
 

 

© Copyright is held by the author(s). Working papers receive only limited review. 

30.01.2019 

 

 

Turku Center for Welfare Research 

Working Papers on Social and Economic Issues 

1/2019 

  

 

 

 

Link Between Cause of Paternal Death and 

Children’s Education Depends on  

Family Background 

Sanna Kailaheimo & Sanni Kotimäki 

 

 

 

                 



 

 1 

Link Between Cause of Paternal Death and 

Children’s Education Depends on  

Family Background 

 

 

Sanna Kailaheimo & Sanni Kotimäki 

(Equal contributions, alphabetical order) 

 

 

 

Abstract 

Early parental death has been linked to problems in children’s educational paths. We add 

to the literature by examining children’s education by cause of paternal death and family 

background. We compare whether a father’s death due to suicide, alcohol, accident or 

somatic causes is related to the children’s university education and examine these 

connections by childhood socioeconomic conditions. 

Using Finnish register data and linear random-effects models, we analyse the university 

attendance of 108,875 children born between 1982–1992 by cause of paternal death and 

parental resources.  

Results indicated lower education in bereaved children, especially in children who lost a 

highly educated father due to alcohol, suicide or accident. However, having a highly 

educated surviving mother related to a decrease in lower education in those children, 

suggesting maternal protection against adversities related to death. Causes of death and 

overall family circumstances should be considered when analysing child outcomes after 

parental death. 

KEYWORDS: parental death, cause of death, children, education, family background 
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1. Introduction  

Parental loss in childhood is a traumatic life event that has been linked to many negative 

outcomes, such as lower educational performance (e.g., Amato and Anthony, 2014; Berg 

et al., 2014; Fronstin et al., 2001), mental health problems and health behaviour (Cerel et 

al., 2006, 1999); all of these factors can predict later educational attainment. However, 

there is inconclusive overall evidence on whether parental death is linked to worse 

educational outcomes compared to children who have not experienced parental death 

(Amato and Anthony, 2014; Corak, 2001; Fronstin et al., 2001; Jonsson and Gähler, 1997; 

Prix and Erola, 2016). Some children appear to suffer more from the death of a parent, 

which we argue relates both to the cause of death and the family context the child belongs 

to.  

In this paper, we examine whether the relationship between paternal death and children’s 

education depends on the cause of death and family background. Strain existing in a 

family environment and stress for children diverge between causes of death, which are 

shown in a number of studies that examine the psychological consequences of early 

parental death by causes of death (Cerel et al., 2006; Lin et al., 2004; Pfeffer et al., 2000). 

Suicide and alcohol-related deaths are more likely to involve less advantaged family 

environments for a child for a longer period around the death than most somatic causes 

of death and accidents, which are expected to entail fewer changes to family stability and 

quality of parenting. Thus, overlooking causes of death might result in insufficient 

knowledge on parental death and child outcomes. 

In addition, a growing body of evidence indicates that family background and 

environment affect the amount of distress caused by negative life events (see e.g., Berg 

et al., 2014). This finding indicates that children from better socioeconomic positions 

often have better abilities to cope because of educational, occupational and social 

resources buffering against adverse developments. Therefore, according to the idea of 

cumulative (dis)advantages (e.g., O’Rand, 2009), we expect that a child who has many 

burdens in life is less likely to do worse. A child from a less advantaged family 

background whose parent dies likely suffers more than a child from a more privileged 

family background (or who does not experience an early parental death), and we assume 

that the distress is even higher if a non-somatic cause of parental death, such as suicide, 

coincides with the other negative factors.  
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Conversely, as Finland has a universal social security system, free-of-charge education 

and financially supported non-compulsory education, the negative educational outcomes 

after a parental loss are expected to be small. If this is not the case, a child has been 

affected in a manner that could not be compensated for by institutional means, which is 

mainly economic support. Furthermore, this development would suggest that the negative 

child outcomes relate to factors other than family finances, such as inadequate parenting 

before alcohol-related death, lack of social networks and support, or inherited 

vulnerabilities shared by the deceased parent and the child. In this case, the institutional 

support should be better targeted to the non-financial needs. 

This paper has two main objectives. The first is to examine whether the cause of paternal 

death is linked to the transition to university education. To our knowledge, only four 

papers (Berg et al., 2014; Chen et al., 2009; Gimenez et al., 2013; Prix and Erola, 2016) 

have earlier addressed the cause of parental death and children’s education. Our study 

adds to this literature by analysing suicides and alcohol-based deaths separately from 

accidents and in a Western societal context. We also contribute by examining education 

beyond the compulsory level and by observing paternal deaths until children’s early 

adulthood.  

The second objective is to analyse whether higher parental resources enable parents to 

better protect children from negative educational outcomes related to parental loss and 

whether this protection only applies to specific types of death. All analyses are based on 

the Finnish register data comprising of 108,876 children born during 1982–1992.  

2. Background and hypotheses 

In Finland, approximately 5 % of children lose a father by the age of 22, most by a somatic 

cause (51 %), 32 % due to alcohol or suicide, and 17 % due to an accident (own 

calculations). Previous studies have linked cause of parental death to lower school grades 

and higher school drop-out at compulsory schools in Sweden (Berg et al., 2014) and to 

lower college and university enrolment in Taiwan (Chen et al., 2009; Gimenez et al., 

2013). The importance of causes of death for education varies across studies; however, 

unexpected death or death by problematic causes, such as suicide, have been more 
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negatively associated with education (Berg et al., 2014; Chen et al., 2009; Gimenez et al., 

2013). One Finnish study on educational attainment (Prix and Erola, 2016) examined 

causes of death in the robustness analyses, finding no substantial effects; however, further 

research considering family resources and compensation was encouraged. In this paper, 

our objective is to answer that need.  

What are the mechanisms regarding how the cause of death would matter for children? 

Most of the previous literature on parental death focuses on the father-absence hypothesis 

often used in the divorce literature. In short, this hypothesis claims that it is adverse to 

lose a father from everyday life, because it means losing a role model. Moreover, a 

general assumption holds that parental loss through death would be more exogenous and 

suffers less from endogeneity bias than parental separation (Corak, 2001). We argue that 

the possible negative links to child outcomes result from a more complex process, because 

families bereaved by different causes of death likely differ in many characteristics: in the 

family environment and its stressors, in the social support available from the parents, and 

in the social background.  

First, home environment is likely more disturbed in families where children are bereaved 

by a suicide or alcohol-related cause than by a somatic cause or accident. Problematic 

causes of death may entail larger numbers of psychologically stressful events and a 

disorganized home environment before the parent dies. Living with an alcoholic or 

suicidal parent is often abnormal with multiple stressors due to a parent’s mental illness 

or alcoholism (Anda et al., 2002; Shepherd and Barraclough, 1976). Consequently, 

children might suffer from long-term excessive stress and their own mental health 

problems and thus become less equipped to cope with further strains later in life. In 

particular, prolonged and accumulated stress (stress accumulation model: Cerel et al., 

2006) is known to interfere with attention, learning and memory through over-activation 

of the stress system, which can affect children’s educational performance and health 

(Amato, 2000; Shonkoff et al., 2012). 

Second, psychological support from parents is important, and its level may differ by 

causes of death. Children who have experienced parental suicide have shown higher 

levels of depression than children whose parent died of cancer (Pfeffer, Karus, Siegel, & 

Jiang, 2000) or other cause of death (Cerel et al., 1999). This finding can indicate both 

parenting of lower-quality due to mental health problems that often precede a suicide and 
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inherited vulnerability for depression. In addition, high levels of warmth and discipline 

and low levels of mental health problems of the surviving caregiver have been linked to 

better outcomes of the bereaved children (Akerman and Statham, 2014). In addition, 

bereaved children’s own mental health problems are associated with lower levels of 

warmth and support by a caregiver, which may lead to a negative circle if the parent is 

less mentally stable.  

Moreover, part of the prior research has indicated that unexpected deaths such as 

accidents are more adverse than somatic causes of death (Chen et al., 2009; Gimenez et 

al., 2013). That finding is because there is no time for adaptation and parental support 

before the death, whereas deaths by most illnesses are expected at a certain level, and 

there is usually time between the diagnosis and the bereavement, allowing time for the 

family to adapt. The seriously ill parent may also prepare the child for the death and for 

life thereafter. However, sudden deaths most likely precede a less adverse family 

environment than alcohol-related deaths or suicides (although certain accidents may be 

technically suicides). 

In sum, causes of parental death appear to be associated with children’s mental health and 

home environment, which both define children’s performance (Fröjd et al., 2008), 

possibly leading to lower educational attainment. Thus, we propose the following 

hypotheses: 

H1. Losing a father due to suicide or alcohol-related cause predicts lower education than 

death by a somatic cause or accident, compared to non-bereaved children (suicide and 

alcohol-related death hypothesis). 

H2. Losing a father due to accident predicts lower education than a somatic cause of 

death, compared to non-bereaved children (accidental death hypothesis). 

Previous literature on social inheritance suggests that the influence of losses may be 

different for children from different social backgrounds (e.g., Grätz, 2015). Similarly, 

future research on parental loss has been encouraged to examine the nonlinear effects as 

well, i.e., whether children in different parts of social strata are affected differently, 

instead of only analysing the average effects (Corak, 2001). In addition, the theoretical 

framework of cumulative (dis)advantages holds that experiences, events and resources or 

the lack of them accumulate over the life course and different life domains, and this 
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accumulation has an influence on a child’s future attainments. According to this model, 

children from a disadvantaged family background could suffer more from the parental 

death, because further strains may be difficult to cope with, whereas children from a more 

advantaged family background might do better because of more resources and fewer 

experiences of negative events.  

In addition, a bereaved family might receive external support and protection from 

relatives (see: Prix and Erola, 2016), friends or school. Furthermore, regardless of the 

consistent evidence of the link between exposure to stressors and child well-being, some 

individuals appear more able to manage adversity. This resiliency appears to be tied to 

protective factors such as better parenting and social support (Smith and Carlson, 1997). 

Therefore, analytical models that enable to examine variable interactions, asymmetrical 

effects, and compensatory elements, can identify parts of the complexity (O’Rand, 2009). 

According to the stress process framework which is very similar to the cumulative 

advantage theory, different individual’s resources moderate the influence of early 

“stressors” on normal functioning (O’Rand, 2009). Thus, a child whose parent has died 

of alcohol or suicide is more likely to have experienced more negative life events and 

stress and to have less family resources and support compared to children bereaved by 

somatic causes. Furthermore, high family resources might lead to less deleterious child 

outcomes also because the other resources can compensate for the lost ones (Erola and 

Kilpi-Jakonen, 2017). Consequently, we argue that children from more privileged 

backgrounds, in general, cope better with parental deaths that are regarded as more 

destabilising for the family environment and child mental health. 

As a proxy for family background and resources we use both parental education and 

family income. Parents’ education is a strong indicator of the family resources, because 

educational attainment provides a proxy for both economic standing and non-material 

resources such as knowledge, skills and individual traits defined genetically and by 

learning. Highly educated parents are likely to be better informed of how to help children 

to cope with stress and strains after parental loss and navigate in educational pathway, 

which can affect child’s achievements in the future. Conversely, if the deceased parent 

had higher education, and especially when the surviving parent does not, educational 

resources are no longer (at least directly) available. This means that the remaining parent, 

higher or lower educated, may become a stronger role model for the educational choice-

making (c.f. Prix and Erola, 2016).  
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In addition, a family’s strong economic situation has been positively associated with 

children’s outcomes (e.g., Acemoglu & Pischke, 2001), and after a parental death, the 

economic situation often worsens because the family loses one source of income. 

However, the effect of income as such on children’s success has been shown to be very 

small (Erola et al., 2016; Mayer, 1997). Additionally, lost economic resources are partly 

compensated for in Finland, as the surviving spouse and children under the age of 18 

generally receive survivors’ pension, based on the primary beneficiary’s (i.e., the 

deceased parent) gainful employment (Population Register Centre, 2017). Therefore, a 

family’s economic situation is expected to play a smaller role than the parents’ education 

in how paternal death relates to child outcomes. 

Third, we hypothesise: 

H3. Children with an advantaged family background are less negatively affected by 

paternal death in terms of education than are children with low parental resources, 

especially in the case of death by alcohol or suicide (high resources protect hypothesis). 

Conversely, regarding achievements in life, negative life events can actually be relatively 

more harmful for children from better off family backgrounds despite better parental 

support and compensation and better coping. The reason is that these children usually 

have “more to lose”, and parental death may interfere with educational inheritance and 

lead to downward mobility. Therefore, the link between parental death and a child’s 

university education can actually be stronger for advantaged families than less 

advantaged ones. In addition, downward mobility is more likely for those who are further 

from the bottom of the social stratum, where children are less likely to enter university in 

the first place. Finally, we propose our fourth hypothesis:  

H4. Children with an advantaged family background are more negatively affected by 

paternal death in terms of education than are children with low parental resources, 

especially in case of death by alcohol or suicide (more to lose hypothesis). 

Eventually, family background is both a moderating and confounding variable in our 

research. 1) Early parental death is rare in Western countries; thus, parents who die 

prematurely are somewhat selected, and certain causes of death, such as suicides and 
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accidents, are over-represented (Torssander and Erikson 2010; OSF 2015a, 2015b). 

Those who belong to lower social classes have a higher risk for early death than those 

who belong to higher social classes (Erikson and Torssander 2008, 2009). Thus, any 

analysis on the influence of premature parental death is likely to be strongly influenced 

by socioeconomic selection. 2) Conversely, the influence of parental death and cause of 

parental death is likely different in different families, as suggested in the last hypotheses. 

Therefore, we cannot causally interpret for the results on the cause of paternal death and 

children’s education. However, we attempt to address this concern descriptively by 

showing how different causes of death are distributed in our sample. In this paper, we 

argue that the cause of early paternal death is both an indicator of selection process and 

an indicator of home environment before the father dies. 

3. Data and methods 

The study is based on a longitudinal Finnish Growth Environment Panel (FinGEP) on 

108,875 children born between 1982 and 1992. The original data is a 10 percent sample 

of individuals who lived in Finland in 1980. The sample persons were then linked to all 

family members, forming a dataset that is clustered by families. Individuals whose 

education we analyse in this study are the biological children of the sample persons. All 

individuals in the data are followed from birth until 2014. 

All analyses are conducted using random-effects linear multilevel modelling. For 

investigating the joint effects between cause of death and family resources (hypotheses 3 

and 4), we add interaction terms for cause of death and each parental resource, i.e., 

father’s education, mother’s education and family income. 

Measures 

The outcome variable is the highest educational level attended by the age of 22, which 

we recoded to a binary measure of whether or not a child has attended (enrolled or 

completed) university education. The main independent variable is the cause of the 

father’s death, which was observed at the age of 0–22 and before the child’s university 

enrolment. The analytical sample includes 5,203 paternal deaths by children’s age of 22. 

We excluded children who lost their father before university enrolment, providing a total 
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number of 3,485 deaths, of which 1,129 deaths (32 %) were categorised as suicide and 

alcohol, 1,774 deaths (51 %) as somatic and 582 (17 %) as accidents.  

The data apply the 54-group time series classification for primary causes of death, which 

we re-categorised for our research purposes. Information on secondary causes of death is 

not available in the data. In accidents, we included all kinds of accidents (42–49); in the 

suicide and alcohol group, we included suicides and alcohol-related deaths (50 and 41). 

In somatic causes, we included all other causes of death (1–39), except for deaths of an 

uncertain cause (40, 52–54) as well as murders and manslaughters (51), which we did not 

have in our analytical sample.  

In this study, we do not analyse children who have lost both of their parents (n = 236), 

because we want to study how the remaining parent matters after the loss. Children who 

have lost both parents are also likely a more selected and small group to be compared 

with those having one parent alive. In addition, maternal deaths (n=1,820) are too rare in 

the data for running reliable analyses on causes of death by family background.  

The models are controlled for child’s sex, child’s year of birth (cohort effects), stepfather, 

single parent, birth order, highest parental educational level, household income (100 

centiles) and father’s age at birth. Child’s sex is used to control for possible interactions, 

such as the finding that the absence of the biological father might be more harmful for 

boys (e.g., Buchmann & DiPrete, 2006). Certain studies have reported the negative child 

effects of living in a stepfamily (Biblarz and Gottainer, 2000; Jonsson and Gähler, 1997) 

or in a single parent household (parental separations) (Grätz, 2015); therefore, we 

examine if a child has lived in a stepfamily or single parent household between ages 0–

18. We also adjust for birth order because of the firstborn premium in education (e.g., 

Black, Devereux, & Salvanes, 2005; Bu, 2016). We observe the highest level of parental 

education (dominance principle) during 0–18 years of a child’s age to control for the high 

educational inheritance between parents and children (Table 1). 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of children by paternal death.  

                              Cause of death 

Variable Alive 
Alcohol / 

suicide 
Somatic Accident 

University education %  19 10 12 10 

Parental education %     
primary 6 13 14 13 

secondary 73 76 72 76 

tertiary 21 11 14 12 

Birth order %     
 1st 35 27 22 29 

 2nd 39 44 39 40 

3rd/later 26 29 39 31 

Female % 49 46 50 48 

Single parent % 30 98 97 97 

Stepfather % 10 42 24 38 

 
Mean (sd) 

Family income, € 

 

590,404 

(198,213) 

528,030 

(203,006) 

540,677 

(203,031) 

529,251 

(204,719) 

Family income, €     

(100 centiles) 57(26) 49(26) 51(26) 49(26) 

Father's age at birth 31(5) 32(6) 36(7) 32(6) 

N 105,390 1,129 1,774 582 

% 96.8 1.0 1.6 0.5 

 

In the interaction models, we use the education of both mother and father separately. 

Family income is measured as total median income between a child’s age of 5 and 18, 

further divided into 100 categories to balance the effect of highest and lowest income. 

Family income includes all taxable income such as income from employment and benefits 

from a social insurance institution.  

To describe the analytical sample (Table 1), 10–12 percent of bereaved children and 19 

percent of children with no parental loss are university educated. Bereaved children have 

lower family income, less educated parents and older fathers (especially when they died 

of somatic causes), and they have lived more often in step- and single-parent families 

than non-bereaved children. In sum, these children appear to come from less advantaged 

family backgrounds.  
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4. Results 

4.1 Cause of death and child’s education 

The analysis shows that experiencing paternal death is negatively associated with a 

child’s university education, and those children have 7.3 percentage points lower 

probability for university education (Table 3, Baseline). When causes of death are 

analysed separately, we find that the negative association is stronger for accidents, 

suicides and alcohol-related deaths than for somatic deaths (Model 1). When we include 

family demographic variables (father’s age at birth, birth order, single parent and 

stepfather), the associations between causes of death and a child’s education become 

much smaller (Model 2) and further weaken particularly when adding parental education 

(Model 3). The results in Model 4 and 2 are very similar, which suggests that controlling 

for family income does not play a significant role when explaining the role of parental 

death. 

In the fully adjusted model (Model 5) we find that, when controlling all measures for 

family background, losing a parent due to a somatic cause has the strongest, accident the 

second strongest, and suicide and alcohol-related death hardly any connection to 

education, in contrast to the interpretations made from the Model 1. Thus, we do not find 

support for hypothesis 1, proposing that losing a father due to suicide or alcohol-related 

cause would be more negatively associated with educational outcomes than bereavement 

by accident or somatic cause compared to non-bereaved children when all socio-

demographic background characteristics are controlled for. According to the full model 

(5), we did not find support for hypothesis 2, which proposed that transition to university 

education is lower among children who lost a father in accident than by any somatic 

cause, compared with non-bereaved children. However, we find that children who have 

lost their father due to somatic causes are less likely to be university educated than 

children whose parents are alive. The estimate is similar to that of accident but significant 

because the large number of somatic paternal deaths provides better statistical power.  
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These results mean that controlling for various family background characteristics 

explains most of the negative association between cause of paternal death and a child’s 

university education, and that the estimates between causes of death did not differ from 

each other statistically (comparisons not reported). We also noticed that the estimates of 

the accidental and alcohol and suicide-related deaths, in particular, decreased when 

considering children’s socioeconomic growth environment. 

In general, our adjusted models in Table 3 show that women attend university more than 

men do, and firstborns are more likely to enter university than non-firstborns. The results 

for family income and education are consistent with earlier studies on children’s 

achievements, finding that parental resources matter. A father’s higher age at birth is also 

positively associated with a child’s educational outcomes. Single-parenthood and having 

a stepparent are negatively correlated with a child’s education, which have earlier 

emerged in certain studies examining early parental death and parental separations (e.g., 

Biblarz and Gottainer, 2000; Grätz, 2015). One explanation for those findings is that 

having a stepparent is correlated with negative family characteristics, such as parental 

divorce. 
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Table 3. Cause of paternal death and child's attendance to university education. 

Predicted probabilities from linear random-effects models. 

 

       

 Baseline Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Father dead1 -0.073***      

 (0.006)      

Cause of death1       

alcohol / suicide  -0.084*** -0.023 -0.002 -0.023 -0.001 

  (0.013) (0.013) (0.012) (0.013) (0.012) 

       

somatic  -0.072*** -0.037*** -0.020* -0.037*** -0.020* 

  (0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010) 

       

accident  -0.095*** -0.039* -0.019 -0.039* -0.019 

  (0.018) (0.018) (0.017) (0.018) (0.017) 

Birth order2       

1st   0.110*** 0.085*** 0.109*** 0.085*** 

   (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

       

2nd   0.043*** 0.028*** 0.043*** 0.028*** 

   (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

       

Father’s age at    0.007*** 0.006*** 0.007*** 0.006*** 

birth   (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

       

Single parent   -0.066*** -0.058*** -0.065*** -0.058*** 

   (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

       

Stepfather   -0.043*** -0.030*** -0.043*** -0.030*** 

   (0.005) (0.004) (0.005) (0.004) 

Parental education3      

secondary    0.087***  0.087*** 

    (0.005)  (0.005) 

       

tertiary    0.360***  0.359*** 

    (0.006)  (0.006) 

       

Family income4     0.000*** 0.000*** 

     (0.000) (0.000) 

       

Female 0.040*** 0.040*** 0.041*** 0.041*** 0.041*** 0.041*** 

 (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

       

Constant 6.535*** 6.511*** 3.847*** 10.028*** 4.019*** 10.178*** 

 (0.719) (0.719) (0.726) (0.703) (0.730) (0.706) 

N 108,875 108,875 108,875 108,875 108,875 108,875 

Standard errors in parentheses, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Ref. category: 1 alive, 2 3rd or later, 3 primary. Note: 4 Family income between ages 5 and 

18. Controls in all models: Year of birth (linear). 
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4.2 Differences according to child’s family background 

To study whether the association between cause of paternal death and child’s education 

differs by child’s social background, we conducted interaction models between the 

parental resources and causes of death. Analyses on the joint effects between a father’s 

death and parental education in Fig. 1 show that, independent of all (available) control 

variables, the cause of death matters for children’s education; interaction analysis 

predicting university attendance suggests that, if the deceased father was highly educated 

(figure on the left) and died of suicide, alcohol or especially an accident, a child is less 

likely to attend university by the age of 22 than a child whose father died by somatic 

causes or is alive. At primary and secondary educational stages, the differences between 

causes of death (and compared to non-bereaved children) are substantially small, not 

more than a couple of percentage points. 

Conversely, more advantaged maternal educational backgrounds appear to protect 

children from the negative educational consequences relating to paternal death (Fig. 1, on 

the right) but not from an accidental cause of paternal death. Possible explanations will 

be further discussed in the concluding chapter.  

 

 

Fig. 1. Predicted probability of university education by father’s death and father’s 

(on the left) and mother’s education. 
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To more closely examine how and whose parental education matters, we created a 

variable that distinguishes whether both or one of the parents have tertiary education (Fig. 

2). Parental tertiary education is more uncommon in bereaved families, which widens the 

confidence intervals (c.f. Table 1). The interaction analyses show that children of tertiary 

educated parents are the least “affected” by paternal death in terms of the child’s 

educational attainment. We also find that, in families where the mother is highly educated 

but the father is not, the child’s educational performance follows quite much the same 

pattern as that of non-bereaved children. However, if only the father is highly educated 

and died by alcohol, suicide or accident, children attain lower education. 

          

 

Fig. 2. Predicted probability of university education by father’s death and parental 

education. 

 

We also investigated the interaction between family income and cause of paternal death 

on children’s education; however, these models were not significant (results not 

presented, available from authors). Therefore, we conclude that hypothesis 4 is partly 

supported, because high parental resources protect only if the remaining parent, in this 

case, the mother, is highly educated. Hypothesis 5 is also partly supported. Children of a 
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highly educated deceased father attain less education if the father died by accident, suicide 

or alcohol than do children who are bereaved by somatic causes or who have parents 

alive; however, the latter applies only if the father was the only highly educated parent in 

the family.   

5. Discussion and conclusion  

The claim that experiencing early parental death matters for educational attainment has 

been both supported and doubted empirically. The lack of studies considering cause of 

death and its (cumulative) joint effects with family background led to examining whether 

the cause of paternal death is associated with children’s university education and how the 

childhood family origin moderates these links. 

First, associations between an experience of paternal death and a transition to university 

education were not strong, which suggests that safety nets of different kind are working 

in Finland. Second, the connection between lower education and alcohol-based, suicidal 

and accidental paternal deaths were explained by more disadvantaged family 

environments than the expected adversity of the death. Third, the educational outcome 

differed between children who experienced different types of death and children with no 

paternal loss when considering their social background; children with a highly educated 

deceased father appeared to suffer in educational terms especially if the father died by 

accident, suicide or alcohol and the father was the only highly educated parent. When 

contrasted with the idea of cumulative (dis)advantage processes in the access to resources 

over the life course and across different domains of life (e.g., O’Rand, 2009), this finding 

is surprising. The same applies to the stress process framework, stating that an 

individual’s resources moderate the influence of early “stressors” on normal functioning. 

Based on these theories, one would expect that those from less privileged family 

backgrounds would be generally less able to cope with unnatural causes of death.  

This unexpected result could be interpreted as a larger amount of lost resources, such as 

essential human capital of better off families, possibly leading to a steeper decline in 

children’s educational aspirations and capacities and finally to a lower educational 

inheritance. The children of highly educated parents are also more likely to enter 

university, which enables a larger decrease in university attendance, whereas the 
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probability of lower family background children to study in university is lower regardless, 

which can show as minor educational differences by cause of death. However, the 

weakness of this explanation lies in what the results further indicated: that the group of 

children with two highly educated parents (the highest odds on high education) remained 

the most likely to attend university, despite paternal loss.   

This discussion leads us to our fourth main finding indicating that high maternal 

education appears to protect children from the negative consequences of suicide and 

alcohol-related paternal death but not much from those of accidental death if the mother 

was the only highly educated parent. The idea of the mother buffering against the adverse 

consequences of paternal death and the preceding insecurities in the family environment, 

such as alcohol and mental problems, is in accordance with the literature stressing the 

importance of the mother’s education in intergenerational attainment, in particular (e.g., 

Beller, 2009). Our finding can also be interpreted as the resources of the remaining parent 

matter more, which is a similar phenomenon as a strengthened influence of the mother 

after parental separation (see Erola & Jalovaara, 2016).  

However, why could high maternal education not protect children from the negative 

outcomes of accidental death? One explanation for this finding is that, although highly 

educated mothers might have better abilities and knowledge to buffer against declined or 

inadequate parenting affected by the father’s alcohol abuse and mental problems prior to 

death, this kind of support is not possible before accidents, which can explain why 

maternal protection is not observed (compare Chen et al., 2009; Gimenez et al., 2013). 

However, conclusions from this finding should be made with caution because of a 

relatively small number of accident cases. 

It is likely that the father’s resources could also buffer against the negative consequences 

related to maternal loss. Unfortunately, we did not have a sufficient number of cases for 

each cause of maternal death to test this and, currently, these results only apply to the 

death of the father. However, we performed several other robustness checks and extra 

analyses. It has previously been shown (Kailaheimo and Erola, 2016) that younger 

children appear to be more susceptible to negative outcomes of parental death; however, 

we observed no moderation by age. We also found no significant differences between 

women and men, although paternal loss could matter more for men (same-sex role 

model). Additionally, because university education is a very selective educational 
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outcome, we also tested completing secondary-level education by the age of 18 (see 

Appendix Table A.1 & Fig. A.1). These findings were quite similar to those we presented 

for the transition to tertiary-level. 

The main strength of the study is the data that allowed the analysis of causes of paternal 

death and a wide range of socio-demographic background characteristics, which is rare 

in many datasets due to lack of power and information. Register data do not suffer from 

non-response or selection bias. However, registry data do have limitations. A notable 

limitation of our study is that we cannot control for self-selection into specific causes of 

death, because we were unable to observe biologically inherited characteristics (genetic 

variance) that may affect paternal death and children’s education. Our data also does not 

allow for measuring the quality of parenting or the (psychological) health of the child, 

both of which are potential correlates and mechanisms of cause of death. Different 

unobserved protective factors can also moderate the effects of stress caused by adverse 

life events, such as a child’s resiliency abilities and external support from friends and the 

extended family. In the future, studying how all those factors are related to the association 

between cause of parental death and child outcomes is highly encouraged. In addition, 

analysing maternal deaths with this study setting and applying a larger or over-sampled 

dataset would be welcome future steps in the forthcoming research.  

Finally, our findings suggest that conclusions regarding whether the cause of paternal 

death matters for a child’s educational attainment depend on family background. In the 

future, the cause of death and the overall childhood family circumstances should be 

considered when studying parental death and its intergenerational links to children’s 

outcomes. 
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Appendix 

Table A.1 Cause of paternal death and child's secondary education. Predicted 

probabilities from linear random-effects models. 
      

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Cause of death1      

alcohol / suicide -0.102*** -0.016 -0.006 -0.014 -0.005 

 (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) 

      

somatic -0.090*** -0.025* -0.017 -0.024* -0.016 

 (0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010) 

      

accident -0.121*** -0.040* -0.032* -0.039* -0.031 

 (0.017) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) 

      

Female 0.046*** 0.047*** 0.047*** 0.047*** 0.047*** 

 (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

Birth order2      

1st  0.063*** 0.052*** 0.062*** 0.051*** 

  (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

      

2nd  0.043*** 0.035*** 0.043*** 0.035*** 

  (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

      

Father’s age at   0.004*** 0.004*** 0.004*** 0.004*** 

birth  (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

      

Stepfather  -0.054*** -0.049*** -0.054*** -0.049*** 

  (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 

      

Single parent  -0.101*** -0.096*** -0.099*** -0.094*** 

  (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

      

Parental education3     

secondary   0.128***  0.127*** 

   (0.005)  (0.005) 

      

tertiary   0.192***  0.192*** 

   (0.005)  (0.005) 

      

Family income4    0.000*** 0.000*** 

    (0.000) (0.000) 

      

Constant -4.454*** -6.784*** -3.784*** -6.309*** -3.336*** 

 (0.652) (0.650) (0.650) (0.653) (0.652) 

N 109834 109834 109834 109834 109834 

Standard errors in parentheses, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Ref. category: 1 alive, 2 3rd or later, 3 primary. Note: 4 Family income between ages 5 and 

18. Controls in all models: Year of birth (linear). 
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Fig. A.1 Predicted probability of secondary education by father’s death and 

father’s (on the left) and mother’s education. 

 

 


