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Fathers’ Multiple-Partner Fertility and Children’s 
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ABSTRACT Fathers’ mul ti ple-part ner fer til ity (MPF) is asso ci ated with sub stan tially 
worse edu ca tional out comes for chil dren. We focus on chil dren in fathers’ sec ond fam-
i lies that are nuclear: house holds consisting of a man, a woman, their joint chil dren, 
and no other chil dren. We ana lyze out comes for almost 75,000 Nor we gian chil dren, all  
of whom lived in nuclear fam i lies until at least age 18. Children with MPF fathers are 
more likely than other chil dren from nuclear fam i lies to drop out of sec ond ary school 
(24% vs. 17%) and less likely to obtain a bach e lor’s degree (44% vs. 51%). These gaps 
remain sub stan tial—at 4 and 5 per cent age points, respec tively—after we con trol for 
child and paren tal char ac ter is tics, such as income, wealth, edu ca tion, and age. Resource 
competitionwiththechildreninthefather’sfirstfamilydoesnotexplainthediffer
encesineducationaloutcomes.Wefindthattheassociationbetweenafather’sprevious
child less mar riage and his chil dren’s edu ca tional out comes is sim i lar to that between 
afather’sMPFandhischildren’seducationaloutcomes.Birthorderdoesnotexplain
theseresults.Thissimilaritysuggeststhatselectionistheprimaryexplanationforthe
asso ci a tion between fathers’ MPF and chil dren’s edu ca tional out comes.

KEYWORDS Familystructure • Nuclearfamilies • Complexfamilies • Siblings • 
Educational out comes

Introduction

Children who spend their entire child hood in a nuclear fam ily—a house hold consist-
ing of a man, a woman, their joint chil dren, and no other chil dren—have bet ter edu ca-
tional out comes than chil dren from other fam ily struc tures.1 However, not all  nuclear 
fam i lies are alike. In some nuclear fam i lies, one par ent has chil dren from a pre vi ous 
rela tion ship liv ing else where; this par ent is usu ally the father.

We inves ti gate the asso ci a tion between fathers’ mul ti ple-part ner fer til ity (MPF) 
and the edu ca tional out comes of the chil dren in fathers’ sec ond fam i lies. To iso late the 
effect of MPF in the absence of fam ily struc ture tran si tions, we restrict our atten tion 

1 A“jointchild”isonewhoisthebiologicalchildofboththemanandthewoman.AlthoughtheU.S.
CensusBureaudefinitionof“traditionalnuclearfamily”requiresmarriage,wedonot.
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to sec ond fam i lies that are nuclear fam i lies. All the chil dren we con sider spent their 
entire child hood, at least until age 18, in a nuclear fam ily, the fam ily struc ture that is 
associatedwiththebesteducationaloutcomesforchildren.Wefindthatfathers’MPF
is asso ci ated with sub  stan tially worse edu ca tional out comes for the chil dren in the 
fathers’ sec ond fam i lies.

Although MPF has received increas ing atten tion from soci ol o gists, demog ra phers, 
and econ o mists, the focus has been on moth ers’ rather than fathers’ MPF. This focus 
reflectsboththetraditionofdefiningfamilystructureashouseholdstructureandthe
paucityofU.S.dataonthefamilybeyondthehousehold.Outcomesforchildrenin
blended fam i lies—house holds consisting of a man, a woman, their joint chil dren, and 
atleastonenonjointchild—havebeenextensivelystudied(Gennetian2005;Ginther
and Pollak 2004; Halpern-Meekin and Tach 2008). Given that children usually
remain with their moth ers when unions dis solve, blended fam i lies typ i cally include 
the mother’s chil dren from pre vi ous rela tion ships but not the father’s. Because most 
U.S.datasetsarehouseholdbased,theyseldomreportwhetherthefatherhaschil
dren from other rela tion ships unless those chil dren live in the house hold under study.

We inves ti gate short-term and long-term edu ca tional out comes asso ci ated with 
fathers’MPF.Previousstudieshaveexaminedtheassociationbetweenfamilystruc
ture and chil dren’s edu ca tional out comes (e.g., Björklund et al. 2007; Gennetian
2005;GintherandPollak2004;McLanahanandSandefur1994;Steeleetal.2009). A 
metaanalysisfoundthatfathers’involvementsignificantlyimproveschildren’sedu
ca tional out comes (Jeynes 2015).Toourknowledge,oursisthefirststudytoexamine
the asso ci a tion between fathers’ MPF and chil dren’s edu ca tional out comes. Investi-
gatingthispotentialassociationrequiresdatathatlinkparentstoalloftheirresident
and non res i dent chil dren, as well as data that fol low chil dren far enough into adult-
hoodtoinvestigatebothhighschoolandcollegegraduation.NoU.S.datasetfollows
childrenintoearlyadulthoodinsufficientnumberstosupportthiskindofanalysis.
Forexample,thePanelStudyofIncomeDynamics(PSID)doesnotincludeenough
MPF fathers to pro vide the data needed to inves ti gate the asso ci a tion between fathers’ 
MPF and high school or col lege grad u a tion of chil dren in fathers’ sec ond fam i lies.2

We use Nor we gian reg is ter data with infor ma tion about all  chil dren born in 
Norway in 1986, 1987, and 1988 from birth until age 26. The large sam ple size pro-
videdbypopulationregistersallowsustoexploreseveralpotentialexplanationsfor
the asso ci a tion between fathers’ MPF and chil dren’s edu ca tional out comes.

Several researchers have usedNorwegian register data to gain a better under
stand ing of the asso ci a tion between birth order and var i ous out comes (Black et al. 
2005, 2011, 2016; Black et al. 2018; Lillehagen and Isungset 2020), the impact of 
theproximityofdivorcedfatherstotheirchildren(Kaliletal.2011), and the effect 
offamilydisruptionsonchildoutcomes(Steeleetal.2009). By restricting our anal-
y sis to chil dren who spent their entire child hoods in a nuclear fam ily, we iso late the 
asso ci a tion between fathers’ MPF and chil dren’s edu ca tional out comes in a sim ple,  
trans par ent fam ily envi ron ment with out mak ing untest able a pri ori assump tions. This 
restric tion to nuclear fam i lies, together with the very large sam ple size found in the  

2 InthePSID,weidentified1,402childreninfathers’secondfamiliesinwhichthefatherhadbeenmarried
for 20 or more years. To inves ti gate col lege grad u a tion, we would need to observe these chil dren to their 
mid-20s; only 133 chil dren were observed to this age. To inves ti gate high school grad u a tion, we could 
relaxtheagerestrictiontoage21,butthiswouldaddonly31children.
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391Fathers’ Multiple-Partner Fertility and Educational Outcomes

Nor we gian reg is ters, allows us to esti mate the impact of MPF net of other types of 
familycomplexity.Forexample,itallowsustoruleoutfamilystructuretransitions
as the cause of worse edu ca tional out comes for chil dren in fathers’ sec ond fam i lies.

We call nuclear fam i lies in which fathers have chil dren from another rela tion ship 
“complexnuclear families”and families inwhich fathersdonothavesuchchildren
“simplenuclearfamilies.”Wefindthatchildrenfromcomplexnuclearfamiliesexpe
riencesubstantiallyworseeducationaloutcomes.Ourdataallowustoinvestigatetwo
mechanismsthatmayexplaintheseworseoutcomes:theresourcecompetitionhypothe
sis,whichpostulatesthatthechildreninfathers’firstfamiliescompetewiththechildren
in their sec ond fam i lies for resources; and the later birth hypoth e sis, which views birth 
orderfromthefather’sperspective.Wefindverylittlesupportfortheseexplanations.

Although Furstenberg (2014) argued against rush ing to judg ment about the causal 
effectoffamilycomplexityonchildren’soutcomes,forthetypeoffamilycomplexity
we inves ti gate, our anal y sis points to the dom i nant role of selec tion (i.e., unob served 
characteristics thataffectbothfathers’MPFandchildoutcomes).Wefindthat the
asso ci a tion between a father’s pre vi ous child less mar riage and his chil dren’s edu ca-
tional out comes is sim i lar to that between a father’s MPF and his chil dren’s edu ca-
tional out comes. This is strong evi dence that unob served char ac ter is tics of the father 
rather than com pe ti tion for resources or later birth cause the chil dren in MPF fathers’ 
secondfamiliestoexperienceworseeducationaloutcomes.

The Literature on Fathers’ MPF

ItiseasiertomeasuretheprevalenceofMPFthanitseffects.UsingtheNationalSur-
veyofFamilyGrowth,Guzzo(2014)foundthatintheUnitedStates,13%ofmenand
19% of women aged 40–44 have had chil dren with more than one part ner.3 But not 
all  men are fathers, and not all  fathers have two or more chil dren. Thus, alter na tive 
measuresofMPFalsoconveyimportantinformation.Forexample,Guzzoreported
that 17% of fathers and 22.5% of fathers with two or more chil dren have had MPF.4

Using Nor we gian reg is ter data for the period 1971–2006, Lappegård and Rønsen 
(2013) ana lyzed socio eco nomic dif fer ences in fathers’ MPF for men born between 
1955and1984.Onaverage,8%offathersintheirsamplehadamultipartnersecond
birth, and MPF was U-shaped, being more likely for both low- and high-income men. 
Because a large frac tion of the cohorts in their study were still rel a tively young, the 
numbersarenotdirectlycomparabletothosethatGuzzo(2014) cal cu lated for the 
UnitedStates.UsingNorwegianregisterdataandfocusingonMPFbyage45for
menandwomenbornin1968–1970,wefindthat11%ofmenand14.5%ofwomen
have had chil dren with more than one part ner. Restricting our atten tion to par ents, we 
findthatMPFprevalencerisesto14%forfathersandto16.5%formothers.

3 ForacollectionofauthoritativearticlesonMPFandotherformsoffamilycomplexity,seeAnnals of the 
Amer i can Academy of Political and Social Science(2014)on“FamilyComplexity,Poverty,andPublic
Policy.”UsingtheNationalSurveyofFamilyGrowth,GuzzoandFurstenberg(2007) and Manlove et al. 
(2008)documented theprevalenceofU.S. fathers’MPFandfound that it isassociatedwitheconomic
dis ad van tage.
4 SeeGuzzoandDorius(2016) for a table sum ma riz ing stud ies of the prev a lence of MPF in the United 
States.SeeJoyneretal.(2012) and Amorim and Tach (2019) for addi tional evi dence.
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Fathers’ MPF and Outcomes for Children

FombyandOsborne(2017) and Carlson and Furstenberg (2007)usedU.S.Fragile
Families data to ana lyze chil dren’s behav ior, but the Fragile Families chil dren in that 
sur vey were not old enough to allow us to ana lyze high school or col lege grad u a-
tion. Fomby et al. (2016)usedtheEarlyChildhoodLongitudinalStudyBirthCohort,
but thesedatadonot includeobservationsofchildrenbeyondkindergarten.Other
researchershaveexaminedtheeffectsoffamilydisruptionandcomplexityinNorway
andSweden.Steeleetal.(2009) found that fam ily dis rup tion is adversely asso ci ated 
with chil dren’s edu ca tional out comes in Norway, and Björklund et al. (2007) found 
thattheassociationbetweenfamilycomplexityandchildren’seducationandincome
outcomesisverysimilarinSwedenandtheUnitedStates.

Mechanisms of Disadvantage

Economists, soci ol o gists, and psy chol o gists empha size some what dif fer ent mech a-
nisms through which fam ily struc ture might affect out comes for chil dren. As econ o-
mists, we think of fam ily struc ture as a mech a nism that facil i tates paren tal invest ments 
oftimeandmoneyinchildren’shumancapitalorasaproxyforsuchinvestments.For
example,afather’schildsupportobligationsforthechildreninhisfirstfamilymight
cre ate resource com pe ti tion between those chil dren and the chil dren in his sec ond 
fam ily, thus reduc ing the resources avail  able for invest ments in the human cap i tal of 
the chil dren in his sec ond fam ily.

Sociologistsandpsychologistshavesuggestedthatfamilystructurecouldoperate
notonlythroughresourcesbutalsothroughothermechanisms.Forexample,children
from nuclear fam i lies might receive more con sis tent par ent ing and more super vi-
sion, paren tal sup port, and paren tal con trol than chil dren from sin gle-par ent fam i lies 
(Cherlin and Furstenberg 1994; Hofferth and Anderson 2003) or blended fam i lies 
(Cherlin 1978), per haps resulting in bet ter edu ca tional and socio eco nomic out comes.

We inves ti gate two mech a nisms that may under lie the sub stan tial and sta tis ti cally 
significantassociationbetween fathers’MPFandchildren’sworseeducationalout
comes: resource com pe ti tion and later birth. The resource com pe ti tion hypoth e sis pos-
itsthatthechildreninthefather’sfirstfamilycompetewiththechildreninhissecond
fam ily for resources, such as money, time, and atten tion. That is, the chil dren in the 
firstfamilydrainawayresourcesthatotherwisewouldhavegonetothechildreninthe
father’s sec ond fam ily, adversely affect ing the edu ca tional out comes of the chil dren 
in the father’s sec ond fam ily. An under ly ing assump tion is that, on aver age, fathers in 
simpleandcomplexnuclearfamilieshavethesamepreferences,beliefs,information,
personalities, and par ent ing styles. The resource com pe ti tion hypoth e sis there fore 
attri butes dif fer ences in chil dren’s edu ca tional out comes to dif fer ences in the cir cum-
stancesfacingMPFfathers—specifically,totheirobligationstothechildrenintheir
firstfamily.5 Using the Fragile Families data, Carlson and Furstenberg (2007) found 
evi dence of resource com pe ti tion lead ing to dis ad van tage in fathers’ sec ond fam i lies.

5 Economists model the allo ca tion of house hold resources as deter mined by par ents’ pref er ences, beliefs, 
andinformation.Economistsseldomdiscuspersonalityorparentingstyle.ExceptionsincludeLundberg
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Viewing birth order from the father’s per spec tive, the later birth hypoth e sis implies 
that esti ma tes are likely to mis at trib ute the effect of birth order to fathers’ MPF because 
laterbornchildrenofsomefathersarecomparedwiththefirstbornchildrenofother
fathers.Incomplexnuclearfamilies,theoldestchildinthefather’ssecondfamilyis
thefirstbornchildofthemotherbutnotthefather.Researchershaveinvestigatedthe
causal effects of birth order on chil dren’s out comes (Bertoni and Brunello 2016; Black 
et al. 2005, 2011, 2016; Black et al. 2018; Hotz and Pantano 2015). Using Nor we gian 
data, Black et al. (2005)foundthatfirstbornchildrenhavebettereducationaloutcomes
than chil dren of higher birth order. This older lit er a ture focuses on par ity—that is, birth 
order from the mother’s per spec tive. Lillehagen and Isungset (2020) used Nor we gian 
data to inves ti gate birth order from the father’s per spec tive. They found that chil dren 
born to MPF fathers have bet ter edu ca tional out comes than their older half-sib lings. 
They con cluded that mater nal resources may con trib ute to neg a tive birth order effects.

The Selection Hypothesis

Investigating the asso ci a tion between fam ily insta bil ity and child out comes, Fomby 
and Cherlin (2007:181) wrote:

The asso ci a tion between mul ti ple tran si tions and neg a tive child out comes does 
not nec es sar ily imply that the for mer causes the lat ter. In fact, mul ti ple tran si-
tions and neg a tive child out comes may be asso ci ated with each other through 
commoncausalfactorsreflectedintheparents’antecedentbehaviorsandattri
butes. We call this the selec tion hypoth e sis.

McLanahan et al. (2013:422), con clud ing their anal y sis of the “causal effects of 
father absence,” wrote that “despite the robust evi dence that father absence affects 
social-emo tional out comes through out the life course, these stud ies also clearly show 
a role for selec tion in the rela tion ship between fam ily struc ture and child out comes.” 
Furstenberg (2014:27) also empha sized the impor tance of selec tion in addressing 
familycomplexity:

Without effectively ruling out selection, it is very difficult to conclude that
complexityperseunderminesgoodparenting,couplecollaboration,andsuc
cess ful child devel op ment. For the time being, it makes good sense not to rush 
toajudgmentonthequestionsofwhetherorhowfamilycomplexitycompro
mises child well-being.

We agree with Furstenberg (2014) that we should avoid rush ing to judg ment about 
thecausaleffectoffamilycomplexityonchildren’soutcomes.

Inthecontextoffathers’MPF,theselectionhypothesispositsthat,onaverage,the
fathers with MPF and those with out MPF dif fer in observed and unob served char ac ter is-
tics and that these char ac ter is tics account for the observed dif fer ences in chil dren’s edu ca-
tional out comes. The selec tion hypoth e sis sug gests that when observ able char ac ter is tics 

(2012), which ana lyzed per son al ity, and Cobb-Clark et al. (2019)andDoepkeandZilbotti(2017, 2019), 
which ana lyzed par ent ing style.
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are con trolled for, unob served paren tal char ac ter is tics cor re lated with fathers’ MPF may 
beassociatedwithpatternsofhouseholdexpendituresor theallocationofgoodsand
time within the house hold that favor paren tal con sump tion over invest ment in chil dren’s 
humancapital.Thisfocusonexpenditurepatternsandtheallocationofgoodsandtime
within the house hold is stan dard in econ o mists’ mod els of house hold behav ior (Behrman 
1997:128). The unob served char ac ter is tics may include pref er ences, beliefs, infor ma-
tion, personalities, or par ent ing styles. Perhaps MPF fathers are less inclined to invest 
intheirchildrenorhavedifferentbeliefsaboutwhatconstituteseffectiveparenting.Or
per haps fathers’ MPF is asso ci ated with less com pe tent or less devoted par ent ing, less 
investmentinpersonalrelationshipswithmothersandchildren,ormoremaritalconflict.
Accordingtotheselectionhypothesis,whetherthefatherhasafirstfamilyisanindicator
of these or other unob served char ac ter is tics. In the jar gon of eco nom ics, the pres ence of 
afirstfamilyisanindicatorofthefather’s“type.”

The Nor we gian Context, Family Types, and Covariates

All chil dren in Norway attend com pul sory school, which they usu ally com plete the 
year they reach age 16. After com pul sory school, all  chil dren are enti tled to attend 
secondaryschool.Secondaryschooling inNorway involvesmore tracking than in
theUnitedStates: studentswho attend secondary school choose between a three
year aca demic track and a three- or four-year voca tional track. University or col lege 
attendanceusuallyrequirescompletingtheacademictrackwithgradeshighenough
toqualifyforadmission.

Graduation from secondary school has become increasingly important for suc
cess ful par tic i pa tion in fur ther edu ca tion and work, and reduc ing the num ber of early 
schoolleavers isapolicyobjective inNorwayandinmostotherOECDcountries
(Lamb and Markussen 2011). In Norway, 97% to 98% of chil dren grad u at ing from 
com pul sory school in 2002–2004 enrolled in sec ond ary edu ca tion, but only about 
70%ofeachcohorthadcompletedsecondaryeducationfiveyearslater(Falchetal.
2014). Although the returns to school ing are lower in Norway than in the United 
States(Doltonetal.2009), com pleted for mal edu ca tion is increas ingly impor tant for 
earn ings pros pects given the effect of inter na tional trade and tech no log i cal change in 
low er ing the demand for low-skilled work ers.

The Nor we gian reg is ters do not pro vide infor ma tion about cus tody arrange ments, 
but they do report house hold com po si tion, includ ing the pres ence of half-sib lings. 
Because we restrict our atten tion to nuclear fam i lies, no half-sib lings are reported as 
res i dents in the house holds we con sider.

Duringoursampletimeframe,parentswithchildrenfromapreviousrelationship
either paid or received child sup port for the chil dren from the pre vi ous rela tion ship, 
depending on whether they have phys i cal cus tody. Hence, MPF fathers were legally 
obli gated to pay child sup port.6 If a non cus to dial par ent refused to pay child sup port, 

6 Dailyphysicalcustodyisgrantedtotheparentwithwhomthechildlivesmostofthetime.Duringour
sam ple time frame, moth ers had daily phys i cal cus tody in almost 90% of cases (Jensen and Clausen 2000). 
Surveystatisticsfrom2001–2002onfather–childcontactafterparentalbreakupshowthatapproximately
60% of non res i dent fathers have a writ ten or oral agree ment about con tact with the child and that 57% of 
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thegovernmentcollectedthepaymentviapayrolldeduction.Requiredchildsupport
pay ments to the cus to dial par ent depended on the total num ber of chil dren of the 
non cus to dial par ent, the num ber of joint chil dren liv ing with the cus to dial par ent, and 
thenoncustodialparent’sincome.Theformulaspecifiedapercentageofthenoncusto
dial par ent’s gross income as a func tion of his or her total num ber of chil dren: 11% for 
onechild,18%fortwo,24%forthree,and28%forfourormorechildren.Forexample,
afatherwithtwochildren—onechildfromhisfirstfamilyandonechildinhissecond
family—paidhisfirstwife9%ofhisincomeinchildsupport(1/2× 18). A father with 
threechildren—twofromhisfirstfamilyandonefromhissecondfamily—paidhisfirst
wife16%ofhisincomeinchildsupport(2/3× 24). Noncustodial par ents were legally 
obligated toprovidefinancialsupportuntil theirchildren turn18oruntil theycom
pleted sec ond ary school, usu ally at age 19.7 The child sup port for mula implied that non-
custodialparentsmakesubstantialfinancialtransferstochildrenintheirfirstfamilies.

ParentswholivewiththeirchildrenalsoreceiveachildbenefitfromtheNorwegian
socialinsurancesystem.Foreachchildunder18,thechildbenefithasbeenfixedsince
1993atNOK970(aboutUS$110permonthin2015dollars)andistaxexempt.Ifpar
entsaremarriedorcohabiting,thechildbenefitisusuallytransferredtothemother.If
parentsarenotmarriedorcohabiting,thecustodialparentreceivesanextendedchild
benefit,amountingtothechildbenefitforonechildmorethansheorheliveswith.

Data and Family Type Definitions

OuranalysisisbasedonindividualleveldatafromofficialNorwegianregistersfor
1986–2014. The reg is ters, which cover the entire Nor we gian pop u la tion, are merged 
usinguniquepersonspecificidentificationcodes.Theseregistersprovideinforma
tion about demo graphic back ground char ac ter is tics (gen der, birth year, birth month, 
links to bio log i cal par ents, and coun try of birth), socio eco nomic data (edu ca tion, 
annual income, and earn ings), annu ally updated infor ma tion about house hold com po-
si tion, and con tin u ously updated employ ment and social insur ance sta tus. The link to 
par ents enables us to iden tify moth ers’ and fathers’ MPF. Combining this infor ma tion 
with data on house hold com po si tion, we can iden tify the fam ily struc tures in which 
each child lived each year from birth until age 18.

We use the term eli gi ble child to refer to a child who spent their entire child hood in 
a nuclear fam ily. We include all  eli gi ble chil dren in our anal y sis rather than selecting 
one focal child from each fam ily.8Forourempiricalwork,wedefineanuclear fam ily 
as a house hold in which the eli gi ble child spent their entire child hood liv ing with both 
bio log i cal par ents and in which all  the other chil dren were also the joint chil dren of 

thenonresidentfathersreporthavingmetwiththeirchildrenwithinthelastweek(Skevik2006).SeeTjøtta 
and Vaage (2008) for a com pre hen sive descrip tion of the Nor we gian child sup port sys tem.
7 Most Nor we gian col le ges and uni ver si ties charge mod est fees and do not charge tuition. Child sup port 
paidwasdeductedfromthenoncustodialparent’staxableincome,andchildsupportreceivedwastaxable
income for the cus to dial par ent. Until 2002, the non cus to dial par ent also had to pay travel costs related to 
vis its of non res i dent chil dren.
8 Weuse“eligiblechild”asashorthand,recognizingthatapproximately8%offamiliesinoursamplehave
more than one eli gi ble child.
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these par ents and, hence, full sib lings.9 The nuclear sec ond fam ily can be a mar ried 
orcohabitingunion.Dataonmarriageareavailableforallyears,butdataoncohabi
ta tion are avail  able only starting in 1986.

The fam ily struc ture lit er a ture often attri butes the out comes of chil dren in com-
plexfamiliestofamilystructuretransitions(foranearlyexample,seeWuandMar-
tinson 1993).Butfamilystructuretransitionscannotexplainourresultsbecausewe
restrict our atten tion to nuclear fam i lies. This restric tion allows us to rule out fam ily 
structure transitionsasanexplanation forworseeducationaloutcomesassociated
withfathers’MPF.Weusethefollowingtaxonomytoanalyzetheeffectsoffathers’
MPF:

Simplenuclearfamily(NFo):Neitherthefathernorthemotherhadchildrenfrom
another rela tion ship.
Complexnuclearfamily(NF+): The father, but not the mother, had at least one 
child from another rela tion ship liv ing else where.
Nonnuclear fam ily (NNF): The child spent at least one year in a house hold 
with out both bio log i cal par ents or in a house hold with at least one child who 
was not a joint child of the bio log i cal par ents and, hence, not a full sib ling—
forexample,inasingleparent,ablended,oranonparentalfamily(e.g.,with
grand par ents).10

Ourstartingpointisthepopulationof146,923childrenborninNorwaybetween
January1,1986,andDecember31,1988,withNorwegianbornparentsregisteredas
liv ing in Norway. We begin with the 1986 birth cohort because it is the ear li est cohort 
for which we have com plete infor ma tion about house hold com po si tion. We end with 
the 1988 birth cohort because we want to fol low all  the chil dren into young adult hood 
to obtain infor ma tion on com pleted higher edu ca tion, and 2014 is the lat est year for 
which we have obser va tions.

Table 1 shows the dis tri bu tion of eli gi ble chil dren by fam ily type. Among all  chil-
dren,54%grewupwithbothbiologicalparentsuntilage18,and46%didnot.Ofthe
54% who grew up with both bio log i cal par ents, 95% grew up in nuclear fam i lies, and 
5% grew up in blended fam i lies. Among those who grew up with both bio log i cal par-
ents, the vast major ity (90.7%) grew up in sim ple nuclear fam i lies (NFo = 72,052, in 
66,781families),andsomewhatmorethan4%grewupincomplexnuclearfamilies
(NF+ = 3,208, in 2,983 fam i lies).11Ofthe2,983fathersincomplexnuclearfamilies,
70% (2,082) have only one child from a pre vi ous rela tion ship; of those, 929 (45%) 
were pre vi ously mar ried. There are 901 fathers with more than one child from a pre-
viousrelationship,810(90%)ofwhomwerepreviouslymarried.Only176ofthose
with two or more chil dren (6% of fathers with MPF) had those chil dren with two or 
more women.

9 Ourdefinitionofanuclearfamilyexcludesfamilieswithadoptedchildren.
10 Wehavenot included children fromNNFbecauseour identification strategy requires childrenwho
neverexperiencedafamilystructuretransition.
11 The remaining 5.3% (N = 4,206) of the chil dren who spent their entire child hood with both bio log i cal 
parentsgrewupinwhatGintherandPollak(2004) called “sta ble blended fam i lies”: they spent their entire 
child hood with both bio log i cal par ents and some por tion of it with half-sib lings.
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Table 1 Family type: Chil dren, full sib lings, and half-sib lings

Number of Children Born in 1986–1988 to Nor we gian-born Parents 146,923
Number of Children Living With Both Biological Parents Until Age 18 79,466
NumberofChildreninSimpleNuclearFamilies(NFo) 72,052
 % no full sib lings 2.7
 % one full sib ling 38.8
 % two or more full sib lings 58.5
NumberofChildreninComplexNuclearFamilies(NF+) 3,208
 % no full sib lings 10.6
 % one full sib ling 46.6
 % two or more full sib lings 42.8
 % one non res i dent half-sib ling 70.0
 % two or more non res i dent half-sib lings 30.0
 % of chil dren non res i dent half-sib lings aged 0–5 17.0
 % of chil dren non res i dent half-sib lings aged 6–10 37.4
 % of chil dren non res i dent half-sib lings aged 11+ 56.3
 % of chil dren non res i dent half-sib lings with 0–5 years of over lap 18.5
 % of chil dren non res i dent half-sib lings with 6–10 years of over lap 30.1
 % of chil dren non res i dent half-sib lings with 11+ years of over lap 51.4
Number of Children in Nonnuclear Families (NNF) 63,258
 % no sib lings 4.4
 % no full sib lings 26.0
 % one full sib ling 42.3
 % two or more full sib lings 31.7
 % no half-sib ling 51.7
 % one half-sib ling 18.4
 % two or more half-sib lings 29.9
 % half-sib lings both par ents 17.0

Notes: Complexisdefinedashavingatleastonenonresidenthalfsibling.Weomit4,199childrenfrom
thisclassificationbecausetheirfather’sidentityismissing,theirplaceofliving(livingabroadmostly)is
miss ing, or the child died before age 18. Among those who grew up with both bio log i cal par ents are 4,206 
chil dren who grew up with both par ents in dif fer ent kinds of blended fam i lies. The num ber of sib lings and 
half-sib lings is counted at age 18. Among our 75,260 eli gi ble chil dren in NFo and NF+ fam i lies, 7.75% 
have full sib lings who were born in 1986–1988 and, hence, are also included in our anal y sis.

Outcome Variables and Explanatory Variables

We ana lyze four mea sures of edu ca tional out comes. Two are based on the grades 
received at the com ple tion of com pul sory school, usu ally the year a child turns 16. 
Gradesrangefrom1to6in11subjects.Ourfirstmeasure,Grades, is a nor mal ized 
var i able cal cu lated by stan dard iz ing the sum of all  grades to a dis tri bu tion with a 
meanof 0 andvarianceof 1.Our secondmeasure,Low Grades, is based on the 
grades obtained in the three core sub jects (math e mat ics, Nor we gian, and English); 
weusethesegradestoconstructanindicatorvariableequalto1ifthechildreceived
agradebelow4inallthreecoresubjects,indicatingweakqualificationsforattend
ingsecondaryschool.Ourthirdmeasure,Dropout, is an indi ca tor var i able for not 
com plet ing sec ond ary school by age 22.12Our fourthmeasure,Bachelor’s, is an 

12 Thus, Dropout includes both chil dren who entered sec ond ary school and failed to grad u ate by age 22 
and the less than 3% who did not enter sec ond ary school.
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indi ca tor var i able for whether the child com pleted a bach e lor’s degree or higher by 
age 26.

Table 2 and Figure 1 show the aver ages of each of our four edu ca tional out comes 
by fam ily type. For each edu ca tional out come, the chil dren from sim ple nuclear 
families farebest, followedby those fromcomplexnuclear families, and thenby
those from non nu clear fam i lies.13

We use pre vi ous stud ies to guide our choice of covariates in the regres sions 
(Björklund et al. 2007;GintherandPollak2004).Ourgoalistocontrolforobserv
able inputs asso ci ated with chil dren’s edu ca tional out comes, includ ing paren tal edu-
ca tional attain ment and earn ings. Variables such as par ents’ mar i tal sta tus, age, and 
edu ca tion are mea sured when the eli gi ble child was born. For the years when the 
child was 0–18 years old, we also cal cu late the per cent age of time that (1) the child 
lived in an urban loca tion, (2) the mother was out of the labor force, (3) the father 
was out of the labor force, (4) the mother received a dis abil ity pen sion, and (5) the 
father received a dis abil ity pen sion. For moth ers’ and fathers’ annual income (sum 
ofearnings,capital income,and transfers)andforhouseholdnetfinancialwealth,
we aver age var i ables mea sured over the years when the child was 7–18 years old. 
For chil dren, we include infor ma tion on gen der, month and year of birth, par ity (i.e., 
birth order from the mother’s per spec tive), num ber of full sib lings, and an indi ca tor 
of whether the child moved to a dif fer ent munic i pal ity when school aged.

Table 3 shows systematic differences in the explanatoryvariables aswemove
fromsimplenuclearfamilies(NFo)tocomplexnuclearfamilies(NF+) and fur ther to 

13 Missingdataonoutcomevariablesaremainlyduetoexemptionfrombeinggraded(forGrades and Low 
Grades) and death or migra tion after age 18 (for Dropout and Bachelor’s). Although 75,260 chil dren are 
reg is tered as liv ing with their par ents until age 18, the com plete set of grades is avail  able for only 74,139 
of them.

Table 2 Children’s edu ca tional out comes by fam ily type

Family Type Outcome n Mean SD

SimpleNuclearFamily(NFo) Grades 70,992 0.222 0.992
 LowGrades 72,052 0.252

Dropout 71,910 0.172
Bachelor’s 71,930 0.513

ComplexNuclearFamily(NF+) Grades 3,147 −0.155 1.013
 LowGrades 3,208 0.300

Dropout 3,201 0.240
Bachelor’s 3,202 0.442

Nonnuclear Family (NNF) Grades 61,526 −0.466 1.120
 LowGrades 63,258 0.403

Dropout 63,036 0.368
Bachelor’s 63,065 0.336

Notes: Grades rep re sents the nor mal ized sum of grades at com ple tion of com pul sory school. Low Grades 
is an indi ca tor for no grade or a grade below 4 in three core sub jects (math, Nor we gian, and English). 
Dropout is an indi ca tor for not hav ing com pleted sec ond ary school by age 22. Bachelor’s is an indi ca tor 
for hav ing com pleted a bach e lor’s degree by age 26.
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Fig. 1 Normalized total exam scores for compulsory school (panel a), probability of low exam scores
(panel b), probability of dropping out of secondary school (panel c), and probability of obtaining a bach-
elor’sdegree(paneld),byfamilystructure.Whiskersindicate95%confidenceintervals.NFo= simple 
nuclear family. NF+ =complexnuclearfamily.NNF= nonnuclear family.

nonnuclearfamilies(NNF).Forexample,thelikelihoodthatparentswerenotmar
ried at the birth of the child increases, and moth ers are much less likely to be col lege 
or uni ver sity grad u ates: 31% of moth ers in sim ple nuclear fam i lies, 26% of those in 
complexnuclearfamilies,andonly22%ofthoseinnonnuclearfamilieswerecollege
oruniversitygraduates.Consistentwiththeeducationfigures,incomeandwealthare
higherinsimplenuclearfamiliesthanincomplexnuclearfamilies.

Descriptive Regressions

In this sec tion, we use descrip tive regres sions to sum ma rize the pat terns in the data; 
in the two fol low ing sec tions, we dis cuss causal mech a nisms. We start by com par-
ingeducationaloutcomesofchildrenfromsimple(NFo)andcomplex(NF+) nuclear 
fam i lies, con trol ling for observ able house hold, par ent, and child char ac ter is tics. We 
useordinaryleastsquares(OLS)andprobitregressionstoexaminetheassociation
between fathers’ MPF and our four mea sures of chil dren’s edu ca tional out comes: 
Grades, Low Grades, Dropout, and Bachelor’s.Ourfirstspecificationincludescon
trols forgenderandbirthyear.Our secondcontrols forgender,birthyear, county
of res i dence, the per cent age of time a child lived in an urban loca tion, and par ents’ 
educationandage.Ourthirdspecification,whichwerefertoasthe“comprehensive
specification,”controlsforgender,birthyear,countyofresidence,parents’education

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/dem

ography/article-pdf/59/1/389/1479288/389pollak.pdf by guest on 05 August 2022



400 Ginther et al.

and age, par ity, par ents’ labor force and dis abil ity sta tus, house hold size, income, 
wealth, and mobil ity pat terns. In our dis cus sion of the results, we rely pri mar ily on 
thecomprehensivespecification.

Children in NF+familiesexperienceworseeducationaloutcomesthanchildrenin
NFo fam i lies. Table 4 reports esti ma tes of the asso ci a tion between fathers’ MPF and 
each of our four edu ca tional out comes. As we add con trol var i ables, our esti ma tes of 
the effects of fathers’ MPF become smaller in mag ni tude. However, even with our 

Table 3 Descriptivestatisticsforcovariatesbyfamilytype

  NFo NF+ NNF

Variable Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Parents Cohabited at Birth 0.134 0.296 0.451
NumberofFullSiblings 1.8 1.1 1.5 1.0 1.1 1.0
Father’s Age 30.9 4.9 35.4 6.1 29.1 5.9
Mother’s Age 28.4 4.5 29.2 4.6 26.1 5.04
Father’s Education
 Primary school 0.178 0.255 0.312
 Somesecondaryschool 0.182 0.249 0.162
 Secondaryschool 0.329 0.270 0.315
 University/college 0.310 0.219 0.206
 Education miss ing 0.002 0.006 0.006
Mother’s Education
 Primary school 0.264 0.296 0.372
 Somesecondaryschool 0.213 0.250 0.179
 Secondaryschool 0.215 0.190 0.216
 University/college 0.307 0.262 0.222
 Education miss ing 0.001 0.003 0.004
Father’s Income 451.7 239.8 412.0 226.5 538.6 704.1
Mother’s Income 210.1 119.9 226.5 127.6 363.1 344.0
Household Wealth 1,307.5 4,945.9 1,258.6 7,060.6 1,362.9 7,437.6
% of Childhood (0–18)
 Urban area 75.1 42.4 74.9 42.2 78.5 38.6
 Father no earn ings 2.8 12.7 9.0 23.3 23.1 35.1
 Mother no earn ings 8.1 21.8 9.9 24.0 31.5 37.6
 Mother on dis abil ity pen sion 2.6 12.8 8.1 22.2 2.3 10.5
 Father on dis abil ity pen sion 3.8 15.6 5.5 18.6 2.0 11.0
HouseholdSize 4.7 1.0 4.4 0.9 na
Family Moved When Child Aged 

7–17
0.548 0.563 0.353

NumberofObservations 72,052 3,208 63,258

Notes: Parents’ mar i tal sta tus, age, and edu ca tion are mea sured when the eli gi ble child was born. Parents’ 
income includes annual earn ings, cap i tal income, and trans fers, aver aged over the years when the child was 
7–18yearsoldandmeasuredinNOK1,000(2015).Householdwealthisthesumofparents’netfinancial
wealth,averagedovertheyearswhenthechildwas7–18yearsoldandmeasuredinNOK1,000(2015).
ForNNF children, this variable does not reflect actual householdwealth because parents did not live
together through out the child’s entire child hood. Additional covariates in regres sions are gen der, birth year 
and month, par ity (from the mother’s per spec tive), the num ber of full sib lings, and county of res i dence 
at age 10. Because the NNF mea sures of income and wealth are summed across two par ents who do not 
live together, these mea sures are not directly com pa ra ble to those of NFo and NF+ fam i lies. NFo = sim ple 
nuclear fam ily. NF+ =complexnuclearfamily.NNF= non nu clear fam ily. na = not avail  able.
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comprehensivespecification,fathers’MPFstillaccountsforasubstantialpartofthe
dif fer ences in all  four of our mea sures of chil dren’s edu ca tional out comes.14

We focus on the two long-term out comes: Dropout and Bachelor’s.15 The descrip-
tive sta tis tics in Table 2 show that Dropout for NF+ is 24%, com pared with 17% 
for NFo. Bachelor’s for NF+ is 44%, com pared with 51% for NFo. These dif fer-
encesreflectboththeeffectoffathers’MPFanddifferencesincovariates.Thecovari-
atesexacerbatetheadverseeffectsoffathers’MPF.Whenwecontrolforthefullset
of covariates in our comprehensive specification, fathers’MPF is associatedwith
a 3.9-per cent age-point (p < .001) increase in Dropout and a 5.2-per cent age-point 
(p < .001) decrease in Bachelor’s (Table 4).

We can use our esti ma tes to cal cu late a coun ter fac tual pre dic tion of what Dropout 
and Bachelor’s would have been for chil dren from fam i lies with the same covari-
ates as NF+ but in which the fathers did not have chil dren from another rela tion ship 
(seeTableA1 in theonlineappendix).Thesecounterfactualpredictions show that
although both fathers’ MPF and dif fer ences in the covariates con trib ute to the worse 
edu ca tional out comes for chil dren in NF+ fam i lies, the pri mary fac tor is fathers’ MPF.

Falch et al. (2014) showed that boys in Norway have worse edu ca tional out comes 
than girls. To inves ti gate the asso ci a tion between fathers’ MPF and gen der dif fer-
ences,ourfourthspecificationinteractsthechildbeingmalewithfathers’MPF.We
donotfindthatfathers’MPFisassociatedwithasignificantgendereffect.

Resource Competition

Number of Children

Under the resource com pe ti tion hypoth e sis, the con nec tion between more chil dren in 
thefather’sfirstfamilyandeducationaloutcomesforthechildreninhissecondfam
ily is straight for ward: more chil dren imply higher child sup port pay ments, and higher 
child sup port pay ments imply fewer resources avail  able to the father’s sec ond fam ily.16

To test this hypoth e sis, we add con trols for one non res i dent half-sib ling or two or 
more non res i dent half-sib lings.17 The aver age num ber of non res i dent half-sib lings in 
NF+ fam i lies is less than two, with 70% of NF+ chil dren hav ing one non res i dent half-
sibling.Wereporttheestimatesfromthesimpleandcomprehensivespecificationsin
Table 5.Ifresourcecompetitionexplainsourresults,thentheestimatedadverseeffect

14 We also esti mated pro pen sity score matching mod els to deter mine whether our results were robust to 
this alter na tive esti ma tion method for selec tion on observ able char ac ter is tics. We found that NF+coeffi
cientshadthesamesignandsignificanceasthosereportedhere(resultsnotshown).
15 Estimatesfromthecomprehensivespecificationindicatethatfathers’MPFisassociatedwith10%of
a stan dard devi a tion lower grades (p < .001), where the rate for NFo is 0.022; it is also asso ci ated with a 
3.2-per cent age-point increase in the prob a bil ity of hav ing low grades (p < .001), where the rate for NFo 
is0.258.UsingtheAdolescentHealthdatafromtheUnitedStates,LeiandLundberg(2020) found that 
grades are not good pre dic tors of long-term edu ca tional out comes for boys.
16 We are grate ful to Wendy Manning for suggesting that we inves ti gate resource com pe ti tion.
17 As noted ear lier, if there is one joint child in the home, and the father has one child out side the home, he 
must pay 9% of his income in child sup port for his non cus to dial child; if he has two chil dren out side the 
home, he must pay 16% of his income in child sup port.
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of half-sib lings should increase with the num ber of half-sib lings. The results show that 
foralleducationaloutcomes,thecoefficientontwoormorenonresidenthalfsiblings
isstatisticallysignificantandslightlylargerthanthatforonenonresidenthalfsibling.
However,havingtwoormorenonresidenthalfsiblingsisnotsignificantlydifferent
than hav ing only one non res i dent half-sib ling in NF+ fam i lies: one half-sib ling and 
two half-siblings reduced edu ca tional out comes by sim i lar amounts com pared with 
NFo chil dren.

Age Overlap Between Children

Theconnectionbetweentheageoverlapofthechildrenfromthefather’sfirstand
sec ond fam i lies pro vi des another test of the resource com pe ti tion hypoth e sis. If the 
chil dren in the two fam i lies are close in age, then the father must pay child sup port for 
a greater frac tion of the years when the chil dren in his sec ond fam ily are grow ing up.

Ifthereisonechildinthefather’sfirstfamilyandonechildinhissecondfam
ily, we use the age dif fer ence (Δ) between them to con struct an indi ca tor of resource 
competition.Specifically,weuse(20–Δ) to indi cate the num ber of years the father 
is required topaychildsupportduringwhich thechild in thesecondfamily is19
or youn ger.18Thisagebasedindicatorisassociatedwithlegallyrequiredchildsup
port pay ments, but it may also be asso ci ated with unob served vol un tary trans fers of 
money,time,andattention.Ifthefather’sfirstfamilyhastwoormorechildren,we
use the age dif fer ences (Δi)betweeneachchildinthefather’sfirstfamilyandeach
eli gi ble child in his sec ond fam ily; our indi ca tor of resource com pe ti tion with each 
eli gi ble child is then Σ(20 – Δk).

To test the age-over lap hypoth e sis, we use the sum of age dif fer ences between 
halfsiblingsinthefirstfamilywhowereyoungerthan20whenthechildinthesec
ond fam ily was born, Σ(20 – Δk). We include dummy var i ables for the total num ber 
of years of over lap (0–5, 6–10, and 11+) to pro vide a mea sure of the total amount 
of child sup port and the dura tion of that sup port dur ing the child hood of the eli gi ble 
child.19Ifresourcecompetitionmatters,wewouldexpectthemagnitudeoftheesti
mated effect of half-sib lings to increase with more years of over lap.

Table 6displaystheresultsforourcomprehensivespecification.Wetestwhether
thecoefficientsfor0–5,6–10,and11+yearsdiffersignificantlyfromoneanother.In
nuclear fam i lies, the prob a bil i ties of low grades, drop ping out of sec ond ary school, 
andhavingabachelor’sdegreeallincreaseinabsolutesizethemorefinancialrespon
si bil ity a father has for non res i dent half-sib lings. The asso ci a tion between hav ing non-
res i dent half-sib lings who are youn ger than 20 years old for 11+ years is larg est and 
statisticallysignificantforallfouroutcomes.However,thestatisticaltestsfailtoreject
the null hypoth e sis that hav ing half-sib lings for 11+ years and 0–5 years is the same, 
the null hypoth e sis that 6–10 and 11+ years is the same, and the null hypoth e sis that 
hav ing half-sib lings for a total of 0–5 child years and 6–10 child years is the same.

18 Weconsideronlythechildreninthefather’sfirstfamilywhowereyoungerthan20whenthefirstchild
in his sec ond fam ily was born.
19 Thedummyvariablefor0–5isalsoequalto1ifthefatherhasachildfromapreviousrelationshipwho
is 20 or more years older than the eli gi ble child.
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Fathers’ Income Quartile

Finally,weinvestigatewhetherthefather’sincomequartileinteractedwithhisMPF
is asso ci ated with the edu ca tional out comes of chil dren in his sec ond fam ily.20 In 
these regres sions esti mat ing the asso ci a tion between income and chil dren’s edu ca-
tionaloutcomes,thehighestincomequartileistheomittedcategory.Iftheresource
com pe ti tion hypoth e sis were cor rect, fathers’ MPF would be more harm ful to the 
childrenoffathersinthelowestincomequartile.21Wefindthatasincomedecreases
relativetothehighestlevels,thelowerincomequartilesareassociatedwithworse
edu ca tional out comes. Furthermore, the point esti ma tes on fathers’ MPF reported in 
Table 7 do not dif fer sub stan tially from those reported in Table 4.Noneofthecoeffi
cientsonfathers’incomequartileinteractedwithfathers’MPFarestatisticallysignif
icant.Thus,fathers’incomequartileprovidesnosupportfortheresourcecompetition
hypoth e sis.

Taken together, the results in this sec tion do not sup port the hypoth e sis that 
resourcecompetitionexplainstheassociationbetweenfathers’MPFandchildren’s
edu ca tional out comes.

Birth Order

Next,weconsiderwhetherbirthorderexplainsourresults.Blacketal.(2005) showed 
thatmothers’firstbornchildreninNorwayhavebettereducationaloutcomesthanlater 
born chil dren, and Black et al. (2011)showedthatmothers’firstbornchildrenhave
higher IQs, which is pos i tively cor re lated with edu ca tional attain ment. Lillehagen 
and Isungset (2020) con sid ered birth order from the fathers’ per spec tive and found 
that the oldest chil dren in the father’s sec ond fam ily have bet ter edu ca tional out-
comesthantheoldestchildreninthefirstfamily.TheoldestchildinNF+ fam i lies is 
thefirstbornchildofthemotherbutnotthefirstbornchildofthefather.Toexamine
whetherfirstborneffectsaredrivingourMPFestimates,wedividethesampleintothe
firstbornchildrenofthemotherandthelaterbornchildrenofbothparents.

The results are reported in Table 8.Thefirstrowsrepeatourmainresultsfrom
Table 4toeasecomparison.Inthemiddlepanel,welimitthesampletofirstbornchil
dren.Thecoefficientestimatesare remarkablysimilar inmagnitudeandstatistical
significancetotheresultsforourfullsample.Inthebottompanel,welimitthesample
to all  later-born chil dren. Comparing later-born chil dren and our full-sam ple esti ma-
tes,wefind that thecoefficientestimatesarequite similar forgrades, lowgrades,
andtheprobabilityofdroppingout.However,thecoefficientestimateforobtaining
abachelor’sdegreeislower,perhapsreflectingthelowereducationalattainmentof
chil dren of higher birth orders.

20 In esti ma tes not reported, we found no effect of liv ing in a dif fer ent eco nomic region than the non res i-
dent half-sib lings on edu ca tional out comes for NF+ chil dren.
21 Løken et al. (2012) showed that income affects child out comes near the bot tom of the income dis tri bu-
tion but not near the top.
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Selection

The selec tion hypoth e sis pro vi des an alter na tive to the resource com pe ti tion and birth 
orderhypothesestoexplaintheworseeducationaloutcomesforNF+ chil dren. The 
sim plest ver sion of the selec tion hypoth e sis is that men who have chil dren from pre-
vi ous rela tion ships dif fer in unob served char ac ter is tics from men who do not. A more 
complexversionallowsforthepossibilitythatwomenwhopartnerwithmenwho
have pre vi ous chil dren dif fer in unob served char ac ter is tics from women who do not. 
Because our data do not allow us to dis tin guish among these two ver sions of the 
selec tion hypoth e sis, we treat them as a sin gle hypoth e sis.

To assess the plau si bil ity of the selec tion hypoth e sis, we inves ti gate the out comes 
of chil dren in sim ple nuclear fam i lies in which the fathers or moth ers had pre vi ous 
child less mar riages.22Ifthechildreninthesefamiliesexperienceworseeducational
outcomesthanthechildreninothersimplenuclearfamilies,theexplanationcannot
be resource com pe ti tion or birth order because none of these men had pre vi ous chil-
dren.Norcantheexplanationbealimonyandspousalsupportbecausethesesitua
tionsaresufficientlyrareinNorwaythatthesemenareveryunlikelytohavefinancial
obligationstotheirexwives.23

If selec tion is driv ing our MPF results, then fathers with pre vi ous child less mar-
riages (FPCM) or the women who part ner with them may have unob served char ac ter-
is tics that adversely affect chil dren’s edu ca tional out comes. That is, the char ac ter is tics 
associatedwiththefailureofthefather’sfirstmarriagearealsoassociatedwithworse
edu ca tional out comes for the chil dren in the nuclear fam ily. As before, we restrict our 
attentiontochildrenwhospenttheirentirechildhoodinanuclearfamily.Oursample
of 66,781 sim ple nuclear fam i lies con tains 1,010 FPCM.24 To ease com par i son in the 
top panel of Table 9,werepeattheestimatesfromourcomprehensivespecification
(Table 4).

In the lower panel of Table 9, we include addi tional con trols for fathers’ pre vi ous 
child less mar riages. The esti mated effects of FPCM are adverse and roughly sim i lar 
totheestimatedeffectsoffathers’MPF.WetestwhetherthecoefficientsforFPCM
andfathers’MPFaresignificantlydifferentfromoneanotherandrejectthishypoth
e sis only for Grades (p < .04). Thus, the esti mated effect of FPCM for the other three 
out comes (Low Grades, Dropout, and Bachelor’s) is sim i lar in mag ni tude to that of 
fathers’ MPF, indi cat ing that the chil dren of FPCM have worse edu ca tional out comes 
than other chil dren from sim ple nuclear fam i lies. The aver age edu ca tional out comes 
of chil dren in FPCM fam i lies, how ever, are much bet ter than those in NF+ fam i lies 
because covariates—such as income and wealth, edu ca tion, and age—off set these 
adverse effects or more than off set them. For the chil dren in FPCM fam i lies, some 

22 WearegratefultoDavidRibarandRichardReevesforsuggestingthesestrategies.
23 According to Thomson Reuters Practical Law, in Norway, “it is unusual for a spouse to be granted spou-
sal main te nance after a divorce” (https://uk.practicallaw.thomsonreuters.com/w0122153?transitionType
=Default&contextData=(sc.Default)) .
24 Weexcludefromouranalysisthe84simplenuclearfamilieswith91childreninwhichbothparentshad
pre vi ous child less mar riages. In results not reported, we found that the added effect of hav ing a sec ond 
parentwithapreviouschildlessmarriagewasnotstatisticallysignificant.
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edu ca tional out comes are a bit worse than those of chil dren in other NFo fam i lies, 
whereas oth ers are sub stan tially bet ter.

We focus on the two long-term out comes, Dropout and Bachelor’s.25 For Dropout, 
the mean out comes are sim i lar: 18% for FPCM chil dren and 17% for the other NFo 
chil dren, while for the NF+ chil dren Dropout is 24% (see Table A2 in the online 
appendix).WeuseourestimatestocalculateacounterfactualpredictionofDropout 
for chil dren from fam i lies with the same covariates as the fam i lies of FPCM but 
in which the fathers did not have pre vi ous child less mar riages (see Table A2). The 
covariates for fam i lies with FPCM are more favor able than those for the other NFo 
families(seeTableA3,onlineappendix).WefindthatpredictedDropout for chil dren 
in FPCM is worse than that for chil dren in other NFo fam i lies. We also test whether 
thecoefficients forFPCMand thecoefficients forMPF fathers areequal andcan
reject the null hypoth e sis only for grades (p < .104). This con sti tutes pow er ful evi-
dence in favor of the selec tion hypoth e sis.

Although it isnotdirectly relevant toexplaining theadverseeffectsof fathers’
MPF, the asso ci a tion between moth ers’ pre vi ous child less mar riages (MPCM) and 
chil dren’s edu ca tional out comes pro vi des addi tional evi dence of the impor tance of 
selec tion. We inves ti gate out comes for chil dren in the 832 sim ple nuclear fam i lies 
withMPCM.Inourcomprehensivespecification,MPCMsignificantlyreducesboth
grades and the like li hood of obtaining a bach e lor’s degree. These esti ma tes of the 
effect of MPCM are adverse and roughly sim i lar to the esti ma tes of the effect of 
fathers’ MPF (see Table A2). The coun ter fac tual pre dic tions illus trate the impor tance 
of covariates as deter mi nants of chil dren’s edu ca tional out comes. For both FPCM 
and MPCM, the covariates off set the adverse effects of pre vi ous child less mar riages; 
in con trast, the covariates for NF+ fam i lies amplify the adverse effects of fathers’ 
MPF.

Discussion and Conclusion

Untilveryrecently,researchonfamilystructureandfamilycomplexityemphasized
household structure and household complexity. Because of data limitations and
because chil dren gen er ally remain in house holds with their moth ers when their par ents 
sep a rate, research has empha sized moth ers’ MPF while vir tu ally ignor ing fathers’. To 
ourknowledge,oursisthefirststudytoinvestigatetherelationshipbetweenfathers’
MPF and chil dren’s adult edu ca tional out comes. Using Nor we gian reg is ter data, we 
inves ti gated the asso ci a tion between fathers’ MPF and the edu ca tional out comes of 
the chil dren in fathers’ sec ond fam i lies that are nuclear: house holds consisting of a 
man, a woman, their joint chil dren, and no other chil dren. Controlling for a rich set 
of covariates, we found that fathers’ MPF is asso ci ated with sub stan tially and sig nif-
i cantly worse edu ca tional out comes for chil dren. Children of MPF fathers are 4 per-
cent age points more likely to drop out of sec ond ary school and 5 per cent age points 
less likely to obtain a bach e lor’s degree.

25 Children of FPCM are 4.9 per cent age points more likely to have low grades (p < .01). The esti mated 
effect on grades is 3.8% of a stan dard devi a tion lower, one third the size of the effect of fathers’ MPF; this 
effectisnotstatisticallysignificant.
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Whydochildrenincomplexnuclearfamilieshaveworseeducationaloutcomes
thanchildreninsimplenuclearfamilies?Competitionforresourcesbetweenthechil
dreninfathers’firstandsecondfamiliesisapossibleexplanation,asisbirthorder.
Estimates pro vide lit tle sup port for either. Researchers often invoke fam ily struc ture 
transitionsandassociatedstresstoexplainadverseoutcomesforchildrenincomplex
families. For the childrenwe studied, this explanation is a nonstarter becausewe
restrictedouranalysistochildrenwhoneverexperiencedafamilystructuretransition.

Discussingoutcomesforchildrenincomplexfamilies,Furstenberg(2014) noted 
the need to con sider selec tion. According to the selec tion hypoth e sis, fathers who 
have chil dren from another rela tion ship may dif fer in unob served char ac ter is tics 
(e.g., pref er ences, beliefs, infor ma tion) from fathers who do not, and the women who 
part ner with these men may dif fer from the women who do not. To eval u ate the 
selec tion hypoth e sis, we esti mated whether chil dren in sim ple nuclear fam i lies whose 
fathers had previous childlessmarriages experiencedworse educational outcomes
than chil dren in sim ple nuclear fam i lies whose fathers did not have pre vi ous child-
less mar riages. Controlling for covariates such as income and wealth, edu ca tion, and 
age, we found that the asso ci a tion between hav ing a father with a pre vi ous child less 
mar riage and chil dren’s edu ca tional out comes was sim i lar to the asso ci a tion between 
havinganMPFfatherandchildren’seducationaloutcomes.Thisfinding, together
withourfindingthatthedatadonotsupporttheresourcecompetitionhypothesisor
thebirthorderhypothesis,suggeststhatselectionistheprimaryexplanationforthe
asso ci a tion between fathers’ MPF and the worse edu ca tional out comes of chil dren in 
fathers’ sec ond fam i lies.

Wethink that theMPFfathereffectsweobserved forNorwayprobably reflect
household expenditure patterns and the allocation of goods and time within the
house hold. Nor we gian reg is ter data, com pre hen sive as they are, do not enable us to 
iden tify the mech a nisms behind the asso ci a tion between fathers’ MPF and chil dren’s 
educationaloutcomes.Dataonhouseholdexpenditurepatternsor,betteryet,onthe
allo ca tion of goods and time within house holds might allow us to under stand bet ter 
whychildren incomplexnuclear familiesexperienceworseeducationaloutcomes
than those in sim ple nuclear fam i lies.

Finally, we consider whether these findings fromNorwaymight generalize to
theUnitedStates.Previousstudieshavefoundstrikingsimilaritiesbetweentheesti
matedeffectsoffamilycomplexityonchildren’soutcomesinNordiccountriesand
theUnitedStates.Björklundetal.(2007)foundthattheeffectoffamilycomplex
ity on children’s educational outcomeswas very similar in theUnited States and
Sweden.HeckmanandLandersø (2021) and Landersø and Heckman (2017) drew 
thesameconclusionfortheUnitedStatesandDenmark.BreivikandOlweus(2006) 
found that the neg a tive effect of paren tal divorce on chil dren’s edu ca tional out comes 
wasverysimilarintheUnitedStatesandNorway,despitethemuchmoregenerous
social safety net in Norway. Reisel (2011:261) found “more sim i lar i ties than dif fer-
ences in the rela tion ship between fam ily back ground and col lege degree attain ment” 
intheUnitedStatesandNorway.Grätzetal.(2019) argued that fam ily back ground 
char ac ter is tics have a uni ver sal effect on edu ca tional out comes in Nor dic countries, 
Germany,theUnitedKingdom,andtheUnitedStates.

Assessingtheimportanceofselectioninmosttypesofcomplexfamiliesisdif
ficultbecausedoingsorequiresdecipheringtherolesofselection,familystructure
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tran si tions, and dif fer ences in covariates that rep re sent paren tal resources (e.g., 
paren tal income and edu ca tion). In blended fam i lies and most sin gle-par ent fam i lies, 
childrenexperienceatleastonefamilystructuretransition,andthesetransitionsare
widely believed to adversely affect chil dren’s out comes (McLanahan et al. 2013). 
Restrictingourattentiontoatypeofcomplexfamilyinwhichchildrendonotexpe
ri ence fam ily struc ture tran si tions allowed us to dem on strate the impor tance of selec-
tion.Wethinkselection is likely toplayasubstantial role inall typesofcomplex
fam i lies, but we decline to spec u late about the rel a tive impor tance of selec tion com-
pared with fam ily struc ture tran si tions in blended fam i lies and sin gle-par ent fam i lies. 
Wesuggest,however,thatresearcherswhostudyoutcomesforchildrenincomplex
familiestakeselectionmoreseriously.■
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