0.85
0.78***
0.72 - 0.84
0.77***
0.71 - 0.83
Skilled Worker
0.84***
0.79 - 0.90
0.81***
0.76 - 0.88
0.83***
0.78 - 0.90
Farmer or Fishermen
0.71***
0.65 - 0.77
0.68***
0.62 - 0.74
0.68***
0.62 - 0.75
Unknown
0.69
0.45 - 1.06
0.72
0.46 - 1.13
0.71
0.46 - 1.12
Paternal death X Highest paternal HISCLASS					
Unskilled Worker			ref
ref		
Elite			
1.14
0.73 - 1.78		
Lower Middle Class			
1.06
0.84 - 1.32		
Skilled Worker			
1.29*
1.05 - 1.58		
Farmer or Fishermen			
1.39**
1.10 - 1.75		
Unknown			
0.44
0.058 - 3.38		
Maternal death X Highest paternal HISCLASS					
Unskilled Worker					
ref
ref
Elite					
0.84
0.48 - 1.47
Lower Middle Class					
1.23
0.95 - 1.59
Skilled Worker					
1.13
0.89 - 1.44
Farmer or Fishermen					
1.46**
1.12 - 1.91
Unknown					
0.57
0.075 - 4.31
Sibling death experience						
Zero
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
One
0.97
0.91 - 1.04
0.97
0.91 - 1.04
0.97
0.91 - 1.04
Two or more
1.01
0.94 - 1.08
1.01
0.94 - 1.08
1.01
0.94 - 1.08

(1)
No interactions
		
Hazard ratio
95% CI
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Table 4.5 Event-history analysis for time until first marriage and parental death after age 15, men

Table 4.5 Continued

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001

Religion						
Liberal Protestant
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Catholic
0.77***
0.72 - 0.83
0.77***
0.72 - 0.83
0.77***
0.72 - 0.83
Orthodox Protestant
1.00
0.93 - 1.08
1.00
0.93 - 1.08
1.00
0.93 - 1.09
Jewish
0.82
0.67 - 1.00
0.83
0.68 - 1.01
0.83
0.68 - 1.01
Unknown/Other
0.96
0.87 - 1.05
0.95
0.86 - 1.05
0.95
0.86 - 1.05
Total number older brothers
1.02
0.99 - 1.04
1.01
0.99 - 1.04
1.02
0.99 - 1.04
Total number older sisters
1.00
0.98 - 1.02
1.00
0.98 - 1.02
1.00
0.98 - 1.02
Total number younger brothers
1.03**
1.01 - 1.05
1.03**
1.01 - 1.05
1.03**
1.01 - 1.05
Total number younger sisters
1.00
0.98 - 1.02
1.00
0.98 - 1.02
1.00
0.98 - 1.02
Period of birth						
1850-1879
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
1880-1899
1.22***
1.14 - 1.30
1.22***
1.14 - 1.29
1.21***
1.14 - 1.29
1900-1922
1.17***
1.08 - 1.25
1.17***
1.08 - 1.25
1.16***
1.08 - 1.25
Mother's age at birth						
<25
1.10*
1.02 - 1.19
1.10*
1.02 - 1.19
1.10*
1.02 - 1.19
25-35
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
>35
0.99
0.92 - 1.07
0.99
0.92 - 1.07
0.99
0.92 - 1.07
Unknown
1.03
0.70 - 1.51
1.05
0.72 - 1.55
1.02
0.69 - 1.49
Father's literacy						
Literate
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Illiterate
1.13*
1.01 - 1.27
1.13*
1.01 - 1.27
1.14*
1.01 - 1.27
Unknown
1.05
0.97 - 1.14
1.05
0.97 - 1.14
1.05
0.97 - 1.13
Migration to another province						
No migration
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Migration
1.23***
1.13 - 1.33
1.23***
1.13 - 1.34
1.23***
1.13 - 1.33
Unknown
1.08
0.40 - 2.88
1.10
0.41 - 2.94
1.05
0.39 - 2.80
Region of residence						
West
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
North
0.95
0.87 - 1.04
0.95
0.87 - 1.04
0.95
0.87 - 1.04
East
0.85***
0.78 - 0.92
0.85***
0.78 - 0.92
0.85***
0.78 - 0.92
South
0.90*
0.82 - 0.99
0.90*
0.82 - 0.99
0.90*
0.82 - 0.99
Living in urban area						
Rural
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Urban
1.19***
1.12 - 1.27
1.19***
1.12 - 1.27
1.19***
1.12 - 1.27
Unknown
0.61
0.23 - 1.64
0.60
0.22 - 1.60
0.63
0.24 - 1.69
Number of subjects
9899		9899		9899
Number of failures
6011
6011
6011
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(2)
Interactions
with paternal death
Hazard ratio
95% CI

(3)
Interactions
with maternal death
Hazard ratio
95% CI

Maternal death after age 15					
Yes
1.03
0.94 - 1.13
1.03
0.94 - 1.13
0.99
0.81 - 1.20
No
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Paternal death after age 15 					
Yes
1.01
0.93 - 1.09
0.98
0.83 - 1.16
1.01
0.93 - 1.09
No
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Highest paternal HISCLASS					
Unskilled Worker
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Elite
0.51***
0.44 - 0.58
0.50***
0.43 - 0.58
0.51***
0.44 - 0.59
Lower Middle Class
0.68***
0.63 - 0.73
0.67***
0.62 - 0.73
0.68***
0.62 - 0.73
Skilled Worker
0.74***
0.69 - 0.80
0.76***
0.70 - 0.82
0.74***
0.69 - 0.80
Farmer or Fishermen
0.72***
0.66 - 0.78
0.68***
0.62 - 0.74
0.70***
0.64 - 0.76
Unknown
0.75
0.49 - 1.13
0.75
0.49 - 1.13
0.69
0.44 - 1.07
Paternal death X Highest paternal HISCLASS					
Unskilled Worker			ref
ref		
Elite			
1.14
0.75 - 1.73		
Lower Middle Class			
1.02
0.80 - 1.29		
Skilled Worker			
0.82
0.66 - 1.03		
Farmer or Fishermen			
1.51***
1.19 - 1.93		
Unknown			na
na		
Maternal death X Highest paternal HISCLASS					
Unskilled Worker					
ref
ref
Elite					
0.88
0.54 - 1.46
Lower Middle Class					
1.00
0.76 - 1.33
Skilled Worker					
0.98
0.76 - 1.26
Farmer or Fishermen					
1.27
0.96 - 1.67
Unknown					
2.58
0.75 - 8.84
Sibling death experience						
Zero
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
One
1.04
0.97 - 1.10
1.04
0.97 - 1.10
1.04
0.97 - 1.10
Two or more
1.10**
1.02 - 1.18
1.10**
1.03 - 1.18
1.10**
1.02 - 1.18

(1)
No interactions
		
Hazard ratio
95% CI
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Table 4.6 Event-history analysis for time until first marriage and parental death after age 15, women

Table 4.6 Continued

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001

Religion						
Liberal Protestant
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Catholic
0.76***
0.71 - 0.81
0.76***
0.71 - 0.81
0.76***
0.71 - 0.81
Orthodox Protestant
0.88**
0.82 - 0.95
0.88**
0.82 - 0.96
0.88**
0.82 - 0.95
Jewish
0.82
0.67 - 1.01
0.82
0.67 - 1.01
0.82
0.67 - 1.01
Unknown/Other
0.92
0.84 - 1.02
0.93
0.84 - 1.02
0.93
0.84 - 1.02
Total number older brothers
1.03*
1.01 - 1.05
1.03*
1.00 - 1.05
1.03*
1.01 - 1.05
Total number older sisters
1.03*
1.00 - 1.05
1.03*
1.00 - 1.05
1.03*
1.00 - 1.05
Total number younger brothers
1.01
0.99 - 1.03
1.01
0.99 - 1.03
1.01
0.99 - 1.03
Total number younger sisters
1.02*
1.01 - 1.04
1.03**
1.01 - 1.05
1.02*
1.01 - 1.04
Period of birth						
1850-1879
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
1880-1899
1.06
1.00 - 1.13
1.06*
1.00 - 1.13
1.06
1.00 - 1.13
1900-1922
1.08*
1.01 - 1.16
1.08*
1.01 - 1.16
1.08*
1.01 - 1.16
Mother's age at birth						
<25
1.28***
1.19 - 1.38
1.28***
1.18- 1.38
1.28***
1.19 - 1.39
25-35
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
>35
0.89**
0.83 - 0.96
0.90**
0.84 - 0.97
0.89**
0.83 - 0.96
Unknown
1.08
0.78 - 1.48
1.08
0.78 - 1.49
1.08
0.78 - 1.49
Father's literacy						
Literate
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Illiterate
1.33***
1.20 - 1.48
1.33***
1.20 - 1.48
1.33***
1.20 - 1.48
Unknown
1.08
1.00 - 1.17
1.08
1.00 - 1.17
1.08
1.00 - 1.17
Migration to another province						
No migration
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Migration
0.93
0.85 - 1.02
0.93
0.85 - 1.02
0.93
0.85 - 1.02
Unknown
1.41
0.76 - 2.64
1.41
0.76 - 2.64
1.42
0.76 - 2.66
Region of residence						
West
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
North
0.94
0.87 - 1.03
0.95
0.87 - 1.03
0.95
0.87 - 1.03
East
0.97
0.90 - 1.05
0.97
0.89 - 1.05
0.97
0.90 - 1.05
South
0.96
0.87 - 1.05
0.95
0.87 - 1.04
0.96
0.87 - 1.05
Living in urban area						
Rural
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Urban
0.97
0.91 - 1.03
0.97
0.91 - 1.03
0.97
0.91 - 1.03
Unknown
0.46*
0.25 - 0.87
0.46*
0.25 - 0.87
0.46*
0.25 - 0.86
Number of subjects
9725		9725		9725
Number of failures
6176
6176
6176
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stage of life therefore potentially complicated the accumulation of savings over the
life course and eventually resulted in increased ages at marriage for sons.
With regard to the presence of stepparents and in line with the third social
explanation (Hypothesis 3), parental remarriage was associated with a reduced
age at marriage for children who lost a parent both below age 5 and below
age 16. The stepparent effect was overall stronger for sons than daughters, but
differences regarding the sex of the stepparent were not observed. Sons who
experienced parental death between ages 5 and 15 and the arrival of a stepparent
tended to marry even earlier than their non-bereaved counterparts. As has been
argued earlier, parental remarriage might have reduced marriage ages because
it introduced a stable household situation and released the children from the
responsibility to take care for the elderly widowed parent (Alter 1988). This is
also in line with the results that sons living with single widowed parents delayed
their entry into marriage. A second argument refers to the finding that parental
death in the past was associated with earlier ages at leaving the parental home
(Bras and Kok 2004; Bras and Neven 2007; Dribe 2000; Lundh and Öberg 2018;
Steckel 1996). Even though they did not control for the arrival of a stepparent,
Bras and Kok (2004) as well as Dribe (2000) suggest that leaving the parental
home at younger ages might have been related to tensions with stepparents,
especially during adolescence. Tensions with the stepparents and earlier ages at
leaving home might also explain why sons who lost a parent between ages 5 and
15 and experienced parental remarriage tended to marry the earliest.
Generally, the overall results indicate that hypotheses derived from social and
demographic history are substantially better able to explain the marriage behavior
of parentally bereaved children born in the Netherlands between 1850 and 1922
than the evolutionary explanations proposed. Just like Voland and Willführ
(2017) in their Krummhörn study, we do not find any support for the hypotheses
that bereaved children in general (Hypothesis 6) and children who lost a father
(or mother) in early childhood (Hypothesis 4) married earlier than the nonbereaved control group. The explanation based on life history theory (Hypothesis
4) even predicted the opposite effect of what was observed for male children in
this study. Possibly, no evidence for life history theory was found because both
studies focused on the transition to first marriage. The transition to first marriage
in the past, however, was strongly determined by regional, cultural, religious, and
financial constraints, as shown in this article. As a result, the importance of strict
societal norms and constraints leads to a lower predictive value of explanations
based on evolutionary biology. Therefore, we advise not to use the age at marriage
as a proxy for reproductive behavior. Instead, further research aiming to test life
history theory and other evolutionary explanations with the help of historical
family reconstitution data should rather study illegitimate births or premarital
pregnancies, which are an indicator for risky sexual behavior.
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The only evolutionary explanation supported by the results refers to
socioeconomic differences in marriage behavior following paternal death above
age 15 (Hypothesis 5b). Nevertheless, we would like to point to two issues that
remain unclear about this explanation and need further elaboration. First, based
on the theoretical considerations derived from historical research and our own
results, we suggest that it is not family wealth per se that mattered, as proposed by
Voland and Willführ (2017), but rather access to land. This explains why parental
death after adolescence was associated with an accelerated transition to marriage
for farmers’ children but not for other wealthy socioeconomic groups such as
the elite, where early marriages were socially not accepted. This also explains
why Voland and Willführ (2017) in their own study did not find differences
between small-, medium-, and large-scale farmers. Second, it is unclear why the
reconsideration of benefits and costs of marriage after parental death in adulthood
is described as an evolutionary adaptation, as the reference to costs and benefits is
not necessarily an evolutionary concept. Consequently, the question remains how
this evolutionary explanation actually differs from Hajnal’s (1965) ideas about
marriage opportunities proposed more than fifty years ago, and further developed
by many other historical demographers ever since (e.g., Lundh and Kurosu 2014).
In conclusion, we therefore suggest to enhance collaborations between (historical)
demographers and evolutionary biologists to reduce misunderstandings and
benefit from earlier insights gained in both disciplines.
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Abstract
Previous research on the impact of parental loss on labor market outcomes in
adulthood has often suffered from low sample sizes. To generate further insights
into the long-term consequences of parental death, I use the Historical Sample
of the Netherlands (HSN). The HSN contains occupational information on life
courses of a sample of more than 8,000 males and almost 7,000 females born
between 1850 and 1922, a period of important labor market transformations.
Roughly 20 % of the sample population experienced parental death before age
16. Linear regression models show that maternal loss is significantly associated
with lower occupational position in adulthood for both men and women, which
points to the crucial importance of maternal care in childhood for socioeconomic
outcomes in later life. This interpretation is supported by the finding that a
stepmother’s entry into the family is positively related with sons’ occupational
position later in life. In contrast to expectations, the loss of economic resources
related to the father’s death is generally not associated with lower status attainment
in adulthood for men or for women. The results indicate, however, that the
negative consequences of paternal death on men’s socioeconomic outcomes
decreased over time, illustrating the complex interaction between individual life
courses and surrounding labor market transformations.
Keywords: Parental death, status attainment, life course, labor market
transformation, social mobility, paternal absence
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5.1		Introduction
Parental death is one of the most traumatic events that can occur in childhood
and may influence an affected individual’s life course in many ways. Compared
with children who grow up with both biological parents, parentally bereaved
children have significantly lower self-esteem and experience more feelings of
helplessness, sadness, guilt, and anger (Worden 1996; Worden and Silverman
1996). Parental loss during childhood is also associated with weaker educational
attainment and greater risk of school failure during adolescence (Abdelnoor and
Hollins 2004; Amato and Anthony 2014; Amato and Keith 1991; Berg et al. 2014;
Steele et al. 2009), which might be explained by bereaved children’s higher chances
of developing mental health problems (Björkenstam et al. 2016; Veldman et al.
2015). Indeed, bereaved adolescents in contemporary western societies are more
likely to report various behavioral problems, to attempt suicide, to be hospitalized
due to psychiatric disorders, and to commit violent criminal acts (Feigelman et al.
2017; Jakobsen and Christiansen 2011; Wilcox et al. 2010).
Recent research has suggested that the negative health consequences of parental
mortality fade once bereaved children enter adulthood (Feigelman et al. 2017).
Support for this theory is mixed. On the one hand, no long-term relationship has
been found between early parental death and adult depression, suicidality, use of
drugs, criminal involvements, and use of mental health services (Feigelman et
al. 2017; Kessler et al. 1997; Stikkelbroek et al. 2012). On the other hand, studies
have discovered that parentally bereaved adults have a greater risk of depression,
hospitalization due to affective disorders (Appel et al. 2013; Berg et al. 2016; Mack
2001), suicide attempts (Hollingshaus and Smith 2015; Rostila et al. 2016), and
premature death (Li et al. 2014). Mixed results have also been found in research
on the long-term mortality consequences of parental loss in childhood. Whereas
some studies discovered that individuals experiencing parental mortality during
infancy and childhood have lower survival chances in later life (Campbell and Lee
2009; Smith et al. 2014), others found higher survival chances (Smith et al. 2009;
van Poppel and Liefbroer 2005) or hardly any mortality consequences (Gagnon
and Mazan 2009; Todd et al. 2017; Willführ 2009).
Even though parental loss is associated with lower educational attainment in
adolescence, the existing literature is inconsistent with regard to the long-term
effect of parental loss on various labor market outcomes in adulthood. For
example, research has shown that bereaved individuals have a higher risk of
unemployment and are more likely to report difficulties at work (Brent et al. 2012;
Corak 2001; Feigelman et al. 2017; Fronstin et al. 2001; Parsons 2011). Conversely,
several studies have suggested that parental loss in childhood is not negatively
associated with earnings and occupational status attainment in adulthood (Biblarz
and Gottainer 2000; Corak 2001; Lang and Zagorsky 2001). These considerable
inconsistencies in studies on long-term effects of early parental death on health
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and labor market outcomes have led researchers to suggest that moderating
factors, such as the child’s age at bereavement and the sex of the deceased parent,
play an important role in explaining this relationship (Luecken 2008).
The present article contributes to the literature on long-term consequences of
parental death in childhood by investigating its impact on sons’ and daughters’
status attainment in a historical population. Moreover, the large dataset used here
also sheds light on the role of moderating factors. The article examines two research
questions in particular. First, does the proposed negative effect of parental death
during childhood and adolescence persist after entry into adulthood to affect
status attainment? Second, do moderating factors – such as sex of the deceased
parent, child’s age at parental death, presence of stepparents, and period of birth –
attenuate the potentially negative effect of parental death?
I use the Historical Sample of the Netherlands (HSN) to examine these research
questions. The HSN follows the life courses of approximately 37,000 males and
females born in the Netherlands between 1850 and 1922. Using historical data
has several advantages compared with data on present-day populations. First,
studies on contemporary western countries often suffer from small numbers of
parentally bereaved children and therefore do not differentiate between paternal
and maternal death or ages at bereavement (e.g., Amato and Anthony 2014;
Feigelman et al. 2017; Parsons 2011). People born in the Netherlands in the period
of consideration, however, were much more likely to experience parental death
during childhood, which enables me to test specific hypotheses about subgroups.
Second, the HSN covers an entire century, which makes it possible to follow
thousands of individuals over a period when important societal, cultural, and
economic developments took place. Finally, vulnerable individuals in the sample
were, in relative terms, insufficiently supported by poverty relief. Studying this
period is therefore useful to reveal the potentially damaging long-term effects of
childhood vulnerability prior to the development of modern welfare states.

5.2		 Theoretical background
Losing a parent during childhood was a common experience for children born
in the Netherlands in the second half of the nineteenth and the beginning of the
twentieth century. In a recent article, van Poppel and colleagues (2013) estimated
the percentage of Dutch children that had experienced parental mortality in
the last 150 years. For example, more than 10 % of children born between 1850
and 1879 had lost a mother and/or father at the age of 7, and nearly 25 % had
experienced parental loss by the age of 15. The share of parentally bereaved
children decreased due to lower parental mortality risk, which declined especially
from 1880 onward (Wolleswinkel-van den Bosch et al. 1998). Nevertheless, nearly
6 % of children born between 1900 and 1922 faced parental loss by age 7 and more
than 13 % experienced parental loss by age 15. For comparison, in the latest birth
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cohorts for which information is available – 1975 to 1985 – these figures are 1 %
and 3 %, respectively.
In an earlier contribution, van Poppel and colleagues (1998) investigated whether
paternal death before marriage affects a son’s occupational status in adulthood.
They discovered that in The Hague in the nineteenth century, paternal death
before a son’s marriage was associated with lower occupational position. This
effect was strongest for sons who had lost their father before age 15. According
to the authors, this is mainly attributable to the loss of paternal investment and
professional networks. This article expands the study of the effects of parental
death on children’s status attainment in several important ways. Among other
things, I follow many more research persons born all over the Netherlands,
examine the marriage mobility of parentally bereaved daughters by comparing
their husband’s and father’s occupational position, and also consider the effect
of maternal death. Finally, this study exploits occupational entries not only from
marriage certificates but also from population registers to include never-married
sons, who might differ from their married counterparts (Delger and Kok 1998).
The theoretical considerations here are based on a framework described by
McLanahan and Percheski (2008). A slightly modified version of their theoretical
framework is depicted in Figure 5.1, which shows the simplified pathway between
parental death in childhood and status attainment in adulthood. As shown in the
figure, the impact of parental death on status attainment operates through the two
mechanisms of parental resources and parenting quality. Parental resources (e.g.,
income), the first pathway, are important for a child’s well-being and future status
attainment (Blau and Duncan 1967; Duncan et al. 2012; Meyer 1997). The loss
of a parent, however, deprives the child of assets that would have benefitted his
or her career in later life. Especially in the past, parental death often meant that
the household’s risk of poverty increased and that children’s plans for education
or work were thwarted (Bras and Kok 2004). Therefore, parental mortality is
expected to reduce parental resources, thereby having a harmful long-term impact
on status attainment.

Parental
Resources
Status
attainment

Parental death

Parenting

Figure 5.1 Simplified pathway between parental death in childhood and status attainment in adulthood
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The second pathway operates through parenting quality. Parental loss is related to
higher levels of stress and higher risk of mental health problems in the surviving
parent (Worden 1996), which might affect parenting quality negatively. Lower
levels of the surviving parent’s interaction with the child, in turn, are associated
with economic adversity in later life (Berg et al. 2017). Parental mental health
problems and lower parenting quality can also be caused by financial insecurity.
Accordingly, parenting quality is also directly affected by losing parental resources,
such as income (McLanahan and Percheski 2008). Taken together, a detrimental
relationship between parental loss during childhood and occupational attainment
in later life is expected, which operates through parental resources and parenting
quality. Moreover, I hypothesize that this negative effect does not fade after the
presence of stepparents and female kin as well as several adulthood variables, such
as internal migration, are controlled for.
Hypothesis 1a: Parental death in childhood is generally associated with lower
status attainment in adulthood.
Hypothesis 1b: The negative impact of parental death on status attainment
persists after parental remarriage, the presence of female kin, and
adulthood variables are controlled for.
During the period of consideration, Dutch society was characterized by a strict
division of tasks between husband and wife (Pfau-Effinger 2004; Pott-Buter
1993; Schmidt and van Nederveen Meerkerk 2012). The husband was mainly
responsible for earning money, and the wife usually was in charge of unpaid
domestic labor and childcare. Accordingly, the mother was the main source of
the child’s emotional support, whereas the father was responsible for the material
well-being of his children. Although widowed mothers with small children
were a favorite target group of locally organized charity institutions funded by
municipalities, churches, and private foundations (Schmidt 2007; van Leeuwen
1998; van Loo 1981; van Poppel 1992), widows from the lower social classes in
particular struggled with generating income, and their families were more likely
to experience impoverishment (Schmidt 2007).1 Therefore, I expect that paternal
death mainly operates through losing economic resources and higher risk of
poverty and malnutrition (Derosas and Oris 2002). Maternal death, however,
mainly operates through a decline in parenting quality and emotional support (Sear
and Mace 2008) and higher risk of family dissolution (Rosenbaum-Feldbrügge
2018). As a consequence, I hypothesize that maternal death and paternal death
are equally detrimental when it comes to status attainment in young adulthood,
but for different reasons.
1

The turn of the century witnessed the emergence of widow’s funds and of social security to improve the
living standards of vulnerable citizens (van Loo, 1981; van Poppel 1995). Nevertheless, poor relief and
social security in the Netherlands were not sufficient to compensate for the loss of income caused by the
death of the male household head.
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Hypothesis 2: Maternal loss and paternal loss are equally harmful to children’s
socioeconomic positions in adulthood.
Research has suggested that a mother’s care is of prime importance in the child’s
first years of life and that maternal death dramatically increases infant and
childhood mortality rates in historical as well as low-income populations (for an
overview, see Sear and Mace 2008). Because other family members such as older
sisters or other female kin usually cannot fully compensate for loss of maternal
care (Sear and Coall 2011), I expect that maternal loss in early childhood scars the
child over the entire life course. The negative effect of maternal loss is expected
to lessen with children’s increased ages at loss, when maternal care and parenting
become relatively less important. Given that exposure to adverse conditions
during the first years of life has a stronger negative impact on later-life outcomes
than during late childhood and adolescence (Brooks-Gunn and Duncan 1997;
Duncan et al. 2012), I expect that paternal death and its negative consequences
are also specifically harmful in early life. Based on these considerations, I derive
the third hypothesis:
Hypothesis 3: Parental death in infancy and childhood is more harmful to
status attainment than parental death in adolescence.
Remarriage is a strategy for the surviving parent to cope with the loss of a spouse.
From an economic standpoint, the stepparent may reduce the negative impact of
parental loss by contributing to the family’s income or by satisfying the household’s
need for a caregiver. Accordingly, the entry of a stepparent in nineteenth century
Netherlands is associated with a lower risk of family dissolution (RosenbaumFeldbrügge 2018). Therefore, I expect that the entry of a stepparent reduces the
negative impact of parental death in childhood.
Hypothesis 4: Parental remarriage reduces the negative relationship between
parental death and status attainment in later life.
In the second half of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century,
the Netherlands experienced tremendous economic and social developments.
The period was characterized by accelerating modernization, industrialization,
urbanization, technological developments, and rising living standards (van Zanden
and van Riel 2004). Education became much more important. Investments in
education increased to a large extent, and compulsory schooling was introduced
in 1901, which further increased school participation rates (van der Voort 1994).
Social mobility and opportunities for personal advancement increased during
the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century because of
increased demand for skilled and educated workers (van Zanden and van Riel
2004). As a result of modernization, educational expansion, and the structural
transformation of the labor market, individual occupational status attainment
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became less dependent on parental background (Knigge et al. 2014). In line
with these considerations, I hypothesize that the negative effect of parental death
decreased over time.
Hypothesis 5: The negative impact of parental death on status attainment
becomes weaker over time.

5.3		 Data, variables, and methods
The 2010.01 release of the Historical Sample of the Netherlands (HSN) follows
the life courses of a representative sample of more than 37,000 males and females,
hereafter referred to as research persons, born 1850-1922. The sampling strategy
ensured that research persons are not clustered within households, which implies
that each research person has a unique set of parents. The HSN is based on birth,
marriage, and death certificates as well as on population registers introduced
throughout the country in 1850. Population registers are a unique data source in
that they contain continuously updated information about demographic events of
all the household members, such as birth, migration, and death (Mandemakers
2002). Thus, registers enable the researcher to identify changes in the research
persons’ household composition – for example, the death of a parent, presence of
female kin, and entry of a stepparent. Occupational information is available on
the birth certificates, marriage certificates, and population registers. Moreover,
research persons who migrated within the country are followed. Few individuals
who migrated to another country, however, are lost from observation. From the
end of the 1930s onward, population registers where replaced by personal cards,
which do not include the date of occupational entry. Therefore, after 1940, I
consult information only from the research person’s marriage certificates. The last
occupation was recorded in 1952.
HSN occupations derived from population registers and marriage certificates are
coded into the Historical International Standard Classification of Occupations
(HISCO). HISCO is a version of three-digit ISCO-68 adapted to historical purposes
and is based on occupations derived from parish and civil registration documents
from several western countries covering the nineteenth and the first half of the
twentieth century (van Leeuwen et al. 2002). HISCO is translated both into the
continuous HISCAM scale and the categorical HISCLASS scheme. HISCAM is
a social stratification scale that estimates the social prestige of occupations. It
is continuous, ranges from 39.9 to 99, and is centered on a mean of 50 with a
standard deviation of 10. Higher values indicate higher occupational prestige. For
instance, lawyers receive the highest possible score of 99, and domestic servants
are assigned a score of 39.9 (Lambert et al. 2013). HISCAM will be applied in
the descriptive and multivariate analyses. HISCLASS is a categorical classification
scheme containing 12, 7 or 5 hierarchical social classes (van Leeuwen and
Maas 2011). Five social classes are used in this article to graphically observe
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transformations in the structure of the labor market over time: (1) elite, (2) lower
middle class (mainly white-collar workers), (3) skilled workers, (4) self-employed
farmers and fishermen, and (5) unskilled workers.2
Males are included in the study if they had a paternal occupation recorded at birth
and an own occupation recorded between ages 23 and 33. This age range is defined
as the first 10 years of adulthood because between 1838 and 1905, individuals
below age 23 were legally regarded as minors (van Solinge et al. 2000). If several
occupations from marriage certificates and the population registers were recorded
between ages 23 and 33, the occupation with the highest status was chosen.
Likewise, I include females if they had a paternal occupation recorded at birth
and their husband had an occupation recorded in young adulthood. Women’s
status attainment is measured indirectly by taking the husband’s occupation into
account because female occupations were often not registered in historical sources
(Janssens 2014; Walhout and van Poppel 2003). Twelve women in the sample were
married to a man in the sample, meaning that 12 sons in the male sample are
identical to husbands in the female sample. I keep these individuals in both the
male and female sample because their total number is negligible.
An overview of the sample selection process and the inclusion criteria is
depicted in Figure A.5.1 in the appendix. Roughly 12,000 males and females,
respectively, had a paternal occupation recorded at birth and survived until age
23. Unfortunately, occupations were not entered regularly on population registers,
which means that only 8,187 males and 6,915 husbands of females in the sample
had an occupational entry in young adulthood. The numbers for females are lower
because around 15 % of the women of marital age remained celibate during the
period of consideration (van Poppel 1992, pp. 21-22) and had to be excluded.
Roughly 20 % of the research persons in the final sample had experienced parental
death before the age of 16.
Having lost a parent between birth and age 16 is the main independent variable
of interest. The control group contains those males and females who did not
experience parental death before age 16. Covariates are divided into childhood,
orphanhood, and adulthood variables. Among the childhood variables are the
father’s HISCAM score derived from the child’s birth certificate and the number
of younger and older brothers and sisters. The number of siblings that died
before their 10th birthday is considered in a separate group to control for poor
living conditions and shared adversity. Additional childhood variables are the
mother’s age at the birth of the research person and the father’s literacy, defined
by the father’s ability to sign his son’s birth certificate. Given that the Protestant
population was politically and economically more powerful than its Catholic

2

Occupations were coded into HISCO, HISCAM, and HISCLASS using a dataset Mandemakers and
colleagues (2013) provided for HSN.
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counterpart (Engelen and Kok 2002), I divide religion into four categories:
Catholics, orthodox Protestants, liberal Protestants, and unknown/other. The
distinction between orthodox Protestants and liberal Protestants is based on the
congregation and the number of orthodox and liberal ministers elected by the
communities of the Dutch Reformed Church. If only orthodox ministers were
present in a municipality, the members of the Dutch Reformed Church were
considered orthodox Protestants (Kok 2017). Finally, following van Poppel and
colleagues (2013), the period of birth is divided into three subperiods: 1850–1879,
1880–1899, and 1900–1922. These subperiods closely follow the labor market
transformations in the Netherlands in the period of consideration.
Orphanhood variables contain the entry of a stepmother or stepfather, presence
of female kin (aunts and grandmothers) after parental death, sex of the deceased
parent, and age of the child at bereavement. The age of the child at parental death
is categorized into four groups: birth to 2 years, early childhood (ages 3 to 6),
late childhood (ages 7 to 10), and early adolescence (ages 11 to 15). Adulthood
variables are measured at the time the occupation was recorded and include
the research person’s migration to another province compared with the birth
province, the actual province of residence, whether the person lived in an urban
or rural area, and the civil status. Urban communities are defined as having more
than 10,000 inhabitants and less than 2.5 % of the population employed in the
agricultural sector as per a national census from 1899 (Kooij 1985).
In the multivariate analyses, I apply linear regression status-attainment models
(Hendricks and Ganzeboom 1998) and regress the children’s occupational
prestige in young adulthood on childhood, orphanhood, and adulthood variables.
The dependent variable is son’s and husband’s HISCAM score. Because HISCAM
is constructed as a continuous variable, I use ordinary least squares (OLS)
regression with robust standard errors. In the first part of the analysis, I introduce
parental death as a dummy variable and develop the models stepwise. The first
model controls for the childhood variables, the second model adds stepparents
and female kin to the analysis, and the third model controls for the remaining
adulthood variables. The second part of the analysis divides parental death by the
sex of the deceased parent (first model) and the age of the child at bereavement
(second model). The third model introduces interactions with the birth period to
test whether the impact of paternal and maternal death changed over time.

5.4		Results
5.4.1		 Labor market transformation in the period of consideration
Figure 5.2 depicts changes in the occupational structure over time, based on the
HISCLASS classes of the male research persons and the husbands of the female
research persons. Among males born before 1860, unskilled workers accounted
for the highest share of the work force (35 %), followed by skilled workers (30 %) and
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Father’s HISCAM at birth
52.53
52.19
(0.123)
52.29
51.86
(0.031)
Father’s highest HISCAM
54.78
53.72
(0.000)
54.51
53.46
(0.000)
Siblings								
Number younger brothers
1.4
1.1
(0.000)
1.4
1.1
(0.000)
Number older brothers
1.2
1.5
(0.000)
1.2
1.5
(0.000)
Number younger sisters
1.4
1.1
(0.000)
1.4
1.1
(0.000)
Number older sisters
1.2
1.5
(0.000)
1.1
1.4
(0.000)
Total siblings
5.2
5.2
(0.982)
5.2
5.0
(0.134)
Siblings that died before age 10, %							
0
58.45
55.33		58.09
55.71
1
23.63
24.18		23.33
24.78
2+
17.91
20.48
(0.029)
18.57
19.51
(0.282)
Period of birth, %						
1850-1879
28.16
38.18		29.84
35.24
1880-1899
42.94
42.24		41.80
43.10
1900-1922
28.90
19.58
(0.000)
28.36
21.66
(0.000)
Mother’s age at birth, %							
<25
14.01
8.97		15.93
11.57
25-35
61.56
56.18		59.57
54.97
>35
24.43
34.85
(0.000)
24.50
33.46
(0.000)
Father’s literacy, %							
Literate
83.78
84.85		81.68
82.94
Illiterate
6.20
6.00		6.90
7.27
Unknown
10.02
9.15
(0.530)
11.42
9.79
(0.220)
Religion, %							
Catholic
32.00
32.97		30.61
34.64
Liberal Protestant
42.99
42.24		44.49
44.07
Orthodox Protestant
14.92
14.79		14.82
13.65
Unknown/Other
10.10
10.00
(0.901)
10.08
7.64
(0.004)

Childhood Variables							

No parental
Parental
p-values
No parental
Parental
p-values
death before death before
of t-test or
death before death before
of t-test or
age 16
age 16
chi-square
age 16
age 16
chi-square
			test			test

		 Male Research Persons			Female Research Persons
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Table 5.1 Variable summary statistics, by sex of research person and parental death

Table 5.1 Continued

HISCAM, age 23 to 33
56.24
55.17
(0.000)
Husbands HISCAM, age 23 to 33
-		56.11
55.33
(0.012)
Civil Status, %							
Ever married
68.04
63.64		100.00
100.00
Unmarried
27.81
31.27		Unknown
4.15
5.09
(0.002)
Migration and place of residence, %							
No migration/urban
30.60
29.58		32.76
29.75
No migration/rural
44.24
46.48		44.60
46.22
Migration/urban
8.95
7.39		
8.80
8.53
Migration/rural
6.15
5.64		5.16
5.27
Unknown
10.07
10.91
(0.130)
8.68
10.24
(0.149)
Age male research person
26.60
26.62
(0.724)
Age husband
-		26.92
27.02
(0.284)
Total Number
6,537
1,650		5,567
1,348

Adulthood Variables							

Stepparent, %
37.15 		
35.91
(0.481)
Presence of female kin, %
17.39		
15.06
(0.086)
Age at parental death, %						
0-2
16.36		
16.32
3-6
25.64		
24.41
7-10
27.45		
26.41
11-15
30.55		
32.86
(0.570)
Sex of deceased parent, %						
Father
47.52		
48.15
Mother
45.39		
46.07
Both
7.09		 5.79
(0.354)

Orphanhood Variables						
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mortality risk for older parents is generally higher. The lower number of younger
siblings is explained by parental deaths being more frequent toward the end
of the parental reproductive age. The high share of orphans in the first period
illustrates that parental death indeed decreased over time. Differences are also
observed regarding paternal occupational position. Whereas male orphans did
not have significantly lower paternal HISCAM scores at birth, parentally bereaved
daughters appear to have been slightly disadvantaged at birth compared with nonbereaved daughters (0.43 HISCAM points). Furthermore, the highest paternal
HISCAM score ever recorded in the certificates is, on average, significantly lower
among orphaned sons and orphaned daughters. I investigate this further later in
the article.
The sample means of the orphanhood variables do not reveal significant contrasts
between male and female orphans. Only around 16 % of the half-orphaned
children experienced the presence of female kin in the household, consistent
with the finding that extended households were not common in Dutch society
(Riswick 2018). With regard to occupational status in adulthood, younger male
generations generally obtained considerably higher HISCAM scores compared
with their fathers and fathers-in-law, which is in line with the findings presented
in the previous section. Bereaved sons and the husbands of bereaved daughters,
however, scored around 1 HISCAM point lower than the non-bereaved control
group. Concerning the other adulthood conditions, bereaved sons were less likely
to be married in young adulthood, but no differences are observed regarding
internal migration, the place of residence, and the age when the occupations were
recorded.
To gain more understanding about the occupational status of fathers and sons/
sons-in-law, Table 5.2 shows mean HISCAM scores by sex of the deceased parent.
The table is not adjusted for age at bereavement because this would substantially
decrease the number of observations per subgroup. Numbers in parentheses are
p-values of two-sample t-tests, with non-orphans as the reference group. For both
males and females, no structural differences are found with regard to father’s
HISCAM score at birth between bereaved and non-bereaved children. Only the
fathers of male full orphans and female maternal orphans scored lower at the 10 %
level. The family’s social position at birth therefore does not appear to be strongly
related with the risk of both maternal and paternal death.4
The highest father’s HISCAM score ever recorded, however, is related to parental
loss: fathers of non-orphans score higher than the fathers of children who had
experienced parental death. Interestingly, fathers of male maternal orphans
4

This finding is in line with earlier research that did not find evidence for a link between socioeconomic
position and adult and later-life mortality in the nineteenth century. See Bengtsson and van Poppel (2011)
and Mourits (2017) for recent overviews.
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obtained a similar HISCAM score as fathers of non-bereaved children, which
indicates that adult fathers improved their social position and experienced
intragenerational mobility even after they were confronted with the death of their
wife. Accordingly, it is reasonable to take the father’s HISCAM score at birth as
a control variable in the multivariate analysis because it is much less related to
parental loss. Moreover, the father’s HISCAM score at birth highlights the early-life
conditions of the research persons. Finally, concerning the occupational position
of sons in young adulthood, the mean values indicate that both paternal death
and maternal death are significantly associated with a 1 point lower HISCAM
score. Sons-in-law, however, obtain a lower occupational score only if their wife
experienced maternal death in childhood.

No parental
death

Paternal
death

Maternal
death

Both parents
died

Male research persons a				
Father’s HISCAM at birth
52.53
52.24
52.31
51.11
		 (0.336)
(0.482)
(0.057)
Father’s highest HISCAM
54.78
53.38
54.31
52.20
		 (0.000)
(0.176)
(0.002)
Son’s highest HISCAM,
56.24
55.25
55.19
54.46
age 23 to 33		 (0.014)
(0.011)
(0.075)
Total number

6,537

784

749

117

Female research persons a				
Father’s HISCAM birth
52.29
51.96
51.67
52.61
		 (0.302)
(0.051)
(0.708)
Father’s highest HISCAM
54.57
53.24
53.63
53.86
		 (0.000)
(0.015)
(0.507)
Husband’s highest HISCAM,
56.11
55.81
54.86
54.98
age 23 to 33		 (0.488)
(0.004)
(0.340)
Total number

a

5,567

649

620

Numbers in parentheses are p-values of two-sample two-tailed t-tests with non-orphans
as the reference group.

Table 5.2 Mean HISCAM scores by type of parental death and sex
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Because a large proportion of the research persons have no occupation or
a husband’s occupation recorded, it is necessary to examine whether their
occupational position in childhood differs considerably from that of the
studied sample. Comparing average paternal HISCAM scores at birth reveals
that children with higher-status background are underrepresented in the study
sample (see Table A.5.1 in the appendix). Males with no occupational records
have significantly higher paternal HISCAM scores at birth compared with both
those without an occupation at ages 23–33 and those in the study sample. The
same differences in average paternal HISCAM scores at birth are observed for
females. Given the positively skewed nature of HISCAM (Lambert et al. 2013), I
suspect that these differences are caused by the exceptional position of the elite in
Dutch society, as discussed in more detail in the upcoming section on limitations.
Furthermore, to overcome this bias in the multivariate analysis, I run robustness
checks by assigning the research persons without any occupational entry to their
fathers’ highest HISCAM score ever recorded.
5.4.3		 Multivariate analysis
In the first part of the multivariate analysis, I study the effect of parental death
before age 16 on the status attainment of males (Table 5.3) and females (Table
5.4). In line with the descriptive findings, Model 1 in Table 5.3 reveals that
parental death among males is associated with a 0.70 lower HISCAM score in
young adulthood – a finding that is statistically significant at the 1 % level. The
effects of the childhood variables are in the expected directions. The father’s
socioeconomic status at his son’s birth largely explains his occupational position
in young adulthood. As Figure 5.2 suggests, sons born between 1850 and 1879 had
the lowest occupational status, but no difference is evident between those born in
the subsequent two cohorts. Father’s illiteracy, the total number of siblings, and
the number of sibling deaths are associated with lower occupational prestige. The
mother’s age at her son’s birth and the religious denomination, however, do not
have an impact on father’s career development.
In the second model, I add the presence of stepparents and female kin in the
regression. These variables are insignificant, but the negative effect of parental
mortality leads to a 1.02 lower HISCAM score. A comparison of the adjusted
R2 of the first and second models shows that taking orphanhood variables
into account does not increase the proportion of explained variance. After the
adulthood variables are included in Model 3, the negative impact of parental
death is hardly affected and remains at a 0.98 lower HISCAM score. The adjusted
R2 increases from 21.1 to 23.7, which means that more variance is explained after
adulthood variables are controlled for. Both rural and urban migrants obtained an
occupational score much higher than rural and urban stayers. Rural stayers had
by far the lowest occupational position. Being older (aged 23–33) is beneficial for
one’s own career, which points to intragenerational mobility in young adulthood.
Unmarried males had slightly higher occupational status, in line with earlier
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research on the Netherlands finding a link between low socioeconomic status
and earlier transition to first marriage (Engelen and Kok 2002; RosenbaumFeldbrügge and Debiasi 2019; Suanet and Bras 2010).
Table 5.4 shows that female status attainment was much less affected by parental
death. In the first model, which only controls for childhood conditions, losing a
parent before age 16 is associated with a 0.5 lower HISCAM score, but the finding
is significant only at the 10 % level. Including the entry of the stepparents and
female kin in the second model does not change the effect substantially, but the
relationship becomes insignificant after adulthood confounders are controlled for
in Model 3. Regarding the control variables, remarkable similarities and differences
between males and females emerge. The father’s socioeconomic position at
birth, father’s illiteracy, number of younger siblings, number of sibling deaths,
and being born in the first period are associated with lower status attainment
for both males and females. Daughter’s occupational position, however, is also
reduced by mother’s advanced age at birth and by membership in the Catholic
Church. Because Catholic women typically married Catholic men in the period
of consideration, this finding indicates weaker economic power of the Catholic
minority. The effects of migration and the age of the husband are comparable with
those of the male research sample.
					
To test whether the findings in Table 5.3 for males are robust, I run three robustness
checks depicted in Table A.5.2 in the appendix. First, the historical social position
of self-employed farmers is often unclear, and various occupational schemes place
them at different positions in society (Zijdeman 2010). Therefore, I exclude father
and son(-in-law) pairs that comprise at least one self-employed farmer. Second,
roughly 2,000 males in the non-bereaved control group were not living with both
biological parents through age 16. These males are removed from the analysis to
compare the bereaved individuals with those from complete families. Third, as
described earlier, I assign the highest paternal HISCAM score to those research
persons without any occupational entry recorded in the HSN. The robustness
checks show that the effect of parental death is not sensitive to these changes and
that the results remain statistically significant at the 1 %- or 2 % level.
Having shown that parental death is significantly associated with lower status
attainment for males but not for females, I next examine more closely the roles
of the sex of the deceased parent and the sex of the stepparent, the child’s age
at bereavement, and the effect of parental death over time. Table 5.5 depicts the
analysis for males, and Table 5.6 depicts the analysis for females. Here I control for
childhood, orphanhood, and adulthood conditions because this model explains
the largest variance. The effect sizes of the covariates are very similar to those
shown in Tables 5.3 and 5.4. The first model in Table 5.5 illustrates that the harmful
effect of parental death on son’s status attainment is mainly driven by the loss of
the mother, which is associated with a highly significant 1.43 lower HISCAM score
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(2)
Orphanhood variables
Coefficient
SE

(3)
Adulthood variables
Coefficient
SE

Orphanhood status						
Parental death
-0.703**
0.258
-1.022**
0.332
-0.984**
0.326
No parental death
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Birth period						
1850-1879
-1.903***
0.290
-1.901***
0.290
-1.762***
0.296
1880-1899
-0.155
0.271
-0.152
0.271
-0.289
0.274
1900-1922
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Mother's age at birth						
<25
-0.233
0.330
-0.230
0.330
-0.246
0.325
25-35
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
>35
-0.249
0.301
-0.229
0.301
-0.206
0.297
Father's literacy						
Literate
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Illiterate
-2.575***
0.292
-2.563***
0.293
-2.306***
0.290
Unknown
0.518
0.356
0.528
0.356
-0.190
0.377
Number of older brothers
-0.365***
0.0862
-0.367***
0.0863
-0.357***
0.0851
Number of younger brothers
-0.474***
0.0758
-0.481***
0.0764
-0.434***
0.0755
Number of older sisters
-0.331***
0.0870
-0.328***
0.0871
-0.343***
0.0861
Number of younger sisters
-0.315***
0.0783
-0.321***
0.0779
-0.339***
0.0769
Number of sibling deaths 						
None
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
One
-0.526*
0.255
-0.542*
0.255
-0.649*
0.253
Two or more
-0.895**
0.273
-0.921***
0.274
-1.143***
0.273
Religion						
Liberal Protestant
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Catholic
-0.328
0.244
-0.316
0.244
-0.526†
0.282
Orthodox Protestant
-0.196
0.314
-0.195
0.313
-0.0798
0.323
Unknown/Other
-0.0488
0.368
-0.0496
0.369
-0.177
0.369

(1)
Childhood variables
Coefficient
SE
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Table 5.3 Ordinary least squares regression with robust standard errors with continuous HISCAM score as
dependent variable and parental death as dummy variable, males

Table 5.3 Continued

† p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001

Father’s HISCAM score at birth
0.552***
0.0198
0.552***
0.0198
0.515***
0.0200
Presence of stepparent						
Stepparent			0.615
0.463
0.732
0.454
No stepparent			ref
ref
ref
ref
Presence of female kin						
Female kin present			0.485
0.611
0.473
0.604
Female kin not present			ref
ref
ref
ref
Civil status						
Married					
ref
ref
Unmarried					
0.528*
0.248
Unknown					
-0.280
0.432
Provincial migration and place of residence						
NoMigration/Urban					
ref
ref
NoMigration/Rural					
-2.211***
0.257
Migration/Urban					
1.557**
0.481
Migration/Rural					
1.803**
0.623
Unknown					
-1.655*
0.726
Age at occupational record					
0.282***
0.0364
Region of residence
No		
No		
Yes
Constant
30.41***
1.102
30.44***
1.101
26.39***
1.495
Observations
8,187		8,187		8,187
R-squared
0.2125		0.2128		0.2404
Adjusted R-squared
0.2109
0.2109
0.2370
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(2)
Orphanhood variables
Coefficient
SE

(3)
Adulthood variables
Coefficient
SE

Orphanhood status						
Parental death
-0.503†
0.271
-0.646†
0.338
-0.525
0.332
No parental death
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Birth period						
1850-1879
-1.481***
0.295
-1.484***
0.295
-1.381***
0.298
1880-1899
0.252
0.290
0.250
0.290
0.181
0.290
1900-1922
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Mother's age at birth						
<25
0.533
0.360
0.538
0.360
0.526
0.355
25-35
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
>35
-0.856**
0.316
-0.847**
0.316
-0.871**
0.312
Father's literacy						
Literate
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Illiterate
-2.174***
0.328
-2.171***
0.327
-1.865***
0.328
Unknown
0.385
0.372
0.383
0.372
-0.565
0.399
Number of older brothers
-0.124
0.0878
-0.121
0.0878
-0.102
0.0866
Number of younger brothers
-0.332***
0.0805
-0.331***
0.0807
-0.317***
0.0800
Number of older sisters
-0.0456
0.0968
-0.0416
0.0969
-0.0780
0.0957
Number of younger sisters
-0.387***
0.0805
-0.389***
0.0810
-0.400***
0.0796
Number of sibling deaths 						
None
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
One
-0.0980
0.284
-0.100
0.284
-0.259
0.279
Two or more
-1.175***
0.290
-1.175***
0.291
-1.365***
0.288
Religion						
Liberal Protestant
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Catholic
-0.654*
0.257
-0.653*
0.258
-0.481
0.307
Orthodox Protestant
-0.353
0.338
-0.352
0.338
-0.0761
0.344
Unknown/Other
0.378
0.425
0.376
0.425
0.484
0.423

(1)
Childhood variables
Coefficient
SE
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Table 5.4 Ordinary least squares regression with robust standard errors with continuous HISCAM score as
dependent variable and parental death as dummy variable, females

Table 5.4 Continued

† p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001

Father's HISCAM score at birth
0.562***
0.0222
0.561***
0.0222
0.521***
0.0223
Presence of stepparent						
Stepparent			0.0967
0.499
-0.0704
0.492
No stepparent			ref
ref
ref
ref
Presence of female kin						
Female kin present			0.700
0.785
0.627
0.774
Female kin not present			ref
ref
ref
ref
Provincial migration and place of residence						
NoMigration/Urban					
ref
ref
NoMigration/Rural					
-2.507***
0.280
Migration/Urban					
1.316**
0.502
Migration/Rural					
1.407*
0.652
Unknown					
-2.041*
0.802
Husband's age at occupational record					
0.212***
0.0381
Region of residence
No		
No		
Yes
Constant
28.98***
1.209
28.99***
1.209
27.08***
1.636
Observations
6,915		6,915		6,915
R-squared
0.2027		0.2028		0.2310
Adjusted R-squared
0.2007
0.2006
0.2272
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in young adulthood. Paternal death, in contrast, is associated with only a nonsignificant 0.68 lower HISCAM score. The joint test performed, however, shows
no significant difference between maternal loss and paternal loss (F =1.72; p > F
= 0.19). Model 1 also shows that the entry of a stepmother attenuates the harmful
impact of maternal death, whereas the entry of a stepfather is not associated with
a higher status attainment. Differences between stepfathers and stepmothers are
also significant at the 5 % level (F =4.32; p > F = 0.04).
Model 2 in Table 5.5 analyzes the impact of age at parental death. Maternal death
in the first years of life (until age 10) is associated with a much lower occupational
status in young adulthood, whereas maternal loss between ages 11 and 15 is not
associated with a statistically significant decline in occupational status. However,
joint tests show no significant differences among any of the four age categories, and
the same goes for the father’s death (results not shown). Finally, Model 3 examines
interaction effects between parental death during childhood and the birth period.
When compared with the last birth cohort, the model shows that the negative
effect of paternal death during childhood is mainly driven by the research persons
born between 1850 and 1879. According to the joint test performed, however, the
first and the second period do not differ significantly (F =1.90; p > F = 0.17). No
interaction effects for maternal orphans and full orphans are found.
Table 5.6 shows the same multivariate analysis for females and husband’s HISCAM
score in young adulthood. As in the case of sons, daughter’s occupational position
is negatively affected by maternal death (–1.17) but not by paternal death. Joint
tests additionally show that the differences between maternal death and paternal
death are significant at the 10 % level (F =3.27; p > F = 0.07). In contrast to the
findings for sons, the presence of a stepmother does not have a positive impact on
daughter’s status attainment. Moreover, the age at parental death does not reveal
systematic results (Model 2), and no differences over time are found (Model 3)
among females.
						
The same robustness checks as before are applied for the male and the female
sample (results available upon request). The results remain robust and statistically
significant. Only the period interaction in the male sample becomes insignificant
after the exclusion of farmers, as shown in Table A.5.3 in the appendix.
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5.5		 Concluding discussion
This study examines the relationship between parental death and occupational
position in adulthood, a largely neglected topic in historical and contemporary
social research. For this purpose, I analyze life course data of more than 8,000
males and nearly 7,000 females born in the Netherlands between 1850 and 1922,
a period of great structural labor market transformations. Roughly 20 % of these
individuals had lost a parent before age 16. The results suggest that parental
death is significantly associated with a lower HISCAM score for males, also after
orphanhood and adulthood conditions are controlled for. This is in line with
Hypotheses 1a and 1b. In contrast to these hypotheses, however, I do not find
strong evidence that parental loss also decreases the occupational position of the
husbands of females in the sample. Regarding the other childhood conditions, the
results show that having an illiterate father and having experienced the loss of two
or more siblings are strongly associated with a substantially lower status attainment
in adulthood. A high number of sibling deaths may point to low parenting quality
and direct exposure to infections generally associated with scarred health in later
life (van Dijk et al. 2018). It is therefore reasonable to treat the exposure to sibling
mortality within the family as a proxy for adverse childhood conditions.
The second part of the multivariate analysis reveals that the negative effect on
socioeconomic status is driven mainly by maternal loss for both males and
females. For instance, maternal death is associated with a highly significant 1.43
lower HISCAM score among sons, whereas paternal death is associated with
an insignificant 0.68 lower score. The difference between the effect of maternal
and paternal death for females is also significant at the 10 % level. In contrast
to Hypothesis 2, the results therefore indicate that maternal death appears to
be more detrimental for one’s social position in later life than paternal death.
Maternal death in childhood not only has dramatic short-term consequences on
survival chances in infancy and childhood (Sear and Mace 2008) but also results
in serious long-term socioeconomic disadvantages. The findings therefore point
to the crucial importance of maternal care and parenting quality on outcomes in
later life. Surprisingly, the loss of income and material resources, which is linked
in my theoretical framework to paternal death, does not appear to be harmful.
Mothers were apparently better able than fathers to cope with the loss of their
partner and to provide for the basic needs of their children. Possibly, the support
offered by institutionalized poor relief, specifically to widows, also contributed to
the mothers’ resilience (Schmidt 2007).
Even though maternal death early in life is associated with a larger negative
effect size and maternal death in adolescence is not significantly associated with
a low HISCAM score, no substantial evidence is found for the hypothesis that
bereavement in early life is significantly worse than bereavement in adolescence
(Hypothesis 3). The conclusion that maternal care is crucial, however, is supported
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(2)
Age at bereavement
Coefficient
SE

(3)
Interactions with time
Coefficient
SE

Orphanhood status						
Full orphan
-1.255
0.773			-2.247
2.279
Paternal orphan
-0.675
0.422			0.842
0.939
Maternal orphan
-1.433**
0.459			-0.818
0.753
No parental death
ref
ref			ref
ref
Orphanhood status and age at bereavement						
Paternal orphan, 0-2			
-1.116
0.929		
Paternal orphan, 3-6			
-0.878
0.812		
Paternal orphan, 7-10			
-0.554
0.626		
Paternal orphan, 11-15			
-0.607
0.599		
Maternal orphan, 0-2			
-2.153*
0.948		
Maternal orphan, 3-6			
-1.838*
0.731		
Maternal orphan, 7-10			
-2.000**
0.699		
Maternal orphan, 11-15			
-0.766
0.585		
Full orphan			
-1.372†
0.773		
No parental death			
ref
ref		
Birth period						
1850-1879
-1.763***
0.297
-1.755***
0.297
-1.535***
0.327
1880-1899
-0.292
0.274
-0.288
0.274
-0.115
0.302
1900-1922
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Interaction with time						
Full orphan X 1850-1879					
1.578
2.464
Full orphan X 1880-1899					
0.344
2.608
Full orphan X 1900-1922					
ref
ref
Paternal orphan X 1850-1879					
-2.433*
1.032
Paternal orphan X 1880-1899					
-1.411
1.060
Paternal orphan X 1900-1922					
ref
ref
Maternal orphan X 1850-1879					
-0.523
0.944
Maternal orphan X 1880-1899					
-1.079
0.897
Maternal orphan X 1900-1922					
ref
ref
Mother's age at birth						
<25
-0.242
0.325
-0.237
0.325
-0.219
0.325
25-35
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
>35
-0.230
0.298
-0.251
0.299
-0.242
0.298

(1)
Sex of deceased parent
Coefficient
SE
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Table 5.5 Ordinary least squares regression with robust standard errors with continuous HISCAM score as
dependent variable and moderator variables, males

Table 5.5 Continued

† p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001

Father's literacy						
Literate
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Illiterate
-2.317***
0.291
-2.315***
0.291
-2.332***
0.291
Unknown
-0.196
0.377
-0.196
0.377
-0.213
0.375
Number of older brothers
-0.354***
0.0851
-0.353***
0.0850
-0.348***
0.0853
Number of younger brothers
-0.437***
0.0756
-0.444***
0.0757
-0.440***
0.0755
Number of older sisters
-0.339***
0.0863
-0.334***
0.0866
-0.338***
0.0864
Number of younger sisters
-0.340***
0.0771
-0.347***
0.0777
-0.340***
0.0771
Number of sibling deaths 						
None
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
One
-0.642*
0.253
-0.646*
0.253
-0.654*
0.254
Two or more
-1.136***
0.273
-1.143***
0.274
-1.151***
0.273
Religion						
Liberal Protestant
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Catholic
-0.524†
0.282
-0.524†
0.282
-0.532†
0.282
Orthodox Protestant
-0.0830
0.323
-0.0882
0.324
-0.106
0.322
Unknown/Other
-0.171
0.369
-0.181
0.369
-0.188
0.369
Father's HISCAM score at birth
0.515***
0.0201
0.515***
0.0200
0.515***
0.0200
Presence of stepparent						
Stepfather
-0.328
0.659
-0.200
0.681
-0.301
0.658
Stepmother
1.526*
0.611
1.799**
0.627
1.547*
0.617
No stepparent
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Presence of female kin						
Female kin present
0.427
0.606
0.587
0.608
0.480
0.611
Female kin not present
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Civil status						
Married
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Unmarried
0.530*
0.248
0.534*
0.248
0.532*
0.248
Unknown
-0.286
0.433
-0.295
0.433
-0.298
0.432
Provincial migration and place of residence						
NoMigration/Urban
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
NoMigration/Rural
-2.198***
0.257
-2.190***
0.257
-2.199***
0.256
Migration/Urban
1.574**
0.481
1.572**
0.481
1.563**
0.481
Migration/Rural
1.816**
0.623
1.821**
0.624
1.832**
0.623
Unknown
-1.646*
0.727
-1.618*
0.727
-1.637*
0.727
Age at occupational record
0.283***
0.0365
0.284***
0.0365
0.283***
0.0365
Region of residence
Yes		Yes		Yes
Constant
26.39***
1.496
26.35***
1.496
26.23***
1.497
Observations
8,187		8,187		8,187
R-squared
0.2407		0.2410		0.2415
Adjusted R-squared
0.2371
0.2368
0.2374
Dealing with Demographic Stress in Childhood

143

(2)
Age at bereavement
Coefficient
SE

(3)
Interactions with time
Coefficient
SE

Orphanhood status						
Full orphan
-1.418
0.996			-1.831
1.690
Paternal orphan
-0.0500
0.421			-0.773
0.873
Maternal orphan
-1.173*
0.498			
-1.612*
0.739
No parental death
ref
ref			ref
ref
Orphanhood status and age at bereavement						
Paternal orphan, 0-2			
0.491
1.011		
Paternal orphan, 3-6			
-1.157†
0.691		
Paternal orphan, 7-10			
0.321
0.760		
Paternal orphan, 11-15			
0.0455
0.595		
Maternal orphan, 0-2			
-1.745
1.115		
Maternal orphan, 3-6			
-1.551†
0.912		
Maternal orphan, 7-10			
-1.821**
0.688		
Maternal orphan, 11-15			
-0.373
0.625		
Full orphan			
-1.491
1.000		
No parental death			
ref
ref		
Birth period						
1850-1879
-1.381***
0.298
-1.373***
0.298
-1.452***
0.331
1880-1899
0.181
0.290
0.203
0.291
0.0158
0.322
1900-1922
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Interaction with time						
Full orphan X 1850-1879					
0.548
2.078
Full orphan X 1880-1899					
0.524
2.637
Full orphan X 1900-1922					
ref
ref
Paternal orphan X 1850-1879					
0.599
1.023
Paternal orphan X 1880-1899					
1.222
1.020
Paternal orphan X 1900-1922					
ref
ref
Maternal orphan X 1850-1879					
0.394
0.908
Maternal orphan X 1880-1899					
0.742
0.921
Maternal orphan X 1900-1922					
ref
ref
Mother's age at birth						
<25
0.549
0.356
0.560
0.356
0.540
0.356
25-35
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
>35
-0.895**
0.312
-0.904**
0.313
-0.891**
0.312

(1)
Sex of deceased parent
Coefficient
SE
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Table 5.6 Ordinary least squares regression with robust standard errors with continuous HISCAM score as
dependent variable and moderator variables, females

Table 5.6 Continued

† p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001

Father's literacy						
Literate
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Illiterate
-1.878***
0.326
-1.869***
0.325
-1.887***
0.327
Unknown
-0.575
0.399
-0.581
0.399
-0.572
0.400
Number of older brothers
-0.0985
0.0865
-0.0984
0.0865
-0.100
0.0866
Number of younger brothers
-0.322***
0.0801
-0.327***
0.0801
-0.321***
0.0802
Number of older sisters
-0.0697
0.0958
-0.0657
0.0959
-0.0694
0.0960
Number of younger sisters
-0.398***
0.0797
-0.399***
0.0799
-0.396***
0.0799
Number of sibling deaths 						
None
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
One
-0.253
0.279
-0.238
0.279
-0.259
0.278
Two or more
-1.358***
0.288
-1.352***
0.289
-1.362***
0.289
Religion						
Liberal Protestant
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Catholic
-0.486
0.307
-0.485
0.307
-0.492
0.307
Orthodox Protestant
-0.0649
0.344
-0.0644
0.344
-0.0635
0.344
Unknown/Other
0.491
0.424
0.489
0.424
0.490
0.424
Father's HISCAM score at birth
0.521***
0.0223
0.521***
0.0223
0.521***
0.0223
Presence of stepparent						
Stepfather
-1.131
0.766
-1.006
0.796
-1.165
0.764
Stepmother
0.863
0.664
0.996
0.723
0.841
0.671
No stepparent
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Presence of female kin						
Female kin present
0.654
0.777
0.793
0.782
0.645
0.780
Female kin not present
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Provincial migration and place of residence						
NoMigration/Urban
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
NoMigration/Rural
-2.498***
0.281
-2.508***
0.281
-2.502***
0.281
Migration/Urban
1.299**
0.502
1.287*
0.501
1.297**
0.502
Migration/Rural
1.426*
0.653
1.419*
0.654
1.413*
0.653
Unknown
-1.998*
0.804
-1.978*
0.806
-2.001*
0.804
Age at occupational record
0.211***
0.0380
0.212***
0.0380
0.210***
0.0380
Region of residence
Yes		Yes		Yes
Constant
27.07***
1.635
27.07***
1.635
27.18***
1.639
Observations
6,915		6,915		6,915
R-squared
0.2315		0.2321		0.2317
Adjusted R-squared
0.2273
0.2273
0.2269
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by the large positive effect on son’s occupational position associated with the entry
of a stepmother. In contrast to Hypothesis 4, the entry of a stepfather did not
enhance the boys’ and girls’ labor market performance. Father’s remarriage was
apparently a successful strategy to provide for childcare services and to stabilize
the household. The positive stepmother effect, however, might also reflect the
unobserved quality of the father seeking to remarry, which would also contribute
to the male offspring’s higher social attainment. Accordingly, the effect might also
be attributed to social selection rather than a causal mechanism.
The final Hypothesis 5 assumes that parental death was more detrimental in
the beginning than in the end of the research period given that the end of the
nineteenth and start of the twentieth century marked the onset of a period of
great structural labor market transformations and increasing opportunities for
upward mobility. Absolutely no evidence for the hypothesis is found with regard
to maternal death, which appears to be detrimental throughout the entire period.
Once again, this indicates that maternal care is crucial for later-life outcomes
independent of external circumstances for both sons and daughters. Interaction
effects with time, however, indicate that the loss of the father was more harmful
in the beginning than in the end of the research period. The rapid increase in
the demand for educated non-manual workers in the beginning of the twentieth
century (van Zanden and van Riel 2004) led to a decrease in direct inheritance
of occupation from father to son (Knigge et al. 2014; Schulz et al. 2015; Treiman
1970). As a result, sons became less dependent on their father’s occupational
background and their father’s survival. The interaction effect, however, is sensitive
to the exclusion of farmers. This finding should therefore be taken with caution.
Although I run several robustness checks to reinforce the conclusions, three
limitations of the study are noteworthy. First, information about the parents’
cause of death is not available in the HSN. This is problematic given the findings
of Rostila and colleagues (2016) that young Swedish adults who had lost a parent
due to an external cause of death had an increased risk of hospitalization as a
result of a self-inflicted injury compared with their counterparts who had lost a
parent due to natural causes. Accordingly, death from external causes could also
have more detrimental effects on occupational status in young adulthood because
it is to a larger extent associated with posttraumatic stress (Merlevede et al. 2004).
Even though the HSN includes no individual-level information on parental death,
aggregated cause-of-death data in the Netherlands are available. The aggregated
data show that only 2 % to 3 % of total mortality was registered as external causes
and suicides in both 1880 and 1917, and that most adults in these years died from
infectious diseases (Wolleswinkel-van den Bosch et al. 1998). Therefore, the large
majority of children can be assumed to have lost their parents to natural causes
of death. External causes did not play an important role, at least when compared
with the Swedish sample, in which 40 % of the paternal deaths and 25 % of the
maternal deaths were due to external causes and/or substance abuse.
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The second limitation is the underrepresentation of children with higher-status
background in the sample. As shown in the descriptive statistics, those with no
occupation recorded in the registers and certificates were more likely to be born
to fathers with higher HISCAM scores. This was observed both for children
who experienced parental death and those who did not. Earlier research on the
Netherlands has shown that sons and daughters from the elite classes had the
highest proportions of permanent celibacy and that children born to casual and
unskilled workers were much more likely to marry (Engelen and Kok 2002). This
explains why the information derived from the marriage certificates is biased
toward lower social classes. There is also some indication that the members of
the elite were reluctant to register occupations in the population registers or
did not even pursue a profession given that they mainly managed their family’s
property (Furnée 2012, pp. 81-84; p. 749). Nevertheless, I do not believe that
the underrepresentation of individuals from the highest social classes calls the
general findings of the study into question because the underrepresentation
occurred to both those who experienced parental death and those who did not.
This conclusion is supported by the robustness checks, which assigned the highest
paternal occupation to the individuals without any occupational record.
Finally, results show that daughter’s socioeconomic position is generally much
less affected by parental death than son’s socioeconomic position. This suggests
that daughters are more robust when it comes to the negative long-term
consequences of parental death in childhood. However, this finding might also
be attributed to measurement problems in this study: daughter’s socioeconomic
position is indirectly estimated by taking husband’s occupation into account,
and I believe that this imperfect measure only partly covers the effect of parental
death. Accordingly, historical data on female occupational position are generally
disadvantaged compared with data on contemporary populations, which typically
contain information about female occupations. Therefore, I suggest exploiting
contemporary survey and register data to carefully examine whether daughters
are less sensitive to parental death in childhood than sons.
To conclude, recent research on historical social mobility in the Netherlands
has tended to examine the impact of industrialization on occupational status
attainment without taking individual childhood conditions and family crises
into account (Knigge 2016; Knigge et al. 2014; Zijdeman 2010). The results of
this article, however, suggest that the history of social mobility is both a history
of the family and a history of modernization and structural labor market
transformations (Kaelble 1986). Analyzing the development of social mobility over
time without taking into account childhood conditions (such as paternal literacy)
as well as family crises (such as parental and sibling mortality) ignores important
explanatory factors for status attainment. This study therefore emphasizes the
complex interaction between individual life courses and the surrounding social,
economic, and institutional developments (Kok 2007). Additionally, studies on
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parental death in contemporary societies rarely differentiate between maternal
and paternal death (e.g., Amato and Anthony 2014; Björkenstam et al. 2016;
Feigelman et al. 2017). My theoretical framework and results, however, suggest that
maternal and paternal death operate through different mechanisms and should
be considered separately. Finally, future research should further disentangle the
important role of moderating factors, such as the sex of the deceased parent, the
presence of stepparents, and age at parental death, in order to identify the most
vulnerable children growing up in today’s societies.
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Appendix
Study sample
		
		

No occupation
between the ages of
23 and 33

No occupation
at all

Male research persons			
Father’s HISCAM at birth
52.46
52.80
		 (0.091)
Total numbers
8,187
1,946

54.97
(0.000)
1,857

Female research persons			
Father’s HISCAM at birth
52.21
52.48
		 (0.210)

54.87
(0.000)

Total numbers

6,915

1,442

3,698

Table A.5.1 Father’s mean HISCAM scores at birth to compare the sample population with those without
occupational information
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(2)c
Orphanhood variables
Coefficient
SE

(3)d
Adulthood variables
Coefficient
SE

d

c

b

a

Full tables are available upon request.
Controlled for period of birth, mother’s age at birth, father’s literacy, number of younger and older brothers and sisters, number of sibling deaths, religious
denomination, and paternal HISCAM score at birth.
Controlled for period of birth, mother’s age at birth, father’s literacy, number of younger and older brothers and sisters, number of sibling deaths, religious
denomination, paternal HISCAM score at birth, presence of stepparents, and presence of female kin.
Controlled for period of birth, mother’s age at birth, father’s literacy, number of younger and older brothers and sisters, number of sibling deaths, religious
denomination, paternal HISCAM score at birth, presence of stepparents, presence of female kin, civil status, provincial migration and place of residence, age at
occupational record, and region of residence. Adulthood variables of male individuals without occupational entry are measured at age 27, the rounded sample
average.

† p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001

						
Orphanhood status						
Parental death
-0.554*
0.225
-0.789**
0.275
-0.731**
0.272
No parental death
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Observations
10,044		10,044		10,044
R-squared
0.313
0.313
0.334

(III) Highest paternal HISCAM score assigned to research persons without any occupational record

						
Orphanhood status						
Parental death
-0.773**
0.270
-1.048**
0.328
-1.040**
0.323
No parental death
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Observations
6,103		6,103		6,103
R-squared
0.209
0.210
0.241
						

(II) Non-bereaved sons who were not living with both biological parents excluded

						
Orphanhood status						
Parental death
-0.803**
0.294
-1.336***
0.379
-1.120**
0.355
No parental death
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Observations
6,700		6,700		6,700
R-squared
0.235
0.236
0.259
						

(I) Farmers excluded 						

(1)b
Childhood variables
Coefficient
SE
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Table A.5.2 Ordinary least squares regression with robust standard errors with continuous HISCAM
score as dependent variable and parental death as dummy variable, male research persons,
robustness checksa

(2)
Age at bereavement
Coefficient
SE

(3)
Interactions with time
Coefficient
SE

Table A.5.3 Ordinary least squares regression with robust standard errors with continuous HISCAM score
as dependent variable and moderator variables, male research persons, farmers excludeda

a

Controlled for period of birth, mother’s age at birth, father’s literacy, number of younger and older brothers and sisters, number of sibling deaths, religious denomination,
paternal HISCAM score at birth, presence of stepparents, presence of female kin, civil status, provincial migration and place of residence, age at occupational record, and
region of residence. Full table is available upon request.

† p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001
						

Orphanhood status						
Full orphan
-0.900
0.988			-2.199
3.197
Paternal orphan
-0.806†
0.461			-0.336
0.980
Maternal orphan
-1.758***
0.501			-0.700
0.849
No parental death
ref
ref			ref
ref
Orphanhood status and age at bereavement						
Paternal orphan, 0-2			
-1.459
0.919		
Paternal orphan, 3-6			
-0.944
0.980		
Paternal orphan, 7-10			
-0.659
0.641		
Paternal orphan, 11-15			
-0.657
0.693		
Maternal orphan, 0-2			
-2.630**
0.915		
Maternal orphan, 3-6			
-1.768*
0.827		
Maternal orphan, 7-10			
-2.406**
0.801		
Maternal orphan, 11-15			
-1.106†
0.655		
Full orphan			
-0.970
0.989		
No parental death			
ref
ref		
Interaction with time						
Full orphan X 1850-1879					
1.930
3.406
Full orphan X 1880-1899					
0.638
3.621
Full orphan X 1900-1922					
ref
ref
Paternal orphan X 1850-1879					
-1.267
1.098
Paternal orphan X 1880-1899					
0.011
1.145
Paternal orphan X 1900-1922					
ref
ref
Maternal orphan X 1850-1879					
-1.388
1.072
Maternal orphan X 1880-1899					
-1.486
1.024
Maternal orphan X 1900-1922					
ref
ref
Presence of stepparent						
Stepfather
0.0417
0.762
0.201
0.788
0.0735
0.762
Stepmother
1.975**
0.686
2.210**
0.693
2.044**
0.696
No stepparent
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
ref
Observations
6,700		6,700		6,700
R-squared
0.2595
0.2598
0.2601

Farmers excluded

(1)
Sex of deceased parent
Coefficient
SE
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Male research persons

Female research persons

Figure A.5.1 Overview of sample selection process

Figure A.5.1 Overview of sample selection process
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Discussion and conclusion
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6.1		Summary
The previous empirical chapters aimed to answer the central research question
of my dissertation on how individuals responded to parental death in the family
and how this potential threat to their well-being affected children’s transition to
adulthood. This overarching research question was broken down in four subquestions related to changes in family dynamics after parental death, leaving home
behavior, transition to first marriage, and occupational status attainment, which
were subsequently addressed in separate empirical chapters. It was hypothesized
that demographic stress caused by parental death generally had a disruptive
impact on the transition to adulthood in terms of accelerated home leaving,
postponed entry into marriage, and lower socioeconomic status. Additionally,
it was expected that both paternal death and maternal death affected children’s
transition to adulthood, but through different mechanisms related to decreasing
living standards on the one side and loss of parenting quality on the other side.
In the specific chapters, also hypotheses with regard to moderating factors such
as the child’s age at parental bereavement and the arrival of stepparents were
formulated and tested.
The findings of my dissertation are summarized and visualized in Table 6.1 below
which shows the main research results in three steps. It begins with the impact
of parental death in general (first column), then differentiates between maternal
death and paternal death (second and third column), and adds the children’s age
at bereavement in the last step (final six columns). To enhance comparability
between the different chapters, age at bereavement is consistently classified into
the age groups 0-5, 5-10, and 10-15. The plus sign (+) stands for a statistically
significant higher likelihood and/or acceleration of the event of interest in the
Chapters 2,3, and 4, and for a higher occupational score in Chapter 5 compared
to the reference group. The minus sign (-) symbolizes a statistically significant
lower chance and/or postponement of the event of interest in the Chapters 2,3,
and 4, and a lower occupational score in Chapter 5. Zero (0) indicates a nonsignificant effect when compared to the reference category, which is the nonbereaved control group in Chapters 3,4, and 5, and children who experienced
paternal death in Chapter 2.
With regard to the main research results, Table 6.1 shows that changes in family
dynamics following parental death differed considerably by the sex of the
deceased parent. Whereas widowers were more likely to split up with their young
children, widowed mothers rather migrated to another municipality together
with their offspring. Chapter 2 additionally revealed that widowed fathers were
much more likely to enter a remarriage than widowed mothers (not shown in
Table 6.1). Second, parentally bereaved working-age children generally left home
earlier for non-marital reasons, independent of sex of the deceased parent and
the age at bereavement. Only working-age children who had lost their father
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before the age of five were not more likely to leave the parental household for
non-marital reasons when compared to non-bereaved children. Leaving home for
marital reasons, however, was not affected by the experience of parental death
in childhood. Third, parentally bereaved children demonstrated a very similar
transition to first marriage when compared to children that did not experience
parental death in childhood. There are only very few significant effects (4 out
of 18, two of them at the 10%-level only) and they suggest that parental death
was slightly related to a postponement rather than an acceleration of marriage.
Finally, maternal death, in contrast to paternal death, was associated with a lower
occupational position in young adulthood.
Two additional overarching results derived from Table 6.1 deserve attention.
First, losing a parent early in life usually had very similar consequences as losing
a parent during later childhood and adolescence. Second, and this result was very
consistent throughout the entire study, maternal death was much more disruptive
than paternal death (compare columns two and three in Table 6.1). In contrast
to paternal death, the loss of a mother was associated with a lower occupational
status both for sons and daughters, and a later entry into marriage for sons (on a
10%-level). Moreover, maternal death was associated with a significantly higher
chance of leaving home for non-marital reasons and a higher likelihood of family
split when compared to paternal death. Paternal death, in contrast, was only
related to a higher chance of outmigration of the entire household unit.
A final important finding not depicted in Table 6.1 refers to the entry of stepparents
in the household. Parental remarriage was associated with a decreasing risk of
family split in young childhood below age 12 and did not have an impact on
outmigration (Chapter 2). Moreover, the presence of a stepparent did not enhance
the risk of early home leaving when compared to households run by single widowed
parents. Only girls who experienced the arrival of a stepfather after age 12 were
more likely to leave home compared to those who grew up with a single widowed
mother (Chapter 3). In addition, daughters and sons who experienced the entry
of a stepparent were generally more likely to accelerate the transition to marriage
when compared to parentally bereaved children whose widowed parent did not
remarry. Boys who lost a parent between the ages 5 and 15 and who experienced
the entry of a stepmother or stepfather married even earlier than non-bereaved
children (Chapter 4). Finally, male children who experienced the presence of a
stepmother obtained a higher occupational status in adulthood when compared
to their fellows whose fathers did not remarry after the death of their wife. Neither
the occupational position of daughters nor the position of sons who experienced
the entry of a stepfather was affected by parental remarriage (Chapter 5).

Table 6.1 Overview of the main research findingsa

Occupational Position
(Chapter 5)

Marriage
(Chapter 4)

Leaving Home
(Chapter 3)

+

+
0
0

+
b

+
0
0
-

0
-

+
+
0
0
c

0
0

Sons
Daughters
Sons
Daughters
Sons
Daughters
Sons
Daughters

Non-marital

c

+

+

b

.

Marital

.

ref

-

Parental death <16

Outmigration

0

0

0

0

0

-

0

-

0

0

Maternal death <5

-

-

0

0

0

0

+

+

.

0

-

0

0

0

0

+

+

.

.

Maternal death ≥10 & <16

.

0

0

0

-

0

0

0

0

.

.

Paternal death <5

.

0

0

0

0

0

-

+

+

.

.

Paternal death ≥5 & <10

ref

Maternal death <16

+

Paternal death <16

.

Maternal death <5

Family Split

Based on Tables 2.3 and 2.4 and the Appendix
Tables A.6.1 and A.6.2
Also significantly higher than paternal death.
Statistically significant at the 10% level.

0

0

0

0

0

0

+

+

.

.

Paternal death ≥10 & <16

Coping Strategies
(Chapter 2)

c

b

a
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6.2		Discussion
The structure of the family, which is automatically altered by parental loss, is only
one of many important variables that affect an individual’s transition to adulthood.
Parental death does therefore not operate in an isolated vacuum, but its overall
impact depends on the presence of other crucial factors. It has been shown in this
dissertation that specifically socioeconomic status, religion, and place of residence
played an important role in the transition to adulthood during the study period
and determined certain life course decisions considerably. Most notably, the
transition to marriage was strongly determined by these factors and only very
few individuals did not comply with the unwritten rules dominant within their
social group and religious denomination, which ultimately resulted in highly
standardized pathways to marriage (Bras et al. 2010). The results in Chapter 4 and
to a certain degree also in Chapter 3 show that parental death during childhood
did not result in a collapse of these standardized marriage patterns as the transition
to marriage and leaving home for marital reasons were hardly affected by parental
death. This indicates that parentally bereaved children, even though they were
confronted with various uncertainties and family instability, were generally not
freed from society’s norms strictly regulating individual sexuality and marriage.
The prevalent marriage norms directed by social class and religion also
demonstrate why evolutionary explanations, as described earlier in Chapter 4, do
an extremely weak job in predicting the marriage behavior of young adults in
the study period. Even if parentally bereaved individuals subconsciously wished
to accelerate their transition to marriage to start reproduction earlier, diverse
societal and financial constraints prevented them from following their desire.
In general, evolutionary explanations therefore have more predictive power in
situations in which social norms are less restrictive or do not have any influence
whatsoever, as in the prominent case of age at menarche (Webster et al. 2014). The
results of the dissertation therefore suggest not to apply evolutionary explanations
to highly constrained and socially controlled human behavior. Contrary to the
evolutionary explanations proposed, the few significant effects on marriage
patterns even point to the direction that parental death, if at all, was associated
with a marriage delay among the male population. This finding rather indicates
that financial uncertainties as well as the care and support for the widowed parent
complicated the smooth transition to marriage under certain circumstances.
Taken together, the results of Chapter 4 reveal that the timing of the end of the
transition to adulthood, which is typically characterized by entry into marriage
and childbearing (Shanahan 2000), was hardly affected by parental death in
childhood.
In contrast to marriage-related outcomes, leaving home on non-marital routes
after age 12 (which are largely work-related in the study period) was strongly
affected by parental death. The finding that parentally bereaved working-age
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children generally left home earlier, independent of the child’s sex, the age at
bereavement, and the sex of the deceased parent (Chapter 3), indicates that the
affected children, once they reached working-age, had to take huge responsibilities
for the family unit earlier than their non-bereaved counterparts. Chapter 3 as well
as previous research show that especially children from the lowest social classes
left the parental household relatively early to become life-cycle servants, mainly
because early home leaving involved several benefits for the disadvantaged family,
such as a constant stream of income and lower expenses on food and clothing
(Bras and Kok 2004). In a similar fashion, it was a reasonable coping strategy
for vulnerable widowed parents to send their working-age children away from
home. The results therefore demonstrate that Dutch society was relatively flexible
with regard to working-age children’s norms of leaving home. Nevertheless,
an alternative explanation cannot be ruled out stating that parentally bereaved
children left home without parental consent. According to this interpretation,
early home leaving rather points to unbearable household situations and tensions
with the widowed parent than to a conscious coping strategy beneficial to both
child and parent. It is not in line with this interpretation, however, that parentally
bereaved children were not more likely to leave home for marital reasons, which
was the most obvious way to minimize parental authority.
Life course researchers typically regard leaving the parental home as a marker for
the onset of the transition to adulthood (Shanahan 2000). Following this approach,
the findings of Chapter 3 show that, in contrast to the end of the transition to
adulthood, the onset of the transition was affected by parental death and started at
younger ages for half-orphans. Early home leaving and entry into life-cycle service
can therefore be described as possible family strategies to cope with the loss of a
parent and partner. In a similar fashion, an accelerated leaving home behavior
has been observed for children of divorced parents in contemporary western
societies (see Blaauboer and Mulder 2010 and L. van den Berg et al. 2018 for the
Netherlands). The underlying reasons for the phenomenon of early home leaving,
however, have certainly changed over time. Whereas in the past the family’s
benefit was most likely the main driver for home leaving of parentally bereaved
working-age children (Dribe 2000, p.81-87), divorced children in today’s western
societies often leave early to increase their own individual autonomy. Both in the
past and today, however, it is quite likely that children affected by parental death
or divorce have also left home to escape unbearable household situations.
Comparing the findings of the empirical chapters reveals that individuals who
experienced bereavement in early childhood (0-5), later childhood (5-10), and
adolescence (10-15) hardly differed in their transitions to adulthood because
they showed a very similar leaving home and marriage behavior as well as
similar occupational trajectories. Therefore, in the analyses no age period was
identified as particularly critical with regard to the loss of a parent. This suggests
that the effect of parental death on children’s transition to adulthood operated
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independently of factors related to the age of the child. Moreover, it indicates that
disadvantages were not accumulated over childhood and that potential life course
shocks caused by parental death operated, if at all, similarly at all age groups.
Given the high levels of infant and child mortality especially following the early
death of a mother (Beekink et al. 2002), there is no evidence either that those
children surviving the death of a parent very early in life were somehow selected
or scarred when compared to children that lost a parent during later childhood or
adolescence. Instead, the effect of parental death on the transition to adulthood
can mainly be attributed to the resulting major changes in household composition
which increased the risk of growing up under precarious circumstances (Oris
and Ochiai 2002). Taking home leaving as an example, Chapter 3 has shown that
children who experienced parental death beyond age 12 were more likely to leave
the parental household on non-marital routes due to mechanisms described in
the previous paragraphs. Once children who had experienced parental death
before age 12 reached working-age themselves, these very same mechanisms
probably operated similarly and made them leave earlier as well. Accordingly, the
present dissertation emphasizes the crucial role of the household situation during
adolescence when it comes to children’s transition to adulthood in general and
home leaving in particular.
There are in fact only two systematic age group differences observed in the
research chapters. First, both sons and daughters who lost their father below
the age of five were less likely to leave the parental household for non-marital
reasons than children who experienced parental death beyond age five (Chapter
3). Second, sons who lost a parent in early childhood postponed marriage when
compared to those who lost mother or father in later childhood and adolescence
(Chapter 4). As children who experienced parental death very early in life were
among the youngest children of the sibship, it can be indirectly assumed that
siblings of the highest parity were expected to delay home leaving and marriage
to take care of their widowed parents. Earlier research suggests, however, that
birth rank also mattered in a similar way across families that were not affected by
parental death. For instance, it has been shown that Dutch women of higher parity
generally married later than women of lower parity (Suanet and Bras 2010) and
that Swedish daughters with many older siblings had a considerably lower risk of
leaving home (Dribe 2003a). Accordingly, it remains unclear if the postponement
of home leaving and marriage was actually driven by parental death in the first five
years of life or simply by the youngest children’s high birth rank in general.
Earlier research on the Netherlands shows that maternal death in the nineteenth
century causes much higher levels of infant and child mortality than paternal death
(Beekink et al. 2002; Kok et al. 2011; van Poppel and van Gaalen 2008). The most
consistent and interesting finding of this dissertation reveals that also from a life
course perspective a mother’s death is more disruptive and harmful than a father’s
death (see columns two and three in Table 6.1). In terms of family structure, this
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is particularly reflected in the findings of Chapter 2 and Chapter 3 which reveal
that widowed fathers were much less competent to avoid the dissolution of their
families than widowed mothers. This gender difference is also well observed with
respect to status attainment in young adulthood: Whereas maternal death was
associated with a lower occupational position both for sons and daughters, the
father’s death did not significantly decrease children’s status attainment in young
adulthood (Chapter 5).
As discussed in the introductory chapter, and as depicted in Figure 1.2, maternal
and paternal death operated through distinctive mechanisms which posed different
existential threats to the affected families: maternal death was mainly associated
with a decline in childcare and parenting, whereas paternal death was primarily
linked to decreasing economic resources and lower living standards. Following
this approach, the research findings point to fathers’ struggle to cope with the loss
of the children’s caregiver and to successfully combine the generation of income
with domestic work. After the death of their wives, widowed fathers were therefore
often not able to provide for the young children on their own. Accordingly, a
prominent coping strategy of widowed fathers was quick remarriage (Chapter 2).
Contrary to the fairytale of the evil stepmother, the present dissertation suggests
that half-orphaned children actually benefitted from paternal remarriage, which
introduced stability, provided essential resources in the form of childcare and
domestic work, and also released children from responsibilities towards their
widowed parent. Nevertheless, it goes too far to describe the positive impact of
stepmothers in terms of a direct causal relationship. An alternative explanation
proposes that those fathers who entered a second union owned certain unobserved
characteristics that increased their chance of remarriage and also had a positive
effect on their children’s social and economic performance in later life. According
to this interpretation, the arrival of a stepmother rather serves as an indicator
for the widowed father’s unobserved (parenting) skills that facilitated household
stability.
The results of my dissertation also demonstrate that households headed by
widowed mothers were on average robust and resilient to the loss of economic
resources associated with a father’s death. Recent research on nineteenth
century Netherlands supports this observation by showing that maternal death,
in contrast to paternal death, was associated with a shorter stature of military
conscripts (Quanjer and Kok 2019). As late adolescent height is seen as a proxy
for health and nutrition in childhood, it is reasonable to conclude that widowed
mothers, in contrast to widowed fathers, were mostly able to maintain a sufficient
standard of living after the death of their partner. This is especially remarkable
because widowed mothers were much less likely to find a new partner than
widowed fathers. One reason for the resilience of households headed by widowed
mothers certainly is that Dutch society in general and poor relief organizations
in particular were more willing to support widows than widowers. In addition,
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earlier research on northwestern Europe found that widows applied a wide range
of creative strategies to cope with the death of their husband (Dribe et al. 2007;
Moring 2002; Schmidt 2007). Widows’ high flexibility is also reflected in Chapter
2 which showed that widowed mothers were more likely to migrate together with
their children to another municipality, even though some of these moves were
certainly forced by budgetary problems. Widowed fathers, in contrast, were less
geographically flexible because they were largely dependent on their occupation
to support the family. Previous research on Amsterdam shows, however, that also
widowed fathers applied short-distance residential mobility as a coping strategy
(Kok et al. 2005). Nevertheless, social support and widows’ flexibility as well as
creativity were important factors that generally made them and their offspring
more resilient to their partners’ death.
The dissertation’s findings therefore describe mothers as active and competent
agents who managed to provide for household stability even in the absence of
a male household head. Research on household budgets in nineteenth century
Britain found some evidence for a so-called earner bias which means that
resources such as food were mainly allocated to the male household head and
the working children (Horrell and Oxley 2013). Even though the death of the
male breadwinner was most likely associated with a decline in these resources,
a more equal distribution of resources organized by the widowed mother
might have ultimately led to higher nutritional intake per individual child. By
fairly allocating the available resources, widowed mothers might have therefore
provided for their children’s short-term and long-term well-being. The positive
impact of maternal presence on children’s occupational position additionally
stresses female contribution to educational expansion and economic growth in
the study period. It has been argued previously that efficient decision-making and
specialization within the small unit of the household was an important factor for
industrialization and economic growth in the western world during the second
half of the nineteenth century (de Vries 2008, pp.186-237; van Zanden and van
Riel 2004, pp.319-328). My research findings indicate that particularly a mother’s
presence played an important role in these economic developments and frequently
empowered children to achieve higher occupational positions than their parents,
possibly through higher investments in literacy and education (van Zanden and
van Riel 2004, pp.326-327). Low levels of adulthood mortality, and specifically
maternal mortality, can therefore be regarded as a key factor contributing to a
country’s wealth and prosperity, which additionally emphasizes the crucial impact
of demographic processes on economic development.
To finish the discussion section, the question remains which implications my
dissertation actually yields for contemporary western society. First of all, it is
important to emphasize that western society has changed tremendously in the
last 100-150 years and that a direct comparison between today and the past
is not straightforward. In this respect, two aspects deserve special attention.
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First, only very few individuals in contemporary western society experience
parental death in childhood. Second, Figure 1.2 depicted in the introductory
chapter is mostly outdated as mothers largely contribute to household income
and fathers increasingly take care for children and also domestic work. In spite of
the enormous decline in parental mortality and the changes in gender attitudes
with regard to labor market participation and childcare, there is still an important
lesson that can be learned from my dissertation: Family structure in childhood
matters and has a substantial impact on individual life course transitions, in the
past as well as today (see Härkönen et al. 2017 and McLanahan and Percheski
2008 for contemporary western society). The severe consequences of maternal
death on children’s life courses revealed in the present study additionally suggest
that the effect of family structure mainly operates through parenting quality and
not through economic resources.
Accordingly, it is of crucial importance that contemporary welfare states
unconditionally assist vulnerable parents to ensure that they can provide for
their children’s well-being. One possible way to do so are for instance programs
which teach parenting skills that have shown to have a positive impact on parent’s
behavior towards their offspring and on children’s school readiness (Brooks-Gunn
and Markman 2005). In addition, political decision-makers should make sure that
Figure 1.2 remains outdated by further encouraging fathers to engage in parenting
and to spend more time with their children, for instance by prolonging paternal
leave. Finally, it is worth to emphasize that investments in children’s well-being are
profitable also from an economic point of view because they will decrease costs
related to crime, health care, and social spending in the long run.

6.3		 Strengths, limitations, and future research
The strengths of the dissertation are, among others, related to the high quality of
the dataset used, the quantitative approach, the intensive study of several outcomes
of the transition to adulthood, and its interdisciplinary character. The dissertation
uses the Historical Sample of the Netherlands (HSN) which contains very detailed
longitudinal micro-level information on the life courses of more than 37,000
randomly selected men and women born in the Netherlands in the period 18501922, and is regarded as one of the best datasets available to demographers to
conduct life course research on a historical population. Regarding methodology,
several quantitative statistical methods are applied in this dissertation which
enable an unbiased and data-driven picture of family processes and life course
transitions. Another strength of the methodology is that parental death, as argued
in the introduction, can be described as a natural experiment which means that
causal effects and not only correlations are estimated in the empirical analysis.
When it comes to content, the empirical chapters study short-term effects of
parental death in childhood as well as different life course events related to the
onset as well as the end of the transition to adulthood. The dissertation therefore
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provides a comprehensive and in-depth picture of the impact of demographic
stress in childhood on the transition to adulthood. As a final important strength, I
would like to emphasize the interdisciplinary character of this dissertation which
combines demographic methods with theories derived from family history,
family sociology and even evolutionary biology to analyze the life courses of
Dutch individuals born in the second half of the nineteenth and beginning of the
twentieth century.
Research based on data always has to deal with more or less severe limitations. The
data shortcomings relevant to the specific research articles, such as the finding in
Chapter 5 that adult children born to upper class parents were much less likely
to have an occupation recorded, have already been addressed in the respective
chapters of the dissertation. Moreover, in this context it is important to emphasize
that the present dissertation would have certainly benefitted from additional
individual-level information about taxable income, poor relief support, years of
schooling, and cause of parental death. This part, however, deals with a general
limitation of the dissertation instead, namely the imperfect connection of the
empirical chapters, partly caused by the low statistical power in some subgroups. It
would have been ideal to combine Chapter 2 with the remaining chapters to study
the life course transitions of half-orphaned children by discriminating between
those who experienced family dissolution and outmigration shortly after parental
death and those who did not. However, studying the direct impact of these coping
strategies on children’s outcomes was not possible because family dissolution and
outmigration only occurred in among 10% of the studied cases. Eventually, this
resulted in total numbers of affected children which were too small to reach enough
statistical power for meaningful quantitative analysis. Within the framework of
this dissertation, it is therefore not possible to examine if certain coping strategies
in itself cause adverse outcomes such as low occupational position in later life.
For similar reasons related to small sample size and low statistical power, also
the impact of full orphanhood on the transition to adulthood has not achieved
much attention in this dissertation. Future research on the short-term and longterm consequences of full orphanhood and coping strategies in response to
demographic stress in the Netherlands could therefore focus on other available
sources. A very inspiring example in this respect is provided by van Solinge and
her co-authors (2000) who use death certificates, custody acts, and orphanage
archives to study the determinants of institutionalization of orphans in a Dutch
town.
Another connection which is not studied in this dissertation refers to the impact
of the age at leaving home on entry into marriage and status attainment. On
theoretical grounds, it is perfectly possible that the effect of parental death on
the transition to marriage and occupational position operates through accelerated
non-marital home leaving, which has been shown to be strongly associated with
parental death. For instance, early home leaving for work might result in more
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contact with peers which facilitates an earlier entry into marriage. Moreover,
leaving the parental household for work could have both positive and negative
effects on occupational position in adulthood. On the one hand, early home
leaving might impede plans for education and will therefore have a negative
impact on occupational status. On the other hand, leaving home for work could
be related to extended on-the-job training which makes faster intragenerational
mobility possible. The results of my dissertation suggest, however, that parental
death does not strongly operate through early home leaving because marriage age,
in contrast to home leaving, is hardly affected by parental death. Furthermore,
both children who experienced maternal and paternal death left home earlier,
but only those who lost a mother actually obtained a lower occupational position.
In any case, future research in historical demography could further investigate
how home leaving patterns in the past were associated with important life course
transitions in adulthood.
With regard to future research, there are some more ideas I would like to address.
First, researchers further interested in the application of life history theory to
historical populations could study the impact of parental death on the proportion
of illegitimate births and of shotgun marriages, that are arranged after the bride’s
pregnancy. According to life history theory, parentally bereaved daughters take
more risks with regard to reproduction (Belsky, Steinberg, and Draper 1991; Ellis
2004). Specifically studying shotgun marriages and illegitimate births that are
evident indicators for premarital sex would therefore allow researchers to test life
history theory in a way that is superior to the analysis conducted in Chapter 4.
Second, and very importantly, my dissertation has focused on the Netherlands, a
northwestern European country where the nuclear family system is traditionally
dominant. Building on earlier collaborations in historical demography, it would
be very instructive to also study regions such as southern Europe and east Asia in
which extended and joint family systems are prevalent. Such collaborations would
enable researchers to study the impact of diverse family systems on short-term
and long-term well-being of parentally bereaved children. Third, for whatever
reasons, historians of the family have so far mainly focused on the consequences
of paternal death as symbolized by the volume When Dad Died edited by Derosas
and Oris (2002). My research findings on the Netherlands suggest, however, that it
is definitely time for family historians to organize a follow-up volume titled When
Mum Died to specifically estimate the impact of maternal death on the continued
survival of the family. In general, my research reveals that widowed mothers and
their children were on average surprisingly robust to the death of their partners,
whereas widowed fathers largely struggled with the new situation caused by their
partner’s death. When Mum Died could therefore highlight paternal decisions and
coping strategies in response to maternal death in an international perspective,
thereby also departing from cultural differences in family systems.
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With regard to the future of historical demography in the Netherlands, there are
many promising projects and ideas that aim to enlarge the HSN with additional
data and have the potential to raise Dutch historical life course research to new
and unprecedented levels. This process is facilitated by the ongoing digitalization
of Dutch archive material. Recently, the HSN has for instance been extended by
including the late adolescent heights of male research persons and their sons
(Quanjer and Kok 2019). Another possibility is to link additional information
derived from tax records to gain information on income, which has been shown
to be feasible with sufficient financial means (Thijs and van Tiggelen 2016; van
Blerck and van den Dries 2017). This would allow historical demographers to
study how reliable it is to estimate socioeconomic status based on occupational
information. Perhaps it might even be possible to collect individual-level data on
poor relief support and years of schooling from church and municipality archives.
Finally, the LINKS project which aims to link all Dutch individuals into their
families with the help of civil certificates has proofed to facilitate successful and
highly relevant research on the family level (N. van den Berg et al. 2018; van Dijk
et al. 2018) and therefore has the potential to provide further insights into fertility
and mortality patterns in the Netherlands in the nineteenth and twentieth century.

6.4		Conclusion
This dissertation used the Historical Sample of Netherlands to examine the
impact of demographic stress caused by parental death on children’s transition
to adulthood in the Netherlands in the period 1850-1952. The four empirical
chapters studied the short-term family responses to parental death, the age at
leaving home, the entry into marriage, and the occupational status attainment in
adulthood. In one sentence, this study revealed that widowed mothers responded
differently to the death of their partner than widowed fathers (Chapter 2), that
parentally bereaved children experienced an accelerated leaving home behavior
(Chapter 3) and a very similar marriage behavior (Chapter 4) when compared
to their non-bereaved counterparts, and that children who lost their mothers,
in contrast to those who lost their fathers, obtained a lower occupational status
in young adulthood (Chapter 5). Elisabeth Johanna Verhoef, whose life history
was described in the very beginning of the dissertation, therefore partly serves as
an example for a maternally bereaved child: As many other children who lost a
mother in the study period, Elisabeth experienced the entry of a stepmother and
left home much earlier than her contemporaries of the same age. In contrast to the
‘average’ maternally bereaved daughter, however, she considerably postponed her
entry into marriage.
There are two very important lessons derived from this study, which deserve to
be repeated here. First, parental death in general had a substantial impact on
the timing of the onset of the transition to adulthood, defined by leaving home
for non-marital reasons, but not on the timing of the end of the transition, as
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symbolized by the entry into first marriage. Accordingly, the results suggest that
households applied working-age children’s early home leaving as a family strategy
to cope with the loss of a parent. Second, families confronted with the death of
the male household head were on average surprisingly robust with respect to the
associated loss of economic resources. Vulnerability caused by maternal death,
however, persisted over the life course and strongly affected the transition to
adulthood of the surviving children. This indicates that particularly parenting
quality matters with regard to the transition to adulthood and children’s longterm well-being.
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Appendix
			
Non-Marital
		
		
Leaving Home
(Chapter 3)
Marital
		
		

Sons
Daughters
Sons
Daughters

		 Sons
Marriage 		
(Chapter 4)		 Daughters
		
Occupational Position		
(Chapter 5)		

Sons
Daughters

Parental death Maternal death Paternal death
<16
<16
<16
1.57***
1.80***
1.36***
(1.44 - 1.71)
(1.61 - 2.00)
(1.21 - 1.53)
1.51***
1.70***
1.36***
(1.40 - 1.64)
(1.54 - 1.87)
(1.23 - 1.50)
0.98
1.08
0.90
(0.82 - 1.18)
(0.84 - 1.37)
(0.71 - 1.14)
1.06
1.01
1.10
(0.93 - 1.22)
(0.83 - 1.22)
(0.94 - 1.30)
0.94†
0.91†
0.96
(0.87 - 1.01)
(0.82 - 1.00)
(0.88 - 1.04)
1.00
0.97
1.02
(0.94 - 1.08)
(0.88 - 1.07)
(0.94 - 1.11)
-0.984**
-1.433**
-0.675
(0.326)
(0.459)
(0.422)
-0.525
-1.173*
-0.0500
(0.332)
(0.498)
(0.421)

† p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001
Table A.6.1 Regression results for parental death in general and sex of the deceased parent

			
Maternal death Maternal death Maternal death Paternal death Paternal death
<5
>=5 & <10
>=10 & <16
<5
>=5 & <10
Non-Marital Sons
1.45**
1.60***
1.76***
0.97
1.35**
		
(1.15 - 1.82)
(1.33 - 1.94)
(1.47 - 2.10)
(0.75 - 1.25)
(1.10 - 1.66)
		
Daughters
1.72***
1.72***
1.61***
1.13
1.29**
Leaving Home
(1.42 - 2.09)
(1.45 - 2.04)
(1.37 - 1.90)
(0.91 - 1.40)
(1.06 - 1.57)
(Chapter 3)
Marital
Sons
0.88
0.98
0.95
0.97
0.48*
		
(0.50 - 1.56)
(0.60 - 1.62)
(0.61 - 1.48)
(0.60 - 1.56)
(0.25 - 0.93)
		 Daughters
0.94
0.83
1.04
0.96
1.10
(0.59 - 1.48)
(0.55 - 1.27)
(0.74 - 1.46)
(0.66 - 1.39)
(0.79 - 1.54)
		 Sons
0.77**
0.89
0.97
0.82*
0.97
Marriage 		
(0.66 - 0.91)
(0.77 - 1.03)
(0.85 - 1.11)
(0.71 - 0.96)
(0.85 - 1.12)
(Chapter 4)		 Daughters
0.88
0.93
1.05
0.95
1.08
(0.74 - 1.04)
(0.80 - 1.07)
(0.92 - 1.20)
(0.82 - 1.11)
(0.94 - 1.24)
		
Sons
-1.707*
-1.707**
-1.192*
-1.043
-0.942
Occupational Position
(0.780)
(0.658)
(0.541)
(0.831)
(0.583)
(Chapter 5)		
Daughters
-1.175
-2.300***
-0.442
0.0524
-0.211
(0.977)
(0.658)
(0.578)
(0.740)
(0.697)
† p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001						

Paternal death
>=10 & <16
1.42***
(1.19 - 1.70)
1.51***
(1.30 - 1.76)
1.31
(0.92 - 1.86)
0.94
(0.70 - 1.28)
1.01
(0.90 - 1.14)
1.02
(0.91 - 1.14)
-0.382
(0.546)
-0.0224
(0.544)

Dealing with Demographic Stress in Childhood

Table A.6.2 Regression results for age at bereavement
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English Summary
Parental death in early life, which is often referred to as ‘demographic stress’, is a
traumatic event that can have a serious impact on a child’s life course. In order to
gain more knowledge about the consequences of bereavement in childhood, my
dissertation deals with the short-term and long-term effects of this event. On the
household level, I explore how families respond to the untimely death of a parent
by studying parental remarriage, the risk of family dissolution, and the family’s
willingness to outmigration (Chapter 2). On the individual level, I systematically
analyze three important markers of the transition to adulthood; children’s leaving
home behavior, their transition to first marriage, and their socioeconomic success
in young adulthood (Chapters 3, 4, and 5). The central research question of this
dissertation is therefore to explore how individuals respond to parental death
in the family and how this potential threat to their well-being affects children’s
transition to adulthood.
The present dissertation departs from a life course perspective which assumes that
life courses cannot be understood in isolation from people’s past experiences. The
main analytical approach of the dissertation is therefore to identify systematic
differences between bereaved and non-bereaved children with regard to the
transition to adulthood. Provided that these two groups do not systematically
differ in any other aspects or characteristics, the differences in outcomes are then
attributed to parental death and its consequences on the family structure.
Demographic stress can be particularly harmful in a context of high mortality and
weak social welfare states that cannot provide sufficient support for their vulnerable
citizens. Therefore, my dissertation focuses on a historical society, namely the
Netherlands in the period 1850-1952. Parental death in the Netherlands in the
study period occurred quite frequently, which offers a good foundation to analyze
the potentially harmful and disruptive impact of parental loss in early life and
makes it simultaneously a relevant research topic. Between 1850 and 1879, for
instance, nearly one out of four children had lost at least one parent before the
age of 16. In comparison, only around 3% of individuals born in the end of the
twentieth century (my generation) have experienced parental death in childhood.
Obviously, it is too late to conduct interviews with people growing up in the
nineteenth century to ask them about their experiences, motivations, and
behavior. A loophole for this problem is provided with the help of large historical
databases that contain individual-level information about demographic events
such as birth, marriage, and death. One of the best databases available to historical
demographers in this respect is the Historical Sample of the Netherlands (HSN),
which is based on Dutch civil certificates and population registers. The HSN
includes detailed information about around 37,000 life courses of individuals
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born between 1850 and 1922 and is therefore the ideal dataset to study the shortterm and long-term consequences of parental death over the life course. In the
empirical part of the dissertation, quantitative research methods are used which
enable me to find statistically significant differences between groups of interest
and to identify pathways and mechanisms systematically. The main statistical
method applied in my dissertation is called event-history analysis and estimates
the impact of certain variables such as parental death on the timing of specific (life
course) events such as first leaving home and entry into first marriage. Research
questions, theoretical background, historical context, data, and methods are
described in detail in the introductory Chapter 1.
The dissertation’s first empirical chapter, Chapter 2, studies families’ coping
strategies in response to the untimely death of a parent. The results show a high
degree of family stability because family dissolution (separation of widowed
parent and minor child) and outmigration are hardly practiced following the
death of a parent. Particularly the entry of stepparents had a stabilizing impact
because it decreased the risk of family dissolution in early childhood significantly.
Comparisons between widowed fathers and widowed mothers reveal, however,
that fathers were much more likely to enter a remarriage and apply family
dissolution, whereas mothers were more likely to migrate together with their
minor children and were better able to keep their vulnerable children alive. This
points to the fundamentally diﬀerent positions of men and women in Dutch
society during the research period: Husbands were mainly responsible for income
generation and the financial well-being of the family, whereas wives were mostly
in charge of childcare and domestic work.
The first marker of the transition to adulthood, leaving the parental home for
the first time, is investigated in Chapter 3. This chapter studies two mutually
exclusive routes out of the parental home, namely leaving for marital and nonmarital reasons, which are mainly work-related. Parental loss did not increase
the risk of early marriage, but strongly enhanced the chances for leaving home
for non-marital reasons. This indicates that leaving the parental household by
entering an early marriage was not a reasonable option for half-orphans at that
time. Remarkably, daughters and sons were especially likely to leave the parental
household for work after the loss of a mother. In contrast to my expectations,
there is no evidence that the entry of a stepparent and stepsiblings increased the
risk of leaving home compared to living with a single widowed parent.
Chapter 4 analyzes the entry into first marriage, which is considered the second
important marker of the transition to adulthood in this dissertation. The findings
reveal that marriage in the study period was strongly determined by regional,
cultural, religious, and financial constraints, but less affected by parental death.
Among sons, losing a parent in early childhood slightly hindered a smooth
transition to marriage. The inheritance of land in adulthood (beyond age 16),
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however, created marriage opportunities both for men and women whose fathers
worked as farmers. The results therefore suggest that farming families employed
fast marriage of adult children to restore the gender balance on the farm.
The final empirical Chapter 5 investigates the effect of parental death in childhood
on socioeconomic status in adulthood, the third marker of the transition to
adulthood. The results show that maternal loss was significantly associated with
lower occupational position in adulthood for both men and women, which
points to the crucial importance of maternal care in childhood for socioeconomic
outcomes in later life. The loss of a father was only associated with lower status
attainment for sons born in the period 1850-1879. The negative consequences
of paternal death on men’s socioeconomic outcomes therefore disappeared
around the turn of the century, a period when the Netherlands experienced large
economic growth, increases in real wages, and higher living standards. This finding
therefore illustrates the complex interaction between individual life courses and
surrounding labor market transformations.
Taken together, the fairytale of the evil stepparent is at odds with the dissertation’s
findings. On the contrary, the results even suggest that parentally bereaved
children benefitted from paternal remarriage, which introduced stability and
provided essential resources in the form of additional income and domestic
work. The most consistent finding of this dissertation, however, is that a mother’s
death was generally more disruptive and harmful than a father’s death. One
reason for the resilience of households headed by widowed mothers was that
Dutch society was more willing to support widows than widowers. In addition,
widows applied a wide range of survival strategies to cope with the death of their
husband. The dissertation’s findings therefore describe mothers as competent
agents who managed to provide for household stability even in the absence of
a male household head. Widowed fathers, in contrast, struggled with the loss
of the children’s caregiver, which on average also had detrimental long-term
consequences for the economic success of the affected children. These concluding
thoughts are discussed in more detail in Chapter 6, which also summarizes the
research findings (see Table 6.1 for a good overview), considers the dissertation’s
limitations, and provides additional ideas for future research in historical
demography and family history.
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Nederlandse samenvatting
Het sterven van één of beide ouders op een vroege leeftijd is een traumatische
gebeurtenis die een grote invloed kan hebben op de verdere levensloop van
een kind. Hierdoor kun je spreken van een vorm van ‘demografische stress’. In
deze dissertatie onderzoek ik de effecten van dit fenomeen op zowel de korte
als de lange termijn. Dat gebeurt aan de hand van een aantal deelonderwerpen.
Op het gezinsniveau wordt bijvoorbeeld de gemiddelde periode waarna een
verweduwde ouder een nieuw huwelijk aangaat, het risico van het uiteenvallen
van het kerngezin of de kans dat het gezin na de dood van een ouder migreert
bestudeerd (Hoofdstuk 2). Op het individuele niveau meet ik systematisch drie
belangrijke omslagpunten in het leven die deel uitmaken van de overgang van het
kind zijn naar de volwassenheid, te weten: het verlaten van het ouderlijk huis, het
eerste huwelijk en de socio-economische succesfactor in de volwassen periode
(Hoofdstuk 3, 4 en 5). De kern van deze dissertatie behelst de vraag op welke
manier families en individuen reageerden na de dood van een ouder en welke
invloed dit gehad heeft op de transitie van kind naar volwassene.
Deze dissertatie vertrekt vanuit het zogenaamde levensloopperspectief, waarbij
de levensloop van een individu expliciet als niet onafhankelijk gezien kan worden
van eerdere gebeurtenissen in dat leven. Door uitvoerige analyse van historische
data identificeer ik de systematische verschillen tussen kinderen die één of beide
ouders verloren en kinderen die opgroeien met ouders met de nadruk op hun
overgang naar volwassenheid. Er vanuit gaande dat deze twee observatiegroepen
verder niet op structurele wijze van elkaar verschillen, kunnen de verschillen in
uitkomsten worden toegeschreven aan het verlies van de ouder.
Deze vorm van demografische druk is vooral aanwezig in situaties waarin
sprake is van een hoge mortaliteit en een zwakke sociale welvaartsstaat die
weinig ondersteuning biedt aan kwetsbare individuen. Om de effecten goed te
kunnen meten en analyseren richt ik mij op een samenleving die hieraan voldoet,
namelijk Nederland tussen de jaren 1850 en 1952. In deze periode ervaren relatief
veel kinderen de sterfte van hun vader en/of moeder: tussen 1850 en 1879 had
bijvoorbeeld bijna een kwart van de kinderen al tenminste één ouder verloren.
Dit is een groot verschil met de huidige generatie: van de kinderen geboren in de
late twintigste eeuw verliest gemiddeld drie procent één of beide ouders in hun
kindertijd.
Het is natuurlijk niet meer mogelijk om personen die opgroeiden in het einde van
de negentiende of begin van de twintigste eeuw te vragen naar hun ervaringen
en de motivatie van hun beslissingen en gedrag. Wel kan gekeken worden naar
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de demografische gebeurtenissen in hun levensloop met behulp van grote
historische databases waarin op individueel niveau informatie staat geregistreerd.
Een van de belangrijkste databases waaruit demografisch onderzoekers kunnen
putten is de Historische Steekproef Nederlandse bevolking (HSN), die gebaseerd
is op geboorte-, huwelijks- en overlijdensaktes uit de burgerlijke stand en
bevolkingsregisters. De HSN bevat gedetailleerde informatie over zo’n 37.000
levensgeschiedenissen van tussen 1850 en 1922 geboren individuen en is hiermee
de ideale dataset om de consequenties van de dood van één of beide ouders op de
verdere levensloop van kinderen op zowel korte als lange termijn te bestuderen.
Door middel van kwantitatieve onderzoeksmethoden kan ik significante
verschillen tussen de onderzochte groepen en patronen onderscheiden en
bepaalde patronen en mechanismen in de levensloop blootleggen. De belangrijkste
statistische methode die wordt toegepast is de zogenaamde event-history analysis,
waarbij gemeten wordt wat de invloed is van variabelen als de dood van een ouder
op het moment waarop specifieke demografische gebeurtenissen in de verder
levensloop plaatsvinden, zoals het uit huis gaan of het moment van huwen. De
relevante onderzoeksvragen die ik hierbij heb gebruikt, evenals de theoretische
achtergrond, historische context en de gebruikte data en methoden worden
beschreven in het eerste hoofdstuk.
In het eerste empirische gedeelte van dit proefschrift, hoofdstuk 2, bestudeer ik
de overlevingsstrategieën van gezinnen na de vroegtijdige dood van één van de
ouders. Uit de resultaten komt naar voren dat de mate van stabiliteit binnen het
gezin hierna hoog blijft, aangezien het zelden voorkomt dat gezinnen uit elkaar
vallen of emigreren. Met name de aanwezigheid van een stiefouder binnen het
overgebleven gezin zorgde voor stabiliserende werking, omdat dit kans op het uit
elkaar gaan van de andere gezinsleden drastisch verkleinde. Bij het vergelijken van
verweduwde vaders en verweduwde moeders komt echter naar voren dat vaders
significant vaker hertrouwden evenals het gezin uit elkaar lieten gaan, terwijl de
moeders vaker migreerden met hun jonge kinderen, en een betere basis boden voor
hun kinderen om verder te overleven. Deze gegevens illustreren de fundamenteel
verschillende rollen die mannen en vrouwen vervulden in de Nederlandse
samenleving in de betreffende periode: mannen waren verantwoordelijk voor het
genereren van het financiële inkomen, terwijl vrouwen voor de kinderen en het
huishouden zorgden.
De eerste mijlpaal van de volwassenwording, het verlaten van het ouderlijk huis,
wordt behandeld in het derde hoofdstuk. Hierbij worden twee elkaar wederzijds
uitsluitende redenen onderscheiden: het geval waarbij sprake is van intrede in het
huwelijk, en het geval waarbij hier geen sprake van is. Dit laatste geval is vrijwel
altijd werk-gerelateerd. De dood van één of beide ouders bleek geen significante
invloed te hebben op een vervroegde intrede in het huwelijk, maar des te meer op
de kans dat een kind het ouderlijk huis verlaat vanwege andere redenen. Dit wijst
erop dat het verlaten van het ouderlijk huishouden wegens huwelijksintrede op
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relatief vroege leeftijd geen veelvoorkomende optie was voor halfwezen in deze
periode. Opmerkelijk genoeg verlieten zowel dochters als zonen vaker het huis om
te gaan werken na de dood van hun moeder. Een ander opvallend resultaat is dat
er geen verhoogde kans was voor kinderen op het verlaten van het ouderlijk huis
wanneer een stiefouder, en eventueel stiefkinderen, in het huishouden kwamen.
In Hoofdstuk 4 analyseer ik de intrede in het eerste huwelijk, de tweede pijler op
de weg naar volwassenwording. In de resultaten komt naar voren dat het huwelijk
in de periode 1850-1940 in sterke mate werd bepaald door regionale, culturele,
religieuze en financiële factoren en in mindere mate werd beïnvloed door de
eventuele dood van een ouder op jongere leeftijd. Alleen voor zonen kon de dood
van een ouder voor het vijfde levensjaar een licht negatieve invloed hebben op
een soepele huwelijksintrede. Aan de andere kant kon landerfenis als resultaat
van de dood van een ouder (vanaf 16 jaar) een positieve invloed hebben op de
huwelijkskansen van zowel boerenzonen als -dochters. Vooral in boerenfamilies
kwamen vroege huwelijken na de dood van één ouder voor om het evenwicht van
mannen en vrouwen binnen het boerenbedrijf te herstellen.
In het laatste empirische hoofdstuk ligt de focus op het effect van het verlies van
een ouder op vroege leeftijd op latere socio-economische status, de derde en laatste
mijlpaal van de volwassenwording. De sterfte van een moeder heeft een significant
negatief effect op de uiteindelijke beroepsgroep van zowel de zonen als dochters
die zij achterliet, en laat zodoende het belang van de zorg van een moeder zien in
deze historische periode. Het verlies van een vader pakte alleen slechter uit voor de
socio-economische status van zonen geboren in de periode tussen 1850 en 1879.
Met de nadering van de eeuwwisseling nam ook deze negatieve consequentie af, wat
voornamelijk toegewijd kan worden aan de economische groei die Nederland ten
deel viel, die zorgde voor hogere lonen en een betere levensstandaard. Dit resultaat
is exemplarisch voor de wisselwerking tussen individuele levensgeschiedenissen
en grotere structurele arbeidsmarktontwikkelingen.
Op basis van deze dissertatie kan afgerekend worden met het vooroordeel van
de ‘boze’ stiefouders die de al kwetsbare kinderen nog meer schade toedoen.
In tegenstelling tot het sprookjescliché hadden halfwezen dikwijls juist baat bij
het hertrouwen van met name hun vader: hiermee werd de stabiliteit binnen
het gezin weer versterkt en werd in belangrijke behoeften voorzien als het
genereren van extra inkomen en de uitvoer van huishoudelijke- en zorgtaken.
Het belangrijkste resultaat van dit onderzoek is dat de dood van de moeder
over het algemeen een negatievere invloed heeft op het latere leven van haar
kinderen. Een belangrijke reden voor de relatieve weerbaarheid van gezinnen met
verweduwde moeders is dat de Nederlandse samenleving in deze tijd in hogere
mate bereid was alleenstaande moeders te ondersteunen dan vaders in dezelfde
situatie. Bovendien pasten moeders een breed scala aan overlevingsstrategieën
toe na de dood van hun partner. Hierdoor worden verweduwde moeders in dit
proefschrift geïllustreerd als competente actoren die de stabiliteit binnen het
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huishouden relatief goed konden behouden hoewel het mannelijke gezinshoofd
was weggevallen. Verweduwde vaders worstelden echter met het verlies van
de belangrijkste verzorger van zijn kinderen, wat gemiddeld genomen vaak
ongunstige consequenties had voor het sociaaleconomische succes van de
kinderen. Deze bevindingen zijn in detail beschreven in het laatste hoofdstuk 6,
evenals een overzicht van de onderzoeksresultaten (zie hiervoor tabel 6.1). Ook
worden in dit hoofdstuk de beperkingen en knelpunten van het proefschrift
besproken en worden suggesties gegeven voor toekomstig verder onderzoek in
het domein van de historische demografie.
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Deutsche Zusammenfassung
Der Tod eines Elternteils im Kindes- und Jugendalter, häufig auch als
„demographischer Stress“ bezeichnet, ist ein traumatisches Ereignis, das tiefgreifende
Auswirkungen auf den Lebenslauf eines betroffenen Kindes haben kann. Um
allgemeine Aussagen über die komplexen Folgen dieses Verlustes ableiten zu können,
befasst sich meine Doktorarbeit eingehend mit den kurzfristigen und langfristigen
Auswirkungen dieses Ereignisses auf den Übergang ins Erwachsenenalter. Dabei
erforsche ich wie betroffene Familien auf den Tod eines Elternteils reagieren, sei es
durch die erneute Eheschließung des verwitweten Elternteils, durch die Auflösung
des gesamten Haushalts oder durch die Bereitschaft der Familie zur Auswanderung
in eine andere Gemeinde (Kapitel 2). Auf individueller Ebene analysiere ich
drei bedeutende Ereignisse, die alle mit dem Übergang ins Erwachsenenalter
zusammenhängen: das Alter beim erstmaligen Verlassen des Elternhauses, das
Heiratsalter und zu guter Letzt den beruflichen Erfolg als junger Erwachsener
(Kapitel 3,4 und 5). Die bedeutendste Forschungsfrage meiner Doktorarbeit lautet
deshalb, wie Familienmitglieder auf den Tod eines Elternteils reagieren und wie sich
dieser Verlust und dessen unmittelbare Folgen auf den Übergang ins Erwachsenalter
der betroffenen Kinder auswirkt.
Die vorliegende Doktorarbeit basiert auf der Lebenslaufperspektive, die davon
ausgeht, dass individuelle Lebensläufe nicht ohne Vorwissen über das frühere
Leben der untersuchten Personen nachvollzogen werden können. Diese
Dissertation zielt deshalb vor allem darauf ab, systematische Unterschiede
zwischen vom Verlust eines Elternteils betroffenen und nicht-betroffenen
Kindern in Bezug auf den Übergang ins Erwachsenenalter zu ermitteln. Unter
der Voraussetzung, dass sich diese beiden Gruppen in keiner weiteren wichtigen
Eigenschaft unterscheiden, können die beobachteten Unterschiede auf den Tod
des Elternteils und dessen Folgen zurückgeführt werden.
Demographischer Stress kann besonders schädlich sein, wenn die Sterblichkeitsraten
hoch sind und man in einem schwachen Wohlfahrtsstaat aufwächst, der seinen
Bürgern nur unzureichend Unterstützung bieten kann. Deshalb erforscht meine
Doktorarbeit mit den Niederlanden im Untersuchungszeitraum 1850-1952 auch
eine historische Gemeinschaft, in der relativ viele Kinder den Verlust mindestens
eines Elternteils zu beklagen hatten. Die hohe elterliche Sterblichkeit bietet also
eine geeignete Möglichkeit um die potenziell schädlichen Auswirkungen dieses
Ereignisses eingehend zu untersuchen und verleiht dem Thema darüber hinaus
weitere Relevanz. Zwischen 1850 und 1879 verlor zum Beispiel beinahe eines von
vier Kindern mindestens einen Elternteil vor dem Erreichen des 16. Lebensjahrs.
Der vergleichbare Anteil für meine Generation (in den 1980ern und 1990ern
geboren) beträgt dagegen nur noch etwa drei Prozent.
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Selbstverständlich ist es nicht mehr möglich, Gespräche mit Menschen zu führen,
die im Laufe des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts geboren wurden, um sie nach
ihren Erfahrungen, Beweggründen, und Entscheidungen zu befragen. Einen
Ausweg für dieses Problem bieten große historische Datensätze, die individuelle
Längsschnittdaten zu demographischen Ereignissen wie Geburt, Heirat und Tod
beinhalten. Einer der besten Datensätze, der historischen Demographen bei
einem solchen Unterfangen zur Verfügung steht, ist die Historische Stichprobe der
Niederlande (HSN), die auf niederländischen Geburtsurkunden, Heiratsurkunden,
Sterbeurkunden und Melderegistern aufgebaut ist. Diese Stichprobe umfasst die
detaillierten Lebensläufe von etwas mehr als 37,000 Individuen, die zwischen 1850
und 1922 geboren wurden und eignet sich besonders gut, um die kurzfristigen und
langfristigen Folgen des Todes eines Elternteils zu erforschen. Im empirischen
Teil der Doktorarbeit werden quantitative Forschungsmethoden genutzt, mit
deren Hilfe statistisch signifikante Unterschiede zwischen betroffenen und nichtbetroffenen Kindern ermittelt sowie Wirkungspfade systematisch identifiziert
werden können. Bei der in dieser Doktorarbeit am häufigsten angewendeten
Methode handelt es sich um die sogenannte Ereigniszeitanalyse, die den Einfluss
unterschiedlicher Variablen wie dem Tod eines Elternteils auf den Zeitpunkt
verschiedener Lebenslaufereignisse analysiert. Forschungsfragen, theoretische
Grundlage, historischer Kontext, sowie Daten und Methoden sind eingehender
im Einführungskapitel 1 beschrieben.
Das erste empirische Kapitel der Doktorarbeit, Kapitel 2, untersucht eingehend
wie betroffenen Familien auf den verfrühten Tod eines Elternteils reagierten. Die
Ergebnisse lassen einen hohen Grad an Stabilität erkennen, weil die Auflösung
des gesamten Haushalts (Trennung von verwitwetem Elternteil und Kind) und die
Auswanderung nach dem Tod eines Elternteils nur selten beobachtet wurden. Vor
allem die erneute Heirat des verwitweten Elternteils war dabei ein stabilisierender
Faktor, der das Risiko der Haushaltsauflösung minimierte. Vergleichsanalysen
zwischen verwitweten Vätern und Müttern deuten allerdings auf Unterschiede
zwischen den Geschlechtern hin: Während Väter mit höherer Wahrscheinlichkeit
erneut heirateten oder sich von ihren Kindern trennten, war die Kindersterblichkeit
in Anwesenheit der Mütter deutlich kleiner. Darüber hinaus waren verwitwete
Mütter eher dazu bereit, nach dem Tod ihres Partners zusammen mit ihren
Kindern in eine andere Gemeinde zu ziehen. Diese Unterschiede veranschaulichen
die verschiedenen gesellschaftlichen Aufgaben von Männern und Frauen in den
Niederlanden im Forschungszeitraum: Ehemänner waren durch (Lohn-)Arbeit
hauptsächlich für das finanzielle Wohlergehen der Familie verantwortlich,
während Ehefrauen sich um Kinderfürsorge und Hausarbeit zu kümmern hatten.
Das erstmalige Verlassen des Elternhauses gilt als erstes Merkmal für den
Übergang ins Erwachsenenalter und wird in Kapitel 3 untersucht. In diesem
Kapitel analysiere ich zwei sich gegenseitig ausschließende Pfade: Das Verlassen
des Elternhauses um entweder eine Ehe einzugehen oder um Arbeit zu finden.
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Die Ergebnisse zeigen eindeutig, dass der frühe Tod eines Elternteils zwar nicht
die Wahrscheinlichkeit einer frühen Hochzeit erhöhte, dafür aber mit einem
früheren Verlassen des Elternhauses aus beruflichen Gründen im Zusammenhang
stand. Frühe Eheschließung war also normalerweise keine Option für
Halbwaisen. Töchter und Söhne verließen des Elternhauses zu Arbeitszwecken
bemerkenswerterweise besonders häufig, wenn die Mutter verstorben war. Im
Gegensatz zu meinen Erwartungen gibt es jedoch keine Anzeichen dafür, dass die
Anwesenheit von Stiefeltern und Stiefgeschwistern mit einer erhöhten Bereitschaft
zum Verlassen des Elternhauses verbunden war.
Kapitel 4 untersucht das Heiratsalter, das in dieser Doktorarbeit als zweites
wichtiges Merkmal für den Übergang ins Erwachsenenalter bezeichnet wird. Die
Resultate lassen erkennen, dass die Eheschließung im Forschungszeitraum stark
durch regionale, kulturelle, religiöse und finanzielle Beschränkungen beeinflusst
wurde, aber weniger durch den Verlust eines Elternteils. Söhne, die den Tod
eines Elternteils vor dem fünften Lebensjahr zu beklagen hatten, heirateten etwas
verspätet. Die Erbschaft von Ackerland im Erwachsenenalter (nach dem 16.
Lebensjahr) ermöglichte dagegen eine verfrühte Hochzeit für Söhne und Töchter
aus Bauernfamilien. Die Ergebnisse legen deshalb nahe, dass Bauernfamilien
erwachsene Kinder nach dem Verlust eines Elternteils zum frühzeitigen Heiraten
anregten, um das Gleichgewicht der Geschlechter auf dem Hof möglichst schnell
wiederherzustellen.
Das letzte empirische Kapitel 5 erforscht die Auswirkungen des Verlusts eines
Elternteils auf den beruflichen Erfolg im Erwachsenenalter, der in dieser
Dissertation als drittes und letztes Merkmal des Übergangs ins Erwachsenenalter
betrachtet wird. Die Ergebnisse lassen darauf schließen, dass sich der Tod der
Mutter negativ auf den beruflichen Erfolg von Söhnen und Töchtern auswirkte.
Dieser Befund deutet auf die große Bedeutung mütterlicher Fürsorge auf
Erfolgschancen im späteren Leben hin. Der Verlust des Vaters hatte jedoch nur
auf diejenigen Söhne negative berufliche Auswirkungen, die zwischen 1850
und 1879 geboren wurden. Zum Ende des 19. Jahrhunderts nahmen diese
ungünstigen Folgen jedoch ab, was vor allem daran lag, dass die niederländische
Wirtschaft zu diesem Zeitpunkt durch ein starkes Wachstum geprägt wurde, das
auch steigende Reallöhne und höhere Lebensstandards zur Folge hatte. Dieses
Ergebnis verdeutlicht deshalb die vielschichtige Verflechtung von individuellen
Lebensläufen und bedeutenden makroökonomischen Veränderungen auf dem
nationalen Arbeitsmarkt.
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Abschließend gilt es die wichtigsten Ergebnisse kurz zu interpretieren. Meine
Forschung zeigt, dass das Klischee der bösen Stiefeltern keineswegs den
Tatsachen entspricht. Die Ergebnisse deuten ganz im Gegenteil sogar darauf hin,
dass Halbwaisen von der Anwesenheit der Stiefeltern profitierten, weil diese zur
Stabilität der Lebensumstände beitrugen und lebenswichtige Ressourcen wie
zusätzliches Einkommen und eine geordnete Haushaltsführung einbrachten.
Das mit weitem Abstand beständigste Resultat dieser Arbeit bezieht sich jedoch
darauf, dass der Verlust der Mutter im Allgemeinen schlimmere Auswirkungen
hatte als der Tod des Vaters. Ein Grund für die Stabilität mütterlich geführter
Haushalte liegt sicher darin, dass die niederländische Gesellschaft eher dazu bereit
war, Witwen und ihre Kinder zu unterstützen. Darüber hinaus wendeten Witwen
jedoch auch verschiedene Überlebensstrategien an, um die durch den Tod des
Ehemannes ausgelösten negativen Folgen zu bewältigen. Die Ergebnisse meiner
Doktorarbeit beschreiben Mütter deshalb als fähige Familienoberhäupter, denen
es häufig gelang, selbst in der Abwesenheit eines männlichen Haushaltsvorstands
für stabile Lebensumstände zu sorgen. Väter hatten dagegen nach dem Tod der
Ehefrau Schwierigkeiten, Arbeit und Kinderfürsorge miteinander zu verbinden,
was auch langfristig negative Auswirkungen auf den beruflichen Erfolg ihrer
Kinder haben konnte. Diese Schlussfolgerungen werden in Kapitel 6 noch
eingehender besprochen, welches außerdem die wichtigsten Ergebnisse noch
einmal zusammenfasst (siehe Tabelle 6.1), die Schwächen der Doktorarbeit
näher erörtert und weitere Denkanstöße für zukünftige Forschung in historischer
Demographie bietet.
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