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Abstract

In recent decades, many European countries have witnessed both a rise in ultimate childlessness and 
increasing diversity in partnership trajectories. This paper investigates patterns of partnership trajectories 
associated with childlessness in Belgium and Finland from a life-course perspective. Using sequence 
and cluster analysis on register data, we examine the partnership histories of Belgian (N=19,590) and 
Finnish (N=13,368) men and women born in 1975, following them from age 18 to 45. We identified five 
typical partnership clusters among the Belgian childless and four among the Finnish. Three clusters—
Never Partnered, Partnership Instability, and Marriage—are common to both countries. Most childless 
individuals in both countries remain unpartnered or face partnership instability. A turbulence index was 
then computed to assess the difference of turbulence of the sequences between the two countries. This paper 
contributes to the literature on childlessness by examining the heterogeneity of partnership biographies 
and cross-country differences using high-quality administrative data. 
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Introduction

Although the family continues to serve as a fundamental unit of social organization, family dynamics have 
changed in advanced industrialized societies during the last decades. These changes include, for example, 
declining marriage rates, the diversification of partnerships such as the rise of non-marital cohabitation, 
and the increase in separation and divorce. Forming a first partnership (either cohabitation or marriage) and 
parenthood has been generally delayed (Schoon, 2015), and the phenomenon of never becoming a parent 
during one’s reproductive years, referred to as ultimate childlessness or lifetime childlessness (Jalovaara 
& Fasang, 2017) has seen a rise in numerous European countries (Miettinen et al., 2015; Sobotka, 2017). 
Various factors contribute to childlessness, including income instability (Fieder et al., 2011; Fieder & Huber, 
2020), frequent periods of unemployment (Currie & Schwandt, 2014), partnership histories instability 
and lifelong singlehood (Jalovaara & Fasang, 2017; Koropeckyj-Cox & Call, 2007; Rowland, 2007), the 
postponement of pregnancies and fecundity issues (Rybińska & Morgan, 2019; Jongbloet et al., 2007), 
voluntary childlessness (Shapiro, 2014), and health issues (Quashie et al., 2021). Consequently, a part of the 
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population reaches advanced ages without entering parenthood. Despite growing interest in this topic, most 
studies have relied on cross-sectional data and focused primarily on women, limiting our understanding of 
the dynamic processes and gendered differences of childlessness. Only recently, empirical studies started 
to address these shortcomings by using longitudinal data and by including both men and women and 
showing the heterogeneity among the childless population (see for example Jalovaara & Fasang, 2017; 
Raab & Struffolino, 2020). However, cross-national comparative research remains scarce, hindering our 
ability to understand how cultural, economic and policy contexts shape childbearing dynamics and patterns 
of childlessness. Comparing two countries with different social and cultural contexts helps determine if 
observed patterns are specific to a certain setting. It also allows an understanding of how contextual factors 
are linked to childlessness and can further inform policy interventions. 

While childlessness can be a deliberate choice, research suggests it often results from a series of 
decisions or constraints that lead to continued postponement of childbearing (Tocchioni et al., 2021). In 
addition to fertility intentions and socioeconomic characteristics, partnership histories play a key role in 
understanding contemporary childlessness (Kreyenfeld & Konietzka, 2017; Jalovaara & Fasang, 2017). 
Most childbearing takes place within partnerships (Hoem et al., 2013) and never having been married 
and being divorced are important predictors of childlessness (Hart, 2019). Recent studies using sequence 
analysis have revealed distinct patterns of partnership trajectory patterns among childless individuals. 
For example, using Finnish register data (cohorts 1969–1970), Jalovaara and Fasang (2017) observed that 
partnership trajectories of the childless involve either not forming coresidential partnerships at all, having 
short spells of cohabitation, or in some cases, being married. The largest group (45%) among the childless 
are individuals who had never cohabited or married. Based on a similar study design, Raab and Struffo-
lino (2020) used German Family Panel data for cohorts 1971–1973 and identified five distinct patterns of 
partnership trajectories. The Single cluster (never having experienced cohabitation, Living Apart Together 
(LAT) episodes or marriage) was the most prevalent group among the childless (N = 39%). 

While Finland and Belgium are both situated in Europe, they present contrasting cultural and soci-
etal contexts that may influence partnership trajectories and childlessness trends. While the share of the 
childless population in Finland is very high (Sobotka, 2017), Belgium exhibits moderate but steadily rising 
levels of childlessness (see Table 1). 

Table 1. Childlessness levels by cohort and gender in Finland and Belgium, 1950–1975, percentages.

These differing childlessness trends may be intertwined with their contrasting welfare state regimes. 
Finland and Belgium represent distinct welfare regimes with different approaches to family support. Fin-
land’s comprehensive system is characterized by generous parental leave benefits, offering a replacement 
rate of 90 per cent of daily earnings (decreasing to 70% after 16 days) (OEC, 2024). Belgium, in contrast, 

Finland Belgium
Cohorts Childless men 

aged 45
Childless women 

aged 45
Childless men 

aged 45
Childless women 

aged 45
1950 23 17 17 14
1955 26 18 19 15
1960 28 18 21 15
1965 29 19 23 16
1970 30 21 23 17
1975 30 22 26 17

 Source:  Belgium: Statistics Belgium (DEMOBEL database); Finland: Statistics Finland, calculations by the authors.
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operates a more conservative system with significantly lower flat-rate parental leave benefit (Rizzi & Rees, 
2021).  While Finland’s policies aim to support parents financially during leave, other institutional factors 
may play a role in shaping childlessness trends. For instance, mothers in Finland tend to stay home longer 
than in Belgium, potentially influencing career trajectories and family planning decisions (OECD, 2024). 
Further research is needed to fully understand the complex interplay of institutional factors and individual 
choices contributing to childlessness in these two countries.

This study takes an explicitly explanatory approach, leveraging a cross-national comparison to gen-
erate insights that can inform future development of more comprehensive theories. This study addresses 
two objectives. First, we investigate how partnership trajectories differ between parents and childless men 
and women. Our aim is to identify potential distinct pathways associated with childlessness. Second, we 
examine the extent to which patterns of partnership trajectories associated with childlessness are similar 
in Finland and Belgium. Research on childlessness in Belgium remains limited, often relying on outdated 
survey data (see Miettinen et al., 2015; Prioux, 1993). Direct comparative analyses of partnership trajec-
tories and childlessness remain remarkably scarce, particularly beyond the Nordic context. This study ad-
dresses this gap by examining contemporary trends in Belgium and Finland, leveraging the more extensive 
research available for the Nordic countries to enable a novel cross-national comparison. By using similar 
data and study design, we are able to directly compare population, which is a main asset of this study. In 
applying a research design similar to Jalovaara and Fasang (2017) but focusing on a younger cohort and 
longer observation period, we aim to update and expand upon their findings for Finland. Our focus is on 
men and women born in 1975, with childlessness measured at age 45. This is before women and men reach 
the end of their reproductive life, but it is not a major impediment because few individuals have their first 
child above the age of 45 (Statistics Belgium, 2024; Statistics Finland, n.d.). This cohort also represents 
the oldest for which complete cohabitation and childbearing histories from age 18 are available. Using se-
quence analysis, we first compare partnership trajectories of the parents with the ones of childless men and 
women in order to assess similarities and differences. In a second step, using sequence and cluster analysis, 
we identify patterns of partnership trajectories among childless individuals from age 18 to 45. 

This study makes significant contributions to the understanding of childlessness through a cross-na-
tional comparison of Belgium and Finland. By examining these two countries – characterized by con-
trasting cultural and welfare state contexts – we can explore how these factors may influence partnership 
trajectories and the likelihood of remaining childless. This comparative analysis is made possible by the 
availability of remarkably similar longitudinal register data in both countries.  

The life course theory

Societal norms and expectations play a role in shaping the timing and sequencing of life course transitions. 
Societies often hold implicit or explicit expectations regarding ‘appropriate’ age for marriage, parenthood 
and other life transitions (Hagestad & Call, 2007). These norms can create pressure to conform to certain 
timelines. In addition, the social dimension of ‘opportunity deadlines’ is also salient when considering the 
transition to parenthood. Societal pressure potentially creates a strong impetus to become a parent, making 
remaining childless a more accurate description than choosing childlessness (DeOllos & Kapinus, 2002). 
Rather than a deliberate decision not to have children, childlessness often emerges from a series of life 
choices that prioritize other goals such as education, career or personal fulfillment (DeOllos & Kapinus, 
2002). 

This study examines the relationship between partnership trajectories and childlessness through the 
lens of life course theory, which provides a framework for understanding of how individual lives unfold 
within historical and social contexts, emphasizing the interconnectedness of events and transitions (Beck 
& Beck-Gernsheim, 2002; Giddens, 1992). Central to life course theory are the concepts of timing and 
sequencing (Elder, 1994; Elzinga & Liefbroer, 2007). The age at which individuals experience key tran-
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sitions, such as leaving the parental home, entering cohabitation or marriage, and transitioning to parent-
hood, can significantly shape their subsequent life trajectories. The order and timing of these transitions 
can create a ripple effect, influencing opportunities and constraints in other areas. 

The social dimension of opportunity deadlines becomes interesting when comparing contexts with 
differing norms and values. Finnish young adults tend to leave the parental home earlier than their Belgian 
counterparts (Eurostat, 2023). This cultural difference may shape the timing of independence accordingly. 
Earlier departure from the parental home in Finland might be linked to a cultural emphasis on indepen-
dence at a younger age. This could, in turn, lead to earlier cohabitation or marriage as young adults estab-
lish their own household and potentially form partnership earlier.

While individual agency plays a role in shaping life course transitions, it is important to recognize that 
the relationship between societal norms, opportunity deadlines and life course transitions is complex and 
multifaceted. Other factors, such as economic conditions, housing markets, individual agency and policy 
context, also contribute to the timing and sequencing of these life events.

Data and methods

Data

We use high-quality data from Belgium and Finland including records from administrative registers 
covering the entire population. Our datasets contain partnership and childbearing histories for the 1975 
birth cohort from age 18 to 45. As the R package TraMineR allows a maximum of 46,431 unique sequences, 
for Belgium, we use a random sample (8%) from the Demobel database constructed and delivered by 
Statistics Belgium (Direction Générale Statistiques, Statbel; demos@economie.fgov.be). Demobel was 
developed based on the Belgian national Register and combines socioeconomic information (spanning the 
years 1991–2020). For Finland, we use a random sample of register data (9%) compiled at Statistics Finland 
(permission TK52-493-19) by linking different register sources. When residential cohabitation was not 
available in the data, we assumed the existence of a nonmarital cohabitation if two unrelated, different-sex 
individuals live in the same household and have an age difference of no more than 16 years or less. This 
definition of nonmarital partnerships follows standard assumptions (Lodewijckx & Deboosere, 2011). For 
further details on how cohabitation is inferred, see Damiens et al. (2023) for Belgium and Jalovaara and 
Fasang (2015) for Finland. 

Individuals who did not live in Belgium or Finland when they turned 18 years of age in Belgium 
(114,386) and Finland (33,641) and people who died or emigrated between ages 18 and 45 in Belgium 
(844,296) and in Finland (178,644) were excluded from the analysis. 

Methods 

In the first step, we apply sequence analysis (Abbott, 1995) to compare the partnership trajectories of the 
Finnish and Belgian childless parents. Sequence analysis is suited to study a complex set of life-course 
trajectories, as it provides the typical partnership trajectory patterns that can be interpreted and analyzed 
in a meaningful way (Aassve et al., 2007). Then, we use cluster analysis to identify collective patterns 
of partnership trajectories among the childless. The sequence of partnership trajectories distinguishes 
between four states: never partnered (NP), cohabiting (C), married (M) and previously partnered (PP). 
The PP state includes being separated, divorced and widowed. We use Optimal Matching method (OM) 
with constant substitution costs of 2 and indel costs of 1 to determine the pairwise dissimilarity between 
partnership trajectories (Aisenbrey & Fasang, 2010; Lesnard, 2014), which is a robust choice for identifying 
sequence similarities of the order and the timing of partnership states (Studer & Ritschard, 2016). The OM 
provides a pairwise distance matrix that includes a distance value for each possible pair of partnership 

file:///\\utuhome.utu.fi\ankrgr\FJSR\2025%20digilehti\Rees%20et%20al\demos@economie.fgov.be
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trajectories. Following standard practice, the number of retained clusters was chosen by checking whether 
increasing the number of clusters provided additional information or whether it resulted in a decline in 
heterogeneity among clusters and a small cluster size. 

Several cut-off criteria (Figure 1) support a grouping of five different clusters for Belgium and four 
clusters for Finland (as in the study of Jalovaara & Fasang, 2017). The weighted Average Silhouette Width 
(ASWw) for five clusters is equal to 0.54 for Belgium (0.53 for Finland) and indicates a clear structure in 
the trajectories (Studer, 2013). To check for gender-specific clustering, we ran separate cluster analyses for 
men and women for both countries. For Belgium, it resulted in four clusters for women and five for men. 
We decided to keep the five clusters solution for both genders in the pooled analysis, as our intention is 
to assess partnership trajectories’ heterogeneity. Also, this solution is more meaningful as it differentiates 
late-partnership from the early-partnership trajectories, which is of importance when studying childless-
ness.

          Finland            Belgium

Cluster cut-off criteria (weighted average silhouette (width), Point Biserial Correlation ratio, Hubert’s Gamma. Source: Statistics Belgium, 
Statistics Finland

Figure 1. Cluster cut-off criteria for different numbers of clusters, Finland and Belgium

The same analysis was conducted for Finland, resulting in four clusters for both sexes. To illustrate 
the typical partnership trajectories of childless individuals and parents, we used relative frequency (RF) 
sequence plots, which show the proportion of individuals in each cluster at each age (Raab & Struffolino, 
2022). Then, we produce RF sequence plots for each partnership cluster of the childless. Age is represented 
on the x-axis of the timeline. We employed the first factor obtained from Multidimensional Scaling (MDS) 
to determine the orderings using the distance matrix generated through OM. The first factor is the most 
important factor that explains the variation in the distance matrix and represents the primary dimension 
along which sequences differ from each other. Next, we divided the set of sequences into k groups with 
equal frequencies. We assessed representativeness using the medoid sequence (available in Appendix 1), 
which refers to the individual sequence that is the least distant from all other individual sequences in the 
cluster (Aassve et al., 2007). In the last step, we computed a turbulence index (available in Appendix 2) to 
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quantify the level of instability and change within each individual’s partnership history, further exploring 
the complexities of these trajectories. The turbulence index of sequences characterizes an increasing num-
ber of transitions and/or an increasing number of distinct states, and/or increasing variation in the timing/
durations of events (Elzinga & Liefbroer, 2007, p. 232).

Results

Figure 2 displays RF sequence plots for the total population of childless individuals and parents at age 45. 
On the right panel, we displayed the medoid, a representative sequence within a cluster of sequences that 
minimizes the average dissimilarity between itself and all other sequences in the same cluster. In other 
words, a high average distance to the medoid indicates high sequence heterogeneity within the cluster. 
Figure 2 highlights that the primary distinction between parents and childless individuals is the occurrence 
of marriage, with 60 per cent of parents in Belgium being married around age 40 compared to only 17 per 
cent of the childless (64% and 18% for Finland). Among childless, the modal relationship state is ‘never 
partnered’ across the entire period, and childless men and women experience more partnership instability 
over time. 

A) Total, Parents

Finland              Belgium
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B) Total, childless 

Finland      Belgium

Figure 2. Partnership trajectories at age 18–45 of the parents (A) and childless (B); relative frequency 
sequence plots, representative sequences; childlessness observed at age 45.

These findings are quite similar as in Jalovaara and Fasang (2017). However, we found longer peri-
ods of being Previously Partnered (PP) among the Finnish childless in the current study. This instability 
might contribute to higher childlessness levels in Finland as individuals may postpone childbearing. Our 
results for the two countries are similar, but the Finnish parents spend more time being PP before entering 
a partnership, whereas Belgian parents know longer periods of being NP. In Finland, more parents cohabit 
before marriage, and some experience more ‘turbulent sequences’ including separation. We also observe 
longer periods of being PP in Finland among the childless, starting at a younger age than in Belgium. In 
both countries, some childless individuals enter cohabitation, few enter marriage, and many experience 
partnership dissolutions. Separation occurs earlier in the life course of Finnish childless individuals than 
the Belgian.

Figure 3 displays the Relative Frequency (RF) plots (the proportion of occurences of different states 
over time within a set of sequences) for each of the Belgian and Finnish clusters, among the childless. Table 
2 provides information on notable cluster differences: size of clusters, mean complexity (following Elzinga, 
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2010), average sequence distance, and average time spent in each state for each cluster. For Finland, we 
found the same number of clusters as in Jalovaara and Fasang (2017). However, the current findings present 
different distributions within clusters, and different timing and occurrence of partnership states. We also 
found less childless individuals in the cluster marriage, where people spend less time being NP.

In the current analysis, we obtained four clusters for Finland: 1) Never Partnered, 2) Partnership In-
stability, 3) Cohabitation, often serial, and 4) Stable Marriage. The first cluster, Never Partnered (42%), is 
characterized by never having lived in a coresidential partnership, or for some, just entering a cohabitation 
near age 40. This cluster is more prevalent for men (48%) than women (32%), and is the most represented 
cluster in the Finnish sample. The Never Partnered cluster has the smallest average sequence distance and 
mean complexity (Table 2), reflecting a strong homogeneity of sequences within the cluster. The second 
cluster, Cohabitation, often serial (25%), is characterized by cohabitation throughout most of the period, 
but includes periods of being PP. Fewer childless individuals ended up married, as in the study of Jalovaara 
and Fasang (2017). The third cluster, Partnership Instability (16%), is characterized by mostly living alone 
after a (or several) brief cohabitation spell(s). The last cluster, Stable Marriage (17%), represents stable 
marriage over time, mostly entered after age 35, and prior to short periods of cohabitation for some. Very 
few individuals in this cluster have known PP periods. 

A) Finland
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B) Belgium

Figure 3. Partnership trajectory clusters of the childless in Finland and Belgium; relative frequency se-
quence plots, representative sequences

For the Belgian childless, the five clusters are: 1) Never Partnered, 2) Early Cohabitation, 3) Late Co-
habitation, 4) Partnership Instability, and 5) Marriage. The largest cluster is the Never Partnered, covering 
47% of the sample as for the Finnish sample. This cluster is more prevalent for men (48%) than women 
(32%). As for Finland, this cluster presents the smallest mean complexity and average sequence distance 
(Table 2), reflecting a high degree of homogeneity of sequences within this group. The second cluster, 
Early Cohabitation (13%), is characterized by entering cohabitation at about age 27 with few individuals 
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ending up single or married. The third cluster, Late Cohabitation, is the smallest cluster (9%), character-
ized by entering cohabitation by age 33. Few are married and some individuals were PP at a later age. The 
fourth cluster, Partnership Instability (16%), is marked by discontinuous periods of cohabitation (some-
times marriage), followed by unpartnered periods. As shown in Table 2, men and women spend on average 
more time being PP than other partnership states in this cluster. Finally, the last cluster, Marriage (15%), 
is characterized by marriage mostly entered by age 35. More childless experienced partnership dissolu-
tions after marriage than in Finland, resulting in a different cluster name. Regarding gender distribution, 
it seems that women are more present in the first (38%), the fourth and last cluster (19% each). The Stable 
Marriage (Finland) and Marriage (Belgium) clusters have the highest average sequence distance and mean 
complexity, reflecting the fact that sequences within the clusters are more heterogeneous.

Table 2.  The partnership trajectory clusters: distributions, mean complexities, average sequence distanc-
es, and mean time (in years) spent in each state for men and women, Finland and Belgium.

A) Finland
Partnership trajectory clusters

1) Never 
Partnered

2) Partnership 
Instability

3) Cohabitation, 
often serial

4) Stable 
Marriage

All

N 5,629 3,344 2,166 2,229 13,368

% of all childless 
persons

42 16 25 17 100

% of childless men 48 13 24 14 100

% of childless women 32 20 27 20 100

Mean complexity 1.4 6.3 6.2 6.5 4.3

Average sequence 
distance

1.9 8.6 8.5 9.3 15.2

Mean time in each state, in years, men

Never Partnered 27 7 8 7 17

Briefly cohabitated 0 16 4 5 4

Previously partnered 0 3 16 2 5

Married 0 1 1 13 2

Mean time in each state, in years, women

Never Partnered 27 5 6 6 13

Briefly cohabitated 0 5 17 5 6

Previously partnered 0 16 3 2 5

Married 0 2 1 15 4

Source: Statistics Finland
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In sum, the great majority of partnership histories of the childless (42% of the Finnish and 47% of the 
Belgian childless) are characterized by the (almost) complete absence of coresidential partnerships, or frag-
mentary cohabitation histories. These results reflect past studies, where the largest group of childless men 
and women has (almost) never experienced partnership formation during the observation period (Jalovaara 
& Fasang, 2017; Raab & Struffolino, 2020). The typical partnership trajectories of the Belgian childless 
differ from Finland as the timing of cohabitation is more heterogeneous among the Belgian population, 
resulting in two different clusters (late cohabitation and early cohabitation). The late cohabitation cluster 
might reflect a stronger emphasis on achieving education and economic security before entering cohabiting 
relationships that could lead to forming a partnership at later ages, potentially reducing the window for 
childbearing. On the contrary, early cohabitation might be associated with higher partnership instability, 
leading to potential partnership dissolution and potentially delaying childbearing. Belgian childless men 

B) Belgium
Partnership trajectory clusters

1) Never 
Partnered

2) Early Co-
habitation

3) Late Co-
habitation

4) Partnership 
Instability

5) Marriage All

N 9,207 2,485 1,716 3,238 2,944 19,590

% of all childless 
persons

47 13 9 16 15 100

% of childless 
men

53 10 10 15 12 100

% of childless 
women

38 16 8 19 19 100

Mean complexity 1.2 6.5 5.3 6.5 5.8 3.8
Average sequence 
distance

6.8 20 10 20 21 13

Mean time in each state, in years, men

Never Partnered 27 8 18 9 9 20
Briefly 
cohabitated

0 16 7 4 2 3

Previously 
partnered

0 2 2 13 1 3

Married 0 1 1 1 15 2

Mean time in each state, in years, women

Never Partnered 27 7 18 7 7 16
Briefly 
cohabitated

0 17 7 4 3 5

Previously 
partnered

0 2 2 14 1 3

Married 0 2 1 2 17 4

Source: Statistics Belgium 
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and women’s trajectories include more unpartnered periods over time than the Finnish childless individ-
uals (even among parents). Regarding gender, we observed that in both countries, men spend more time 
being never partnered than women whereas women spend more time being married.

In the last step of this study, we computed the turbulence index to assess how turbulent partnership 
trajectories were for both countries (Appendix 2). Finnish childless men and women seem to experience 
more turbulence in their partnership sequences than in Belgium, reflecting a higher proportion of individ-
uals changing partnership status during the observation period and a higher partnership instability. This 
difference could be attributed to a greater societal acceptance of cohabitation outside marriage in Finland, 
leading to a wider range of partnership transitions that contribute to higher measured turbulence. However, 
other factors, such as differing levels of individual economic independence or variations in cultural norms 
surrounding partnership commitment, could also contribute to this pattern. 

Conclusion

Childlessness has increased in Europe, prompting growing interest in understanding the partnership 
trajectories associated with this demographic shift. Previous research has primarily focused on Nordic 
countries (Berninger, 2013; Chudnovskaya, 2019; Jalovaara & Fasang, 2017) and has highlighted the 
role of never partnering and partnership instability in childlessness. Additionally, research in Southern 
European countries like Italy (Mynarska et al., 2015) has emphasized the role of strong family ties and later 
transitions to adulthood in contributing to childlessness rates. However, there is a lack of systematic cross-
national comparisons. This study addresses this gap by examining partnership trajectories associated with 
childlessness for the same birth cohort in Belgium and Finland, offering a comparative perspective on two 
countries with contrasting welfare regimes and childlessness trends.

Using rich and similar administrative data from Belgium and Finland, we focused on individuals born 
in 1975, tracking their partnership histories from age 18 to 45 while measuring childlessness at age 45. This 
approach allowed us to capture detailed information on the timing, duration, and sequencing of coresiden-
tial partnerships. Employing sequence and cluster analysis techniques, we identified distinct partnership 
trajectory patterns among childless individuals.

Our findings reveal both similarities and differences with existing literature. Consistent with studies 
from Finland (Jalovaara & Fasang, 2017; Rahnu & Jalovaara, 2023), we find that being never partnered and 
experiencing partnership instability are significant factors associated with childlessness in both countries. 
However, our analysis reveals nuanced variations in the timing and duration of partnership states within 
clusters of childless individuals, suggesting that partnership trajectories associated with childlessness are 
not homogeneous. 

Furthermore, our comparative approach highlights the potential influence of contextual factors on 
these trajectories. Belgium, with its moderate childlessness levels, exhibits a more diverse range of part-
nership trajectories compared to Finland, where never partnering is more prevalent. This difference could 
be linked to distinct cultural norms surrounding family formation, as well as policy variations. The com-
prehensive family support system in Nordic countries like Finland might provide greater flexibility for 
individuals to choose non-traditional family structures or delay parenthood, potentially contributing to 
higher childlessness rates. Additionally, we found that Finnish childless men and women experience higher 
levels of partnership turbulence compared to their Belgian counterparts. This difference could be attribut-
ed to several factors, such as a greater societal acceptance of cohabitation outside marriage in Finland, 
leading to a wider range of partnership transitions. 

This study underscores the importance of examining childlessness not as a static endpoint but as an 
outcome interwoven with dynamic partnership experiences. While never partnering and partnership insta-
bility are influential factors, the specific timing and sequencing of these experiences within individual life 
courses contribute to the heterogeneity observed among childless men and women. Moreover, our findings 
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highlight how societal contexts can influence the prevalence of certain partnership trajectories and their 
association with childlessness.

Future studies should address the limitations of this study by incorporating Living Apart Together 
partnerships and expanding the analysis to a wider range of countries, encompassing diverse welfare re-
gimes and cultural contexts. This broader perspective will provide a more comprehensive understanding of 
the multifaceted factors driving partnership trajectories and their impact on childlessness across Europe.
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