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This paper examines the impact of parental economic status and 
family size on the actual and expected fertility of adult children using 
longitudinal data from two generations of families participating in the 
Panel Study of Income Dynamics. There was a modest positive 
relationship between first generation family size and second gen- 
eration fertility. More importantly, the ideal family size of the parental 
family was more closely related to fertility behavior and plans in the 
second generation than was actual parental family size. In addition, the 
data revealed the hypothesized negative correlation between par- 
ental financial status and second generation fertility behavior and 
plans. Several mechanisms which could produce the correlation 
between parental characteristics and the fertility of their children are 
explored. 

The influence of the parental home in shaping the behavior 
of children is a well-established fact in social science. The 
purpose of this paper is to investigate the relationships between 
behavior and preferences of first generation parents and fertil ity 
in the second generation. Two specific dimensions of the 
parental family are examined. The first factor is the economic 
status and standard of living enjoyed in the parental home. The 
second dimension is first generation fertility: both actual and 
ideal family size. The impact of both of these first generation 
characteristics on second generation fertil ity are examined 
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using longitudinal data collected from parents and their married 
children. In addition, the paper explores several mechanisms 
which could produce a relationship between parental charac- 
teristics and the fertility of the children. 

BACKGROUND 

Parental Economic Status 

The first factor, parental economic status, holds an impor- 
tant position in socioeconomic models of fertility because of its 
relationship to consumption aspirations and desires. It has been 
hypothesized that children obtain their consumption aspira- 
tions and expectations from their parents (Easterlin, 1966, 
1973a). Children are thought to become accustomed to the 
standard of living of their parents and as part of the socialization 
process to adopt it as their own. Thus, children raised in poor 
homes are expected to have fewer aspirations for material 
goods and to be satisfied with a lower standard of living than 
those raised in wealthy homes. 

Consumption aspirations, in turn, are hypothesized to 
influence the childbearing of young adults (Easterlin, 1969, 
1973b; Thornton, 1978). With any given combination of resour- 
ces and prices the amount that can be spent for children and 
other things is determined, but the mixture of expenditures can 
vary. Therefore, since children require economic resources, it is 
plausible to assume that they compete with goods and services 
for family income. It is expected that the greater the aspirations 
for material goods, the more a family actually consumes and the 
fewer resources there are for children. Therefore, the theory 
predicts that the number of children varies inversely with the 
level of aspirations for material goods and positively with the 
amount of resources. 

Changes in consumption aspirations coupled with swings in 
the economic achievement of young people have been hy- 
pothesized to explain the post-World War II fertility swing in the 
United States (Easterlin, 1962, 1966, and 1973a). Following 
World War II, young couples experienced particularly favorable 
financial circumstances because of their relatively small num- 
bers and the expanding economy. Easterlin suggested that the 
baby boom was, in part, caused by these young couples 
translating their high incomes into increased fertility. 
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In the early 1960s, however, fertil ity began to decline while 
economic growth and prosperity continued. Easterlin found 
that, while economic conditions in general were still favorable, 
circumstances for young people were not keeping pace, 
accounting for some, but not all, of the reduction in fertility. In 
addition, Easterlin argued that young people in the 1960s had 
greater aspirations for consumer goods than those of the 1940s 
and 1950s and that these aspirations were competing with 
children for economic resources. By including consumption 
aspirations in the economic model, the framework could ex- 
plain both the rise and subsequent decline in childbearing. 
During the 1940s and early 1950s, consumption aspirations 
were hypothesized to be at a fairly constant low level while 
income increased, resulting in relatively high fertility. Duringthe 
1960s, the incomes of young people began leveling off while 
their aspirations increased greatly; the outcome was a decline in 
childbearing. 

In testing the hypothesis, Easterlin was able to measure the 
income of cohorts of couples in a straightforward manner; 
however, it was not possible to measure consumption desires. 
But, since aspirations were assumed to develop in the parental 
home, Easterlin argued that parental economic status provided 
an adequate proxy for the children's consumption desires. The 
actual variable used in Easterlin's research was the ratio of the 
children's income to their consumption desires. The numerator, 
the income of the young adults, was expected to be positively 
related to fertility; the denominator, the parents' income, was 
hypothesized to be negatively related to fertility. The expec- 
tation, therefore, was that this ratio variable would be positively 
related to childbearing. When Easterlin compared time trends 
and movements in this measure with fertility, he found a 
correspondence. (See Easterlin, 1976; Lee, 1976; Bahr, Chad- 
wick, & Strauss, 1975; Chaudhury, 1977; De Fronzo, 1976; 
Freedman, 1976; MacDonald and Rindfuss, 1978; and Thorn- 
ton, 1978 for further investigations of this hypothesis.) 

Parental Fertility 

The second factor to be considered in this paper is parental 
fertility. Several empirical studies have shown a relationship 
between the family sizes of successive generations, with children 
from large families being more likely to have many children 
themselves. Berent (1953) reported this association for a sam- 
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pie of British couples, while a similar relationship has been 
observed in Barbados (George et al., 1976). Several studies of 
American fertility, including the Indianapolis Fertility Study 
(Kantner and Potter, 1954), the 1955 Growth of American 
Families Study (Duncan et al., 1965), the Princeton Study 
(Bumpass and Westoff, 1970), the 1965 National Fertility Study 
(Bumpass, 1975), the 1970 National Fertility Study (Stokes and 
Johnson, 1977), and a 1962 Current Population Survey (Duncan 
et al., 1965) support the proposition that there is an association 
between the number of children born to successive generations 
of adults. In addition, the positive relationship has been 
observed in a recent study of Pennsylvania women (Johnson 
and Stokes, 1976) and in a sample of young adults living in the 
South (Marshall and Cosby, 1977). 

When this finding is placed within a broad theoretical 
framework, it is clear that there are several mechanisms which 
could produce a positive relationship between the family sizes 
of successive generations. One hypothesis explaining the 
relationship is that the orientation, desires, and norms of parents 
toward family size may be learned by their children during 
socialization. As a result, children from large families may desire 
and plan to have more children than others. The hypothesis that 
family size values and preferences are learned during socializa- 
tion is supported by the fact that several studies have shown a 
positive relationship between the aspirations, preferences, ex- 
pectations, and desires of young people concerning family size 
and the number of siblings they have (Gustavus, 1973 and 1975; 
Gustavus and Nam, 1970; Hendershot, 1969; Marshall and 
Cosby, 1977; McLaughlin, 1974; Patterson, 1972; Westoff and 
Potvin, 1967). In addition, a study of mothers and their adoles- 
cent children in Toronto revealed that the fertility ideals of the 
two generations were positively related (Simmons and Turner, 
1976). 

A second explanation of the positive association between 
first and second generation childbearing is that parents are a 
prime source of knowledge concerning birth control and its 
effective use. If so, children from homes where contraception is 
effectively used have more information and are better able to 
limit their own childbearing. Similarly, it is plausible to expect 
that the attitudes of parents toward birth control are passed on 
to their children through the socialization process. This explan- 
ation is consistent with the finding of Westoff and Potvin (1967) 
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that the planned use of contraceptives by college women was 
negatively related to the family sizes of their parents. 

A third explanation is that young adults may try to recreate 
role relationships existing in the family of orientation (Duncan et 
al., 1965), and these relationships depend to some extent upon 
the number of children in that family. The tendency to re- 
capitulate those relationships would produce successive gen- 
erations of families of similar sizes and could, therefore, operate 
independently of tastes and norms directly concerning family 
size and contraception.Johnson and Stokes (1976) investigated 
the relationship between family size in successive generations 
and concluded from their data that both "...norms and role 
relationships encountered in the family of orientation exert an 
influence on fertility behavior." 

Finally, it is possible that natural fertility or fecundity itself is 
transmitted through genetic mechanisms. Couples with physi- 
cal attributes conducive to high fertility may pass them on to 
their children. It is unlikely, however, that physiological mech- 
anisms account for the entire relationship, since the positive 
association between fertility in successive generations has been 
observed in studies limited to fecund women (Duncan et al., 
1965). 

DATA 

The Panel Study of Income Dynamics (Duncan and Morgan, 1976) 
provided a unique opportunity to investigate the influence of parental 
attributes and behavior on children, since it collected longitudinal 
information from both parents and their adult children. That study, 
which is still continuing, has interviewed a nationally representative 
cross-section of family heads annually since 1968. In addition, any 
member of a sample family who left his or her original family was 
included in the study, and the head of the new family unit was 
interviewed that year and all years thereafter. In every year, extensive 
information was collected concerning the economic organization and 
position of both the first and second generation families. The collected 
information included income of the husband, wife, and family as well 
as data concerning house value and assets. Every year, information was 
collected about children in the family, and, in 1972, a question was 
asked about expected family size. 

Several indicators of fertility were used in the study. The first two, 
cumulative childbearing through 1972 and 1974, were used because 
they are behavioral indicators of fertility. Since all the second genera- 
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tion couples married after the start of the panel study in 1968, 
cumulative fertility through 1972 and 1974 indicates childbearing 
during the first few years of marriage. Therefore, these measures reflect 
decisions about fertility timing as well as decisions about family size. 
For the analyses of cumulative fertility through 1972 and 1974, the 
samples of couples were limited to those married by the 1971 and 
1973 interviews, respectively. Two other fertility variables, total 
expected family size and the number of children expected in addition 
to those already born, were based on the 1972 questions asking 
couples whether or not they expected to have any more children and, 
if so, how many they expected altogether. A final variable, the ideal 
family size of the second generation husband, was obtained in 1971 
with the analysis of this variable limited to couples married by 1971. 

Extensive information concerning the parents and the parental 
homes of either the husband or wife in each family was obtained from 
the parents themselves. As a result, several measures of the economic 
status and fertility preferences of the parents were available. The 
measures from the first generation families used in this paper are 
outlined below: 

1. Parental family head's ideal family size--from a standard question 
about the ideal size of the average American family. 

2. Parental family head's income--the income of the father if present 
in the home; otherwise, the income of the mother. 

3. Father's and mother's income--the income of both parents to- 
gether. 

4. Parental family income--the income of all earners in the parental 
family. 

5. Parental welfare ratio--the ratio of family income to family needs. 
6. Parental house value--the reported value of the house if owned; if 

rented, the value was estimated at ten times the annual rent. 
7. Parental house value per person--parental house value divided by 

the number of persons in the family unit. 

The indicators of parental economic status were obtained during each 
year of the study. To estimate an overall measure for each household, 
the average for the years the son or daughter was still in the parental 
home was obtained, taking into account inflation. 

Three other parental measures were used in the analysis: the 
number of siblings of the husband; the husband's rePort of his father's 
educational attainment; and the husband's evaluation of the financial 
status of his parents, which was ascertained from the question, "Were 
your parents poor when you were growing up, pretty well-off, or what?" 
Responses concerning parental economic status were scored one for 
"poor," three for"average," or" i t  varied," and five for"prettywell-off." 
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Unfortunately, the survey did not contain measures of fecundity, birth 
control, attitudes, or family role relationships in the parental family, so 
their influence could not be explored. 

Hypotheses about the influence of first generation economic 
status and second generation consumption aspirations on second 
generation childbearing indicate that the explanatory variables should 
be considered together with the income of the second generation. 
Therefore, the second generation husband's income during the years 
prior to the 1972 and 1974 interviews were considered with the 
expectation that it would be positively related to fertility (based on the 
usual assumption that more income allows more resources for the 
bearing and rearing of children). In addition, several ratio variables, 
similar to the one created by Easterlin (1966; 1973a) were used to 
indicate the ratio o the husbands' income to the various indicators of 
the parental living levels. Given the hypothesis that the numerator of 
these ratio variables would be related positively and the denominator 
related negatively to the fertility variables, it was expected that the 
relationship between the ratio variables and fertilitywould be positive. 

Not all couples were included in the analysis. Excluded were those 
for whom the present marriage was not the first, those who had 
experienced a marital disruption during the study period, and those 
with more than one child at the first interview following marriage. Also 
excluded were couples in which the husbands were not in the labor 
force. These exclusions operated to make the sample more homo- 
genous. 

Since a substantial number of the parental homes contained only 
one parent, it seemed possible that the analysis could be influenced by 
this factor (Hoffman, 1977; Ross and Sawhill, 1975); thus, preliminary 
analysis used data only for children from two-parent homes. The 
results obtained for this group, however, did not differ significantly 
from those for the whole sample and, therefore, the analysis reported 
here included children from both one and two-parent families. 

ANALYSIS 

Parental Standard of Living 

In Table 1 are shown the zero order correlations between 
four of the ferti l i ty variables and the measures of financial status. 
Included in the bottom panel of the table are zero order 
correlations between the fertil ity measures and variables which 
were used in the multivariate analysis. The correlations between 
the indicators of parental financial status and the number of 
children already born were almost all negative. The correlations 
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T~LE 1 

MEANS. STANDARD DEVIATIONS. AND ZERO ORDER CORRELATIONS 
OF CHILDREN IN THE FAMILY IN 1972 AND 1974. 

AND TOTAL EY2ECTED AND ADDITIONAL EXPECTED CHILDREN IN 1972 

Children Children Total Additional 
Born Born Expected Expected 

(1972) 1 (1974) 2 (1972) 3 .£1972) 3 

Number of couples 293 566 454 454 
Mean .73 .82 2.38 1.79 
Standard deviation .70 .76 .98 1.23 

Correlation with: 

Parental head's income -.052 -.144" -.026 .012 
Father's and mother's income -.117" -.155" -.022 -024 
Parental family income -.061 -.114" .003 .015 
Parental welfare ratio -.133" -.123" -.041 -.003 
Parental house value .024 -.054 .032 -.005 
Parental house value per person -.066 -.063 -.022 -.009 
Father's education -.091 -.i15" .030 .031 
Parental financial status (reported by son) -.055 -.i08" -.005 .001 

Husband's ~ncome 4 .123" -.004 .002 --082 
Husband's income ~ parental head's income 4 4 .092 .I02" .097 .011 
Husband's income ~ father's a~d mother's income .119" .123" .087 -.008 
Husband's ~neome ÷ parental family income 4 .iii .082 -.018 -.103" 
Husband's income ~ parental welfare ratio 4 .169" .113" .081 -.031 

Husband's education -.215" -.226" .098 .190" 
Wife's education -,239* -.139" .056 .163" 
Year married -.191" -.432* .108" .301" 
Race (white = O, other ~ i) .142" .109" .038 -.026 
Religlon (Catholic = I, other = 0) .156, -,062 .165" .106, 

*Correlation is larger than two times its standard error, computed using the assumptions of simple random 
sampling and igaorln 8 the design effects produced from the complex sample design used. 

iIncludes couples married by 1971 interview. 

2Includes couples married by 1973 interview. 

31ncludes couples married by 1972 interview. 

4For the 1972 analysis husband's i~come refers to 1971 income. For 1974 analysis, 1973 income is used. 

tended to be larger in 1974 than in 1972 and, with almost 600 
cases, most were statistically significant. The correlations of the 
independent variables with total expected and additional ex- 
pected fertility were quite inconsistent in direction, and none 
were large enough to discount the possibility that they were 
produced by sampling variability. 

The correlation between fertility and the husband's income 
depended on the year and measure examined. Parity and 
income in 1972 were positively and significantly related. There 
was, however, virtually no correlation between husband's in- 
come and parity in 1974, nor between income and total children 
expected. The correlation between income and additional 
children expected was negative. Note that the variables indi- 
cating the husband's income relative to the various measures of 
parental status were positively related to 1972 and 1974 parity 
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and, with one exception, to total expected fertility, but they 
were not positively related to additional children. 

A multivariate approach permits the influence of other 
important variables to be controlled, and in this research two 
different sets of multivariate controls were used. The first, 
referred to as Model 1, controlled the year the couple married 
(scored one for the first year of the panel, through five for the 
fifth year), race, and religion. The last two variables were 
operationalized as dichotomies: for race, the values were 0 for 
whites and 1 for nonwhites; for religion, Catholics were coded 1, 
while all others were coded 0. 

Model 2 controls were designed to ascertain the extent to 
which the inclusion of parental economic status into a fertil ity 
model increases understanding of the mechanisms involved. 
Research has shown a negative relationship, albeit decreasing 
with time, between a couple's level of education and child- 
bearing (Kiser, Grabill, & Kantner, 1968; Ryder and Westoff, 
1971; and Blau and Duncan, 1967). In addition, stratification 
research has shown a positive correlation between the socio- 
economic statuses of successive generations (Blau and Duncan, 
1967). These two relationships alone would produce a negative 
correlation between first generation status and second gener- 
ation fertility. 

The examination of whether or not parental status had a 
direct effect upon second generation childbearing, net of the 
influence of second generation status, was accomplished by 
includingthe education of both husband and wife of the second 
generation in the analysis. In addition, to take into account the 
effect of the other background factors, all controls from Model 1 
were also included in Model 2. A substantial relationship 
between parental status and children's fertil ity with Model 2 
controls would indicate that the inclusion of parental status did 
improve the usual one generation model. 

The multivariate analysis was conducted using ordinary 
least squares regression. The financial indicators used in the 
multivariate analysis were limited to husband's income, paren- 
tal head's income, parental welfare ratio, and the ratio of 
husband's income to the two parental variables. Four different 
equations were estimated for both the Model 1 and Model 2 
analyses. The first two equations contained husband's income 
and one of the parental variables while the third and fourth 
equations contained the ratio of husband's income to one of the 
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parental variables. The standardized regression coefficients for 
the financial variables from both the Model 1 and Model 2 
analyses are listed in Table 2. 

Husband's income was positively related to 1972 parity 
using both Model 1 and Model 2 controls (Equations 1 and 2 of 
Table 2). However, the relationship was not large enough to be 
statistically significant in the modest-sized sample of couples 
married by 1971. Also note that in model 1 both measures of 
parental status were negatively related to fertility, with the 
welfare ratio variable having enough impact to be statistically 
significant. However, when Model 2 was used, the negative 
coefficients were reduced substantially, with the effect of the 
parental head's income reversing its sign. Similarly, when the 
ratio variables were entered into the model their direct in- 
fluence was very minor (and even negative in one case). 

The results for 1974 parity, presented in the second panel of 
Table 2, were quite different from those for 1972 parity. The 
husband's 1973 income did not have the expected positive 
influence on the number of children born. Rather, in Model 1, its 
impact was negative and large enough to be statistically sig- 
nificant. With the addition of education into Model 2, the 
magnitude of the coefficient was reduced, but it remained 
negative. It should be observed that the reverse in sign from 
1972 to 1974 was not the result of changing the sample; when 
the 1972 sample was analyzed in 1974, the same negative 
coefficients were observed (the results are not shown here). 

While the husband's income did not show a positive effect 
in 1974, the hypothesized negative influence of parental status 
did exist. In Model 1 both indicators of parental finances had 
moderately large negative coefficients, and the coefficients 
persisted but with reduced magnitude in Model 2. These results 
imply that parental status had a large overall impact on child- 
bearing but that much of the influence was transmitted through 
the education of the offspring. In fact, the effect remaining in 
Model 2 was not large enough to be statistically significant. 

The analysis shown in Equations 3 and 4 of the two models 
indicates that the ratio variables were only moderately related 
to 1974 parity, and the direction of the relationship depended 
upon the model. Furthermore, neither variable contributed 
anything to the explanatory power of the models. These results 
were undoubtedly due to both the numerator and denominator 
of the variables being negatively correlated to number of 



61 

ARLAN D THORNTON 

TABLE 2 

MULTIPLE REGRESSION ANALYSIS OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN ECONOMIC MEASIPAES 
AND 1972 PARITY, 1974 PARITY, 1972 TOTAL EXPECTED FAMILY SIZE, 

AND ADDITIONAL C~ILDREN EXPECTED IN 1972 

Model i a Model 2 a 

Husband's 1971 income .064 .079 
Parental head's income -.045 
Parental welfare ratio -.139" 
Husband's Ineome/paremtal 

head's income .018 
Husband's Income/parental 

welfare ratio 

R 2 (adjusted) .114 .131 .113 

(I) (2) (3) (4) (I) (2) (3) (4) 

1~72 Pari~y 

.097 ,i04 

.025 
-.046 

-.015 

.094 .038 

.121 .160 .161 .154 .155 

~7~ Par£~v 

Husband's 1973 income -.089" -.084" -.040 -.041 
Parental head's income -.096* -.035 
Parental welfare ratio -.135" -.054 
Husband's income/parental 

bead's income .018 -.008 
Husband's Income/parental 

welfare ratio .044 -.014 

R 2 (adjusted) .214 .223 .197 .199 .252 .253 .250 .250 

1972 Total Expected Ferti~it~ 

Husband's 1971 income .000 -.001 -.017 -.018 
Parental head's income -.045 -.082 
Parental welfare ratio -.032 -.087 
Husband's income~parental 

head's income .I13. .123. 
Husband's income/parental 

welfare ratio .090 .117" 

R 2 (adjusted) .030 .029 .042 .037 .038 .038 .048 .046 

Additional Children Expected in 1972 

Husband's 1971 income .015 .016 -.003 -.002 
Parental head's income -.039 -.071 
Parental welfare ratio -.039 -.086 
Husband's Income/parental 

bead's income .089* .097* 
Husband's Income/parental 

welfare ratio .080 .101 

R 2 (adjusted) .350 .350 .358 .356 .358 ,359 ,364 .364 

*Coefficient is at least two times its standard error (computed using the assumptions of 
simple random sampling and ignoring the design effects produced from the complex sample 
design used). 

aModel 1 controlled year married, religlon~ and race, while Model 2 controlled these three 
variables plus husband's and wife's education. In addition, for both Models 1 and 2 of the 
analysls2of addltlonal children expected in 1972, current parity was controlled, The ad- 
Justed R values for the equations containing only the control variables were .115, .199, 
.032, and .352 respectively for Model 1 and .157, .252, .036, and .356 respectlvely for 
Model 2. All coefficients are standardized regression coefficients. 

children. By using the ratio form, the two effects cancelled each 
other. 

The analysis of total expected family size is reported in the 
third panel of Table 2. These data are not consistent with the 
hypothesis that greater income increases childbearing. In both 
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models, the husband's income failed to show a positive in- 
fluence. However, parental status did show the hypothesized 
effect in both models. Indeed, the parental coefficients were 
larger (but still not twice their standard errors) in Model 2 than in 
Model 1. This result indicates that the direct or net influence of 
parental status on expected childbearing was larger than the 
gross or zero order influence. Also, as hypothesized, the ratio 
variables were positively associated with expected fertility. In 
fact, these variables added more to predictive power (increase 
inR 2) than did their components when entered individually. 

A review of the data in the fourth panel of Table 2 indicates 
that the results for additional children expected were very 
similar to those for total expected family size. The husband's 
income was not related to the dependent variable, and the 
impact of parental status was negative. As before, the estimated 
direct influence of parental income was larger in Model 2 than in 
Model 1. The coefficient for the ratio of the husband's income to 
the parental  standard of l iv ing was also posit ive, as 
hypothesized. The similarity of the results in Panels 3 and 4 is 
probably due to the fact that the couples studied were still very 
much newly-weds. For them, additional expected childbearing 
was a much larger component of the total number of children 
expected than was the number already born. 

Parental Family Size and Ideal Family Size 

The analysis of the influence ofthe first generation family on 
second generation fertility was conducted by first determining 
the zero order relationships between first and second genera- 
tion fertil ity and then, as in the previous section, controls were 
added in a stepwise fashion. Model 1 controls included the 
income of the parental head and the year married, religion, and 
race of the second generation husband. In Model 2, the 
educational attainment of the second generation husband and 
wife were taken into account along with the Model 1 controls. 
The standardized regression coefficients for the number of 
siblings of the husband are shown in equation 1 of Models I and 
2, while the coefficients for the ideal family size of the head of 
the parental family are shown in equation 2 of the two models 
(Table 3). 

Both measures of parental fertiity were positively associ- 
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TABLE 3 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PARENTAL ACTUAL AND IDEAL FAMILY SIZE 
AND SECOND GENERATION IDEAL FAMILY SIZE, TOTAL CHILDREN EXPECTEDj 

1972 PARITY, AND 1974 PARITY 

Standardized Re~ression Coefficients 

Zero Order Model i a Model 2 a 
Correlation (i) (2) (i) (2) 

1971 Ideal Family Size 

Siblings of husband ,i13 ,097 .053 

Ideal family size of head 
of parental family .282* .264* .237* 

R 2 (adjusted) ,015 .072 ,050 .100 

1972 Total Expected Fertility 

Siblings of husband .070 .029 .058 

Ideal family size of head 
of parental family .102" .096* .103" 

R 2 (adjusted) .030 ,039 .041 .049 

i~72 Parity 

Siblings of husband -,044 -.040 -.089 

Ideal family size of head 
of parental family .205* .173" .145" 

R 2 (adjusted) .i12 .139 .159 .172 

1974 Parity 

Siblings of husband .032 .030 .001 

Ideal family size of head 
of parental family ,054 .052 ,047 

R 2 (adjusted) .208 .210 .250 .252 

*Coefficient is at least two times its standard error (computed using the assumptions 
of simple random sampling and ignoring the design effects produced from the complex 

sample design used), 

aTh e coefficients shown were produced by separately entering siblings of husband and 
ideal family size of head of parental family into equations containing the Model i 
and Model 2 controls. Model i controls included the income of the head of the 
parental family and the year married, race, and religion of the second generation 
husband. The Model 2 controls included husband's and wife's education in addition 

to those of Model i, 

atedwith the ideal number of children reported by the second 
generation husband (panel I of Table 3). The zero order cor- 
relation of .282 for parental ideal family size was both sub- 
stantively important and statistically significant. The 
introduction of, controls, however, reduced the magnitude of 
the observed relationships for both independent variables. 
With the Model 2 controls the coefficient for actual parental 
fertility was reduced to .053 while that of parental idea[ family 
size was reduced to .237. 

The analysis of the total number of children expected bythe 
husband of the second generation family is reported in the 
second panel of Table 3. As expected, there was a positive 
correlation between total expected children and the measures 
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of parental fertility. However, the coefficients were not as large 
as the ones observed in the first panel. Again, the ideal family 
size of parents was a better predictor of the fertility of the 
second generation than was the actual family size of the parents. 
Both the zero order correlation coefficient and standardized 
regression coefficients for the ideal measure were substantially 
larger than those for the number of siblings. 

It should be noted that the introduction of the Model 1 
controls reduced the observed relationships somewhat. With 
the introduction of education, however, the coefficients in- 
creased. This result is due to the unexpected positive re- 
lationship between education and expectations of fertility. 
Thus, for total fertility expectations, the overall influence of the 
parental variables is not mediated through the children's own 
social status. 

The data in Panels 3 and 4 suggest that there was no 
relationship between parental family size and actual parity 
achieved by 1972 and 1974. In both 1972 and 1974, the 
coefficients were not statistically significant. The ideal family 
size of the first generation, however, was related to parity in both 
years. In 1972 the relationship was substantial and large enough 
to exlude sampling error as the force producing it. Even with full 
controls, the standardized coefficient was .145. In the 1974 
data, the coefficients were substantially smaller and, even with a 
larger sample, not statistically significant. Note that the dif- 
ference between the two years was only partially the result 
of adding couples between the two time periods. When the 
1974 analysis was limited to couples studied in 1972, the 
coefficeints were still much smaller than in 1972 (results not 
shown). 

DISCUSSION 

Several points should be made about the observed results. 
First, family size in the first generation was positively related to 
expected and ideal family size in the second. While the re- 
lationships between the size of the parental family and fertility 
preferences and expectations were not large enough to be 
statistically significant, they were in the predicted direction. 
However, there did not appear to be a positive relationship 
between actual parental family size and parity achieved during 
the first few years of second generation marriages. This result 
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may have been due to the fact that the measures of current 
parity reflected spacing decisions more than family size de- 
cisions. In addition, it should be noted that the effect of parental 
family size on ideals and expectations was smaller than the 
effects reported by Duncan et al. (1965) concerning the in- 
fluence of parental fertility on second generation family size. 
These data, therefore, do not indicate a substantial impact of 
actual first generation family size on second generation child- 
bearing. 

Second, the ideal family size of parents related positively to 
the second generation fertility variables examined. In addition, 
in three of the four analyses, the effect was large enough to be 
statistically significant. Also, the influence of the variable was 
fairly substantial, perhaps not large in terms of explained 
variance, but in terms of practical and demographic signif- 
icance. The unstandardized regression coefficients with full 
controls indicate that a one-child increase in parental pre- 
ferences enlarged second generation ideal family size by over 
.15, total expected fertility by .08, achieved parity in 1972 by 
.08, and 1974 parity by .03 (data not shown in Tables). 

It it important to observe that parental family size pre- 
ferences were more closely related to second generation fer- 
ti l ity than was actual first generation family size. Apparently, 
values and attitudes concerning family size play a more import- 
ant role than does the number of siblings in the family of 
orientation. This result is especially important in light of the way 
the variables were measured. As second generation information 
was obtained from the husband, second generation ideals and 
expectations were those of the husband rather than those of the 
wife. The measure of first generation family size was also 
obtained by asking the husband about the number of siblings he 
had. On the other hand, the ideal family size of the first 
generation could have been reported by either the wife's 
parents or the husband's parents, depending on who had been 
in the original panel. The analysis related the husband's ideal 
family size and expectations to his parents' family size and also 
to the ideal family size of either his or his wife's parents. While 
the procedure should provide an unbiased estimate of the 
correlation between parental family size and second generation 
measures, the relationship between the ideal family size of the 
parents and the variables measured for the children are prob- 
ably biased downward. 
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Third, if onlythe number of children born by 1972 had been 
analyzed, we would have found evidence consistent with the 
hypothesized positive effect of second generation income. 
Current parity in 1972 was positively and significantly correlated 
to 1971 income (Table 1). With controls, the relationship re- 
mained positive but was not large enough to be statistically 
significant. Income, however, failed to have a substantial 
positive influence on any of the other three fertil ity variables 
examined. Depending on the model and measure employed, 
the husband's income had either a very small positive effect or a 
negative influence. Thus, the results, taken as a whole, do not 
support the hypothesis that income increases childbearing. 

Fourth, concerning parental economic status, it was found 
that virtually all indicators were negatively correlated with 
children born by 1972 and 1974 (Table 1). When controls for 
other variables were employed and the influence of the variable 
was examined within the context of Model 1, the negative 
association persisted and remained large. However, when the 
two intervening variables of the husband's and the wife's 
education were entered in the equation (Model 2), the coef- 
ficients indicating the direct influence of parental status on 
children born were small and not statistically significant, sug- 
gesting that much of the total influence was transmitted through 
education. 

The correlation of parental status with fertil ity plans was less 
consistent and striking. The overall influence seemed small and 
was statistically insignificant but, when Model 2 controls were 
used, the magnitude of the direct effect was larger. The increase 
of the coefficients with Model 2 was due to the positive 
correlation of education to childbearing plans. However, in 
none of the Model 2 analyses were the coefficients for parental 
status twice as large as their standard errors. 

The ratio of the husband's income to parental financial 
status was positively correlated with parity in 1972 and 1974. 
The relationships persisted at a reduced level using Model 1 
controls, but they either disappeared or were negative in Model 
2. When fertility plans were studied, however, the influence of 
the ratio variables was positive and fairly substantial in both 
Model 1 and Model 2. 

While the results of this analysis are not completely con- 
sistent, they generally support the hypothesis that high parental 
status decreases childbearing. This microlevel result gives 



67 

ARLAN D THORNTON 

credence to the Easterlin (1966; 1973a) hypothesis that during 
the 1960s young couples were coming from affluent homes and, 
as a result, had lower fertility. However, it is difficult to say why 
the couples from affluent homes had fewer children. The results 
of the research reported here indicate that much of the overall 
impact of parental status on actual second generation childbear- 
ing was transmitted through the education of the second 
generation. That is, children from high status families had few 
children largely because they themselves were high status. 
There was little effect of parental economic status that could not 
be accounted for by the children's own status. 

This brings us to the basic question: How is parental 
economic status transmitted into second generation fertility? 
Easterlin (1966; 1973a) indicated that the mechanism was con- 
sumption standards. He argued that children internalize the 
parental living levels as their own standard of consumption. 
Therefore, children raised in wealthy homes would have greater 
aspirations for material goods. Since Easterlin's model hypothe- 
sizes that high aspiration levels decrease childbearing, it follows 
that high parental living levels would decrease second genera- 
tion fertility. 

Unfortunately, neither Easterlin's data nor the data used in 
this research permit ted the influence of consumption 
aspirations to be tested directly. We have shown, however, that, 
if education is not a proxy for aspirations or at least fairly closely 
related to it, the influence of aspirations on actual fertil ity cannot 
be very large. The supporting evidence is that,when the effect of 
education was controlled, the net or direct effect of parental 
status was small and not statistically significant; there was little 
effect operating independently of education. However, it is 
quite possible that education is, indeed, a reasonable proxy for 
aspiration. If so, our results are consistent with the notion that 
the influence of parents operates through consumption stan- 
dards. 

All of this, of course, leaves us with the problem described 
by Schultz (1973): We do not know exactly what education 
specifies. As he indicates, education affects many different 
things, and a review of the literature would indicate that it has 
been used in empirical research as a proxy for several concepts. 
This ambiguity suggests the need to move away from using the 
global concept of education as a proxy for some particular 
theoretical concept and to try to measure the theoretical notion 
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itself. This is necessary because,as Ryder (1973) points out, 
"...the data are blind to the concepts of the theorist, and wife's 
education means whatever it means." 

In explaining the relationship between parental economic 
status (and also parental family size and family size pre- 
ferences) and the fertility of adult children, it is important to 
recognize that there are several mechanisms which could 
produce the association. Several sociological, economic, psy- 
chological and demographic constructs have been identified as 
having a possible impact on fertility levels (Becker, 1960; Davis 
and Blake, 1956; Easterlin, 1969, 1973; Goldberg, 1975; 
Hawthorne, 1970; Hoffman and Hoffman, 1973; Leibenstein, 
1957; Journal of Political Economy, 1973, 1974; Scanzoni, 1975; 
Turchi, 1975), and it is possible that parental variables could 
influence second generation fertility through any of these 
characteristics. Figure 1 lists several variables identified by 
Easterlin (1969, 1973b; also see Thornton, 1978) as being 
important determinants of fertility. 

Figure 1 also expands the usual one-generation framework 
to include parental economic status and family size and could 
be expanded even further to include other aspects of the 
parental family. The relationship between first generation 
variables and children's fertility is neither simple nor straight- 
forward. The hypothesis that parental income influences con- 

Tastes for N o n c h i l d r e n  
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Parental ~ + | 

I Sta tus  

Income 

Prices of Children k 
! 

Fertility ~'~ 
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Ideal Tastes for Children 

I chil, sor..1 t / 

Figure 1. General Framework of Fertility including Parental Variables 
(hypothesized signs of effects are shown) 



69 

ARLAN D THORNTON 

sumption aspirations is represented by the positive arrow 
between parental status and tastes for nonchildren (which 
includes both material and nonmaterial things that could com- 
pete with children for money and time resources). However, if 
parental income affects consumption aspirations, it could also 
influence standards about inputs necessary to rear children 
(child quality) as well as increasing knowledge of, and access to, 
means of regulating childbearing, and these factors should 
operate to decrease second generation childbearing. We also 
know that parental status enhances the education and oc- 
cupation of children (Blau and Duncan, 1967),and economic 
models suggest that increased human capital raises the price of 
child care since most of it is done by parents; this would also 
decrease family size. At the same time, education and occupa- 
tion increase income, which is hypothesized to raise fertility. 
Note that while child survival, natural fertility, and desires for 
children are shown to influence childbearing in Figure 1, the 
influence of the parent's standard of living on these variables is 
assumed to be zero, but even these assumptions may be overly 
simplistic. 

The mechanisms hypothesized to produce the overall 
positive relationship between family sizes in two generations 
are also shown in Figure 1. Parental family size is hypothesized 
to be related to desires for children, natural fertility or fecundity, 
and the use of birth control in the second generation. All of these 
mechanisms could be producing the observed positive associ- 
ation between family sizes. Note that the figure does not 
include direct links between parental family size and tastes for 
nonchildren, child quality standards, income, prices of children, 
and child survival. Again, these exclusions are only hypotheses; 
additional research might establish direct links. Figure 1 does 
not include one possible link between first and second gener- 
ation family sizes: the hypothesized desire of children to imitate 
role relations existing in the parental home. This exclusion is 
motivated not by a hypothesis that the mechanism is not impor- 
tant, but rather by the fact that the mechanism is complex and 
difficult to diagram in a simple figure. 

If measures of all the variables in the theoretical system 
were available, it would be possible to estimate the influence of 
parental attributes on the second generation variables. In 
addition, one could estimate the mechanisms through which 
parental variables operate to influence childbearing. That is, 
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with measures of all variables, it would be possible to determine 
which intervening variable was transmitting the influence of 
parental status. It is crucial to note that, without measuring the 
intervening variables, it is possible to estimate only the overall 
influence of parental background, but it is not possible to 
estimate the mechanisms. Thus, for example, in the absence of 
measures of the intervening variables, any relationship 
observed between parental income and second generation 
family size would have to be considered as the sum of the 
influences operating through all of the intervening variables. 
Without making assumptions that manyof the influences shown 
are zero (which seems rather unlikely), it would not be possible 
to state that the relationship was the result of only one mech- 
anism. Although a relationship may exist between parental 
economic status and fertility, it would seem hasty to conclude 
the effect was only (or even in part) transmitted through 
aspirations for consumption goods. While it is certainly possible 
that some or even much of the influence is so transmitted, the 
model is too complex to discover this fact without measures of 
the intervening variables themselves. By measuring the vari- 
ables specified and then estimating their effects, it would be 
possible to better understand the mechanism involved. 

In summary, the data reported in this paper are consistent 
with the hypothesis that conditions existing in the family of 
orientation are related to childbearing in the family of pro- 
creation. Both parental fertil ity and parental economic status 
were found to be related to second generation fertility. How- 
ever, while there does appear to be a correlation between 
several characteristics of first generation families and second 
generation fertility, the transmittal of behavior and attitudes is 
certainly less than perfect, as indicated by the fact that many of 
the observed relationships were only of small or moderate 
magnitude. This indicates that there are many other factors 
determiningthe behavior and attitudes of young people besides 
those in the parental family. In addition, our understanding of 
the mechanisms producing the correlations between parental 
characteristics and second generation fertility is very limited, 
which underscores the importance of additional research fo- 
cusing directly on the hypothesized mechanisms. 
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