
Parental Income, College Attendance, and First Birth Timing 

 

Abstract 

 

Whereas previous studies have estimated first birth differentials by race and education, the 

present study is the first to do so by parental income. The NLSY97 is employed to examine first 

birth timing across parental income quartiles among a recent cohort of U.S. women. Women 

from the lowest parental income quartile experience earlier first births, and higher hazards of 

first birth, relative to women in the middle parental income quartiles. Women in the highest 

parental income quartile exhibit the latest, and lowest hazard, of first birth. The relationship 

between parental income and fertility timing is examined through the intervening variable of 

college attendance. 

 

Extended Abstract 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In this paper, I will explore the effects of parental income on the timing of first birth by [first 

delaying family formation] through facilitating college attendance, and then accelerating family 

formation after college by reducing or eliminating the student debt repayment barrier to family 

formation. Previous research by Reeder & Kahn (2012) suggests that the burden of student loan 

debt may be associated with delays in first birth timing. I hypothesize that timing and occurrence 

of family formation among youth from lower- and lower-middle income families will be much 

more heterogeneous than that for youth from higher-income families. I also hypothesize that 

race/ethnic differences in the distribution of parental income will explain substantial amounts of 

the variability of profiles of first birth timing by race/ethnicity. Earlier work (Chen and Morgan 

1991) documents a divergence in first birth timing between white and nonwhite women, wherein 

nonwhite women have earlier first births, on average. Though average age at first birth has 

increased for all woman, non-Hispanic white women continue to have later first births relative to 

Hispanic or non-Hispanic black women (Matthews, Brady, & Hamilton 2009). 

Parental resources are important in the transition to adulthood, both for their ability to 

prepare children for and to finance a college education. This financing may be either by parents 



paying education costs directly or knowing that parents can help with loan debt later is 

increasingly important factor in college completion. The evidence on whether parental income 

affects college enrollment is mixed. Acemoglu & Pischke (2000) find that a 10% increase in 

parental income is associated with a less than 2% increase in college enrollment. Furthermore, 

Ellwood & Kane (2000) show that differences in college enrollment by parental income 

disappear after controlling for high school achievement. Yet among those enrolled in college, 

parental income impacts college completion. Students from families in the highest income 

quartile were 13 percentage points more likely to graduate within 6 years of first enrollment than 

students in the lowest income quartile, though this narrowed to 6 percentage points after 

controlling for student characteristics (Bowen et al. 2009). Because parents’ resources differ, and 

because fewer resources may strain college attendance and completion (Reisel 2011). First birth 

hazards and distributions by educational attainment in the U.S. differ markedly by a woman’s 

educational attainment (Sullivan 2005). As has been shown in other country contexts (Ni 

Bhrolchain and Beaujouan 2012), the effect of education includes the depressing effect on 

fertility while enrolled in fulltime studies.  

Parental income may also impact fertility timing by shaping young adults’ preferences 

and through the level of parents’ financial support. According to the Easterlin (1969) hypothesis, 

young adult’s standard-of-living preferences are shaped by their parents’ resources (e.g., 

income). Easterlin predicted that a young adult’s parents’ resources and his/her own number of 

children were inversely related. Arieke & Liefbroer (2009) argue that this same argument can 

apply to fertility timing; young adults with higher standard-of-living aspirations will postpone 

first births until they have achieved their material aspirations. Alternatively, parental income may 

be inversely related to age at first birth, as high-income parents are more likely to provide 



financial support to their adult children compared to lower-income parents (Knijn & Liefbroer 

2006). Relatedly, young adults from low-income homes are more likely to leave their origin 

family and start their own families because remaining in their parental home is unappealing (Wu 

1996).  

 

DATA AND METHOD 

I use women from the 1997 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY97) cohort (n=4,385) 

to first estimate first birth hazards by age across three parental income groups (the lowest 

quartile, the middle two quartile, and the top quartile). By 2011 (the latest round of data 

available), respondents range from age 26 to 311. Parental income was collected in a separate 

questionnaire issued to parents of NLSY97 respondents. Parents report their total income from 

wages, salary, commissions and tips, and when applicable, their spouse’s income. To construct 

the parental income variable, I sum the responding parent’s income and their spouse’s income. 

From the first birth hazards, I compute first birth life tables (e.g., Chen and Morgan 1991) to 

derive distributions of first birth timing by parental income quartile. 

Next, I model the effect of parental income on the distribution of first birth timing 

through the mediating process of parental income on college attendance.  I will estimate three 

equations, including race/ethnicity as a predictor variable in each case: 1) an equation to estimate 

college attendance according to parental income quartiles; 2a) a first birth hazard conditional on 

not attending college, by parental income quartile; and 2b) a first birth hazard conditional on 

attending college, again by parental income quartile.  I then simulate a model of first birth 

hazards derived from each of these paths (college attending or not), by parental income and 

race/ethnicity, and conduct counterfactual simulations to decompose the contributions of parental 

                                                 
1 As of the 2011 round of the NLSY97, 6 women were 32 years old by the time they were interviewed. 



income to age at first birth through (1) altering the propensity to attend college and (2) through 

altering the hazard of first birth given college attendance or non-attendance.  

 

RESULTS 

I present the overall hazard of first birth by three parental income groups (lower quartile, middle 

two quartiles, and upper quartile) in this extended abstract. The hazards indicate that the timing 

of first birth increases monotonically with parental income (see Figures 1a, 1b, and 1c). Women 

in the lowest parental income quartile exhibit higher hazards of first birth at younger ages 

compared to women in the middle income quartiles, and women in the middle income quartiles 

exhibit higher hazards of first birth throughout their 20s compared to women in the highest 

parental income quartile.  
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Figure 1a. First Birth Hazards by Age: Women in 
the Bottom Parental Income Quartile
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Figure 1b. First Birth Hazards by Age: Women in 
the Middle Parental Income Quartiles
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Figure 1c. First Birth Hazards by Age: Women in 
the Upper Parental Income Quartile
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