
1 

The varying impact of early parenthood on the 
socio-economic outcomes of childhood refugees 

Ben Wilson 1, 2, Alice Goisis 2, 3 and Siddartha Aradhya 1 

1: Stockholm University, 2: London School of Economics, 3: Max Plank Institute for Demographic Research 

Introduction 

Over the last decade Europe has experienced one of the largest inflows of refugees and asylum 

seekers since the aftermath of the Second World War.1 In 2015 alone, Europe registered 

approximately 1.3 million new asylum claims, with almost the same number, 1.2 million, registered 

in 2016.2 The magnitude of these inflows has put pressure on European policy-makers to focus on 

short-run concerns: managing national borders, meeting the immediate needs of new arrivals, and 

processing claims for residence and asylum.3 Much less attention has been paid to the issue of 

refugee integration, despite its importance for social cohesion, societal welfare, and national socio-

economic prospects over the short- and long-term.4  

Compared to immigrants from high income countries, arrivals from low and middle income 

countries exhibit slower and less successful integration on a range of important economic, 

educational, and social outcomes.5 Although some existing research suggests that this pattern also 

holds for refugees and asylum seekers, much less is known about their long-run prospects for 

integration, or the factors that are likely to influence their life opportunities in destination 

countries.6 The same applies to the literature on immigrants who arrive as children, such that very 

little is known about the long-run integration of childhood migrants who are refugees. This is 

somewhat surprising given that they are one of the most vulnerable groups, and that they face some 

of the steepest integration barriers.  

This study focusses on the integration of refugees who arrive as children. As such, it seeks to 

understand the significant challenges of integrating the large number of child refugees, and 

children of refugees, who have arrived in Europe over the last few years. In order to do this, we 

examine the integration trajectories of childhood refugees who arrived in earlier cohorts, and who 

have now completed early-adulthood. As such, we are able to examine the integration trajectories of 

these refugees, and to focus on the determinants of successful integration. 

One of the most understudied determinants of refugee integration is family formation. For 

example, and to the best of our knowledge, there has been no previous research on the impact of the 

timing of childbearing on the human capital and labour market trajectories of child refugees. This is 

particularly surprising given that there is a considerable literature showing that early childbearing 

interrupts the educational and earnings careers of immigrants, in particular immigrant women.  

We respond to the above gaps in the literature by carrying out a case study of the role of 

early childbearing in the process of CHILD refugee integration in Sweden. Our main research 

questions are: (1) What are the effects of early childbearing on integration outcomes of childhood refugees? 

and (2) How do these effects vary over the life course? In answering these questions, we also seek to 

identify whether there are critical ages for becoming a parent in early adulthood, i.e. (3) does age at 

first birth determine the integration trajectories of refugees who arrive as children?  
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Data 

We use register-based data that are collected and administered by Statistics Sweden.9 Our data 

cover the period 1990-2012, and include a range of background variables for individuals, their 

parents, and their siblings.  In order to estimate integration outcomes at all ages from 19-30, we 

study cohorts who were born between 1971 and 1982, and we limit our sample to child migrants, 

who we define as those immigrants who arrived in Sweden under the age of 19. Given our interest 

in child refugees, we include only those child migrants whose first residence permit – or whose 

parent’s or sibling’s first residence permit – indicates an admission status of refugee (or other 

humanitarian status). At the same time, we exclude all child migrants whose country of birth is 

from another European country, as well as those born in the US, Australia, Canada, or New 

Zealand. We also exclude anyone who dies or emigrates before age 30, and a small number of cases 

who are missing data on the variables in our analysis. This provides us with a sample of 

approximately 26,000 refugee immigrants who arrived in Sweden as children, almost 15,000 of 

whom are included in our sibling model sample (described below). 
 

Table 1: Child migrant refugees by country of birth (sibling sample) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Method 

Our analysis focuses on four outcomes – educational enrolment, educational achievement, 

employment, and earnings (annual income from employment) – which together provide a 

comprehensive assessment of the human capital and labour market integration of child refugees. By 

restricting our attention to a group of refugees who arrive in Sweden during childhood, and remain 

resident in Sweden until age 30, we are able to study the trajectory of these outcomes over the 

young adult life course. With respect to the determinants of these outcomes, our main variables of 

interest relate to early childbearing. These are: (a) becoming a parent during early adulthood 

(usually measured here as becoming a parent before age 30), and (b) the timing of parenthood (i.e. 

age at first birth). Our initial analysis (only some of which is shown here – e.g. Fig.1) uses 

descriptive statistics and generalised linear modelling to show that there is a significant association 

between both of these determinants and all four of our outcome variables. 

In order to provide a more robust estimate of the causal impact of early parenthood, we then 

estimate sibling models,10 which is an established approach for estimating the impact of different 

determinants on the outcomes of childhood arrivals.7,8 The advantage of sibling models is that by 

focusing the comparison on within-family differences (i.e. between two or more siblings with the 

same mother), we are able to control for many potential confounders (that are the same within 

families) such as socio-economic family background and genetic characteristics.  
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The statistical model can be summarised as follows:  

𝐸(𝑌𝑖𝑗| family 𝑖, 𝑋𝑖𝑗) = 𝛼𝑖 + 𝛣𝑋𝑖𝑗                            (1) 

where 𝐸(𝑌𝑖𝑗| family 𝑖, 𝑋𝑖𝑗) is the conditional mean of 𝑌𝑖𝑗 given family (mother) fixed effect i 

and covariates 𝑋𝑖𝑗 . Note that 𝑌𝑖𝑗  is modelled at different ages, from 19-30, although with the 

exception of the early childbearing variables, the covariates remain the same at each age. In order to 

estimate this model, we restrict our analysis to individuals who have one or more siblings, and 

whose mother can be identified in the population register. As such, we exclude from our sample 

individuals who have no siblings or individuals whose mother’s identifier is missing, the majority 

of whom are adopted. Despite these restrictions, our final sample includes almost 15,000 siblings, 

and Table 1 (above) shows the distribution of child migrant refugees in our sibling sample based on 

the most detailed aggregation of maternal country of birth that is available in our data.  

In addition to the advantage of sibling models, a focus on refugees also provides several 

methodological advantages for the study of integration, not least the fact that the timing of refugee 

migration is less endogenous than other forms of migration with respect to the process of 

integration, especially for those arriving during childhood. Prior research on the integration of child 

migrants has shown that early age at arrival has a significant impact on education and earnings,7,8 

so we control for age at arrival in all our sibling models. We also control for sex, birth cohort, birth 

order, and pre-exposure outcomes at age 18. 

Figure 1: Differences in income and education, childless at age 30 versus parents at age 30 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Preliminary results 

Here we limit our attention to the results for educational attainment and income. As shown in Fig.1, 

all child refugees who are childless at 30 have a significant advantage over those who are parents at 

age 30, although there is considerable variation by maternal country of birth. These results are 

broadly similar in the sibling models, which demonstrate a consistent advantage by age 30 for 

refugees who are not parents. As shown in Table 2, these results vary in size according to the age at 

which childhood refugees become parents (i.e. age at first birth). For example, those who become 

parents when they are teenagers have a significantly lower chance of gaining tertiary education by 

age 30, and much lower income at age 30, as compared with those who have no children at age 30. 

Not only are these estimates statistically significant, but they are also substantial (in this example: a 

19 percentage point lower chance of obtaining tertiary education, and more than 2,000 euros lower 

income per year). In addition to analysing outcomes at age 30, we also examine how effects vary for 
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childhood refugees over their entire early life course, from ages 19-30 (Table 2). In general, sizeable 

effects are established early in the life course, although this appears to be slightly less clear for 

education, where effects become stronger with age up to age 28. Similarly, parenthood after age 26 

does not appear to have a significant impact on educational attainment (up to age 30). In Figure 2, 

we show how the results differ for men and women by focussing on families with two or more 

siblings of the same sex (n~4,000). The effects of parenthood are much worse for women than they 

are for men, especially for income, where the differences between male and female parents become 

consistently larger over the life course. Notably, the effects on male income even become positive. 

Table 2: Fixed effects models of the effects of age at parenthood on outcomes at each age 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Variation by sex in the effects of parenthood on education and income 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Note: All model control for age at arrival, sex, birth cohort, birth order, outcomes at age 18, and family fixed effects. Effects are relative to the childless. 

Conclusion and next steps 

Our results show that childhood refugees who become parents early in life will experience 

constraints upon their acquisition of education and income. Targeted social policies may therefore 

be required to address this issue. In the full paper, we will include a more comprehensive analysis 

of how early parenthood has an impact on integration trajectories over the life course, as well as 

conducting various checks of the robustness of our results.  
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