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Abstract

The timing of fertility declines in developed societies during the last decade prompted scholars to 

associate it with the Great Recession of 2008. However, the persistence of fertility declines during the 

2010s  suggests  that  other  developments,  maybe  triggered  or  intensified  by  the  crisis,  may  have 

influenced fertility behavior. Here, we investigate if and how the polarization of the local political  

climate and growing support  for  right-wing populist  parties  in the community may have affected  

childbearing trends. Our analysis focuses on Sweden, where the vote share of the radical right party,  

the Sweden Democrats, increased sixfold between 2006 and 2018, while fertility rates have declined 

by more than 20 percent between 2006 and 2024. We use the 2003-2024 population register data to  

construct complete individual-level fertility histories and link women to the Sweden Democrats’ share 

of votes in their municipality of residence in the elections that were held in 2006, 2010, 2014, and  

2018.  We estimate discrete-time event  history models for  first,  second,  and third childbirth risks,  

controlling  for  individual-level  demographic  and  socioeconomic  known  determinants  of  fertility 

behavior, and for municipality characteristics. Preliminary results demonstrate that the role of voter  

support for the Sweden Democrats is fairly weak, but that immigrants who live in municipalities with 

greater support for the Sweden Democrats have an elevated risk of having a(nother) child.
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Introduction and Background

In many high-income countries, Total Fertility Rates (TFR) have been declining persistently during 

the last decade, with countries as diverse as Finland, the UK, Switzerland, Norway, and the United 

States reporting all-time low TFRs in 2023 (Eurostat, 2024). Similarly, fertility in Sweden has been in  

constant decline since 2010, with a TFR going from close to two children per woman in that year to 

1.48 in 2024 (SCB). Recent research suggests that, at least in Europe, these declines are not merely  

temporary drops due to accelerating postponement of childbearing (tempo effects), but rather a sign of 

what may produce a more permanent decrease (quantum effects) in cohort fertility (Bongaarts and 

Feeney, 1998; Hellstrand et al., 2020). 

The  simultaneous  onset  of  such  widespread  fertility  declines  can  convincingly  be  linked  to  the  

triggering event of the Great Recession that hit the U.S. in the fall of 2007 and Europe a few months  

later (Adsera, 2011; Sobotka et al.,  2011; Comolli and Bernardi, 2015; Schneider, 2015; Comolli, 

2017,  2021).  When  incomes  drop  and  unemployment  rises,  long-term  commitments  such  as 

investments in housing, marriages, and decisions to have a child tend to be postponed to financially  

more lenient times. The initial declines in TFRs during the early 2010s were thus not surprising as  

births were postponed to a future with better economic prospects. However, despite the economic 

recovery later on in the 2010s, a situation with recuperated fertility failed to materialize, and TFRs  

continued their descent. In Sweden, as elsewhere, macroeconomic indicators alone seem not able to  

explain the continued and accelerated fertility declines during the 2010s (Comolli et al., 2021).

While  individuals’  economic prospects  represent  a  strong driving force in  childbearing decisions, 

objective  economic  conditions  are  not  the  unique  rationale  for  childbearing.  First,  the  subjective 

perception of those conditions may lead to other evaluations of current and future prospects in relation  

to childbearing opportunities (Vignoli et al., 2020a, b). Part of the persistent fertility decline in Europe 

has,  in  fact,  been  linked  to  enduring  economic uncertainty that  causes  a  re-evaluation  of  future 

prospects and the postponement of commitments like having children (Comolli and Vignoli, 2021).  

Second, the Great Recession in Europe and beyond was accompanied and followed by other social  

developments, beyond those of labor market deterioration and income drops, that might as well have 

influenced people’s  willingness  to  have  children.  Such developments  include  different  aspects  of 

growing  social  inequalities,  lower  social  cohesion,  mounting  intergenerational  tensions,  and  anti-

immigrant  opinions  (Cronin,  2013;  Comolli,  2023).  Studies  have  shown  that  these  aspects  have 

contributed  to  the  rise  of  right-wing  parties  in  Europe  and  that  their  election  successes  have 

accelerated since 2010 (Rydgren 2007; Shayo 2009; Uslaner 2002; Georgiadou et al. 2018; Giustzzi 

and Gangl 2021). Research has furthermore found that socio-economic conditions of insecurity have 

been particularly relevant for the increases in right-wing vote shares at the regional level (Georgiadou 

et al. 2018).
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In  this  study,  we  therefore  focus  on  the  rising  support  for  Radical  Right  Parties (RRP)  and  we 

investigate how this may be related to childbearing trends in Sweden, considering regional aspects of 

socio-economic conditions and RRP voting outcomes.

Data and Method

We use Swedish register data and Event History Analysis (piecewise exponential hazard model) to  

construct complete individual-level fertility histories of all women in the reproductive age range of 16-

45 years that were resident in Sweden in the period 2003-2024  (N=20,076,508). Swedish registers 

bring  annual  information  on  educational  attainment,  individual  and  family  disposable  income, 

employment  status,  and  type  of  occupation,  civil  status,  fertility,  and  other  demographic 

characteristics.  Our dependent variable is the risk of having a first, second, or third child during the 

observed period. Our observations are censored at the date of death, the date of first emigration, or 12 

months  before  the  first  twin  birth;  otherwise,  on  January  1st of  the  year  following  the  last  year 

observed. For second- and third births, observations are also censored 108 months after the last child  

(9 years after the decision). Individuals are also left-censored if they have experienced the event before 

2002. 

Our main explanatory variable is the share of votes obtained by the Sweden Democrats (SD) in a  

woman’s municipality of residence (we have no information on her own voting behavior), obtained 

linking each woman to the share of votes obtained by the Sweden Democrats (SD) in her municipality  

of residence (N=290) in the five election years 2002, 2006, 2010, 2014, and 2018 (Statistics Sweden).  

Figure 1 shows the territorial heterogeneity in the share of votes for the SD by municipalities in the  

last four elections. The original support for SD was concentrated in the Skåne region in southern 

Sweden, while over time the support spread to other municipalities in southern and central Sweden. In  

our  current  analyses,  we categorized SD support  into  terciles  by election (low,  middle,  and high 

support).

We analyze how the hazard of childbirths varies across municipalities and years with different terciles  

of support for the SD, net of individual-level and municipality-level characteristics that may influence 

both the likelihood of having a(nother) child and of SD success in that municipality. At the individual-

level, we control for age (dummies in first births models, age groups in second and third births models 

in which we additionally control for age of the first child), women’s educational attainment (primary 

or  lower  secondary,  upper  secondary,  tertiary,  in  education,  or  missing),  employment  status 

(employed, self-employed, not employed), social origin (Swedish born with Swedish parents, Swedish 

born  with  at  least  one  foreign  parent,  foreign  born).  We  do  not  control  for  civil  status  because 
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marriage in Sweden tends to follow childbirth rather than the other way around (Ohlsson-Wijk et al.,  

2020). 

We additionally control for time-varying municipality characteristics that might affect both the rise in 

SD votes and fertility decisions: population size and the share of foreign-born population (calculated  

from the register data at hand). We control for the broader political sentiment in the municipality as  

reflected by conservative ideology using the share of votes for the traditional conservative parties 

(Moderate Party and Christian Democrats). Additionally, we control for the Gini income inequality 

index (calculated from the income data in available registers) and the share of manufacturing jobs in 

the  municipality  as  a  measure  of  job  polarization.  We  further  control  for  municipalities’  

unemployment rate (Statistics Sweden). All explanatory and control variables are lagged one year so 

that they are measured at the time the decision to have a child was taken.

Figure 1: Share of votes for Sweden Democrats in 2006-2018 elections by Municipality.
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Source: elaboration of the authors based on Statistics Sweden. Grey areas are too sparsely populated to report meaningful data.

Preliminary Results

Table 1 shows that the risk of having a first child is higher in the municipalities in the upper tercile of  

support for the Swedish Democrats (SD) relative to the middle and low terciles of vote share for the 

SD.  The  association  holds  net  of  women’s  observed  sociodemographic  and  socioeconomic 

characteristics  Model  2,  Table  1),  but,  is  reduced  when  controlling  for  observed  municipality 

characteristics (Model 3, Table 1). One of the reasons for this is that people in larger cities generally 

have lower voter support for the SD but later entries into becoming a parent. Compared to Swedish-

born women,  first-birth  risks  are  elevated for  foreign-born women,  and controlling for  municipal 

characteristics does not reduce their first-birth risks.

Results for the second childbirth are shown in Table 2. Here, we find a reversed association, with a 

slightly lower risk of having a second child in municipalities with higher support for the Swedish  

Democrats  (SD).  The  association  with  second  birth  risk  is  little  reduced  when  individual-level  

characteristics are included (Model 2, Table 2), and is not mediated by municipality characteristics  

(Model 3, Table 2).
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Table 1. Results from piecewise exponential hazard models of transitions to first birth
Main effects models

Hazard ratios
VARIABLES 1 2 3
SD vote share terciles (REF: Middle)

Bottom 0.880*** 0.874*** 0.966***
(0.00218) (0.00217) (0.00279)

Upper 1.099*** 1.098*** 1.045***
(0.00288) (0.00288) (0.00295)

Education (REF: Upper Secondary education)
Primary or Lower Secondary education 1.206*** 1.203***

(0.00554) (0.00553)
Tertiary education 1.181*** 1.234***

(0.00299) (0.00315)
In education 0.606*** 0.631***

(0.00200) (0.00209)
Missing education 1.009 1.032***

(0.00673) (0.00689)
Employment status (REF: Employed)

Self-Employed 0.951*** 0.959***
(0.00637) (0.00642)

Not employed 0.611*** 0.611***
(0.00174) (0.00175)

Migration background (REF: Swedish-born with Swedish parents)
Swedish-born with foreign-born parent 0.894*** 0.920***

(0.00286) (0.00297)
Foreign-born 1.307*** 1.344***

(0.00354) (0.00370)
Unemployment rate (%) 0.990***

(0.000393)
Population municipality (in ten thousands) 0.999***

(6.00e-05)
Share of foreign-born population (%) 1.059**

(0.0250)
Gini index 0.914*

(0.0486)
Manufacturing share (% of workers) 1.015***

(0.000275)
M+KD vote share (%) 1.000

(0.000296)
Year dummies YES YES YES
Age dummies YES YES YES
Constant 0.0133*** 0.0137*** 0.0135***

(7.67e-05) (8.18e-05) (0.000225)
Observations 20,076,508 20,076,508 20,076,508

Source: elaboration of the authors based on Statistics Sweden. Note: Standard errors in parentheses.*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Table 2. Results from piecewise exponential hazard models of transitions to second birth
Main effects models

Hazard ratios
VARIABLES 1 2 3
SD vote share terciles (REF: Middle)

Bottom 1.005* 0.999 1.005
(0.00278) (0.00277) (0.00317)

Upper 0.979*** 0.982*** 0.982***
(0.00277) (0.00278) (0.00299)

Education (REF: Upper Secondary education)
Primary or Lower Secondary education 0.930*** 0.931***

(0.00455) (0.00456)
Tertiary education 1.298*** 1.302***

(0.00356) (0.00359)
In education 0.861*** 0.864***

(0.00347) (0.00349)
Missing education 1.057*** 1.060***

(0.00899) (0.00903)
Employment status (REF: Employed)

Self-Employed 0.935*** 0.934***
(0.00651) (0.00651)

Not employed 0.820*** 0.825***
(0.00267) (0.00269)

Migration background (REF: Swedish-born with Swedish parents)
Swedish-born with foreign-born parent 0.941*** 0.944***

(0.00344) (0.00349)
Foreign-born 0.892*** 0.896***

(0.00274) (0.00282)
Unemployment rate (%) 0.994***

(0.000432)
Population municipality (in ten thousands) 0.999***

(6.79e-05)
Share of foreign-born population (%) 1.001

(0.0255)
Gini index 1.715***

(0.0979)
Manufacturing share (% of workers) 1.003***

(0.000295)
M+KD vote share (%) 1.003***

(0.000318)
Year dummies YES YES YES
Age groups YES YES YES
Age of last child YES YES YES
Constant 0.994*** 0.998 0.998

(0.000432) (0.00118) (0.00118)
Observations 9,687,315 9,687,315 9,687,315

Source: elaboration of the authors based on Statistics Sweden. Note: Standard errors in parentheses.*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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