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Abstract
The child poverty rate has increased noticeably in Finland since the mid-1990s, and there 
are numerous studies in this area. However, little is known about child poverty in the 
two native and equal population groups, Finnish speakers and Swedish speakers. Using 
detailed register-based data that cover the period 1987–2011, we analyze how child poverty 
depends on parental ethno-linguistic affiliation, and whether there is variation in income 
poverty across these households over time. The poverty measure is relative and based on 
equalized taxable household income of households with children. Odds of poverty are esti-
mated with logistic regression models using generalized estimating equations to account 
for repeated observations at the household level. The analyses are restricted to areas with 
both Swedish- and Finnish-speaking settlement. Single-parent and two-parent households 
are analyzed separately. Poverty rates increased in all major types of households during the 
study period, but variation by ethno-linguistic affiliation was fairly modest. Swedish-speak-
ing single-parent and two-parent households experienced a smaller increase in the poverty 
rate than Finnish-speaking ones, while patterns observed for exogamous households were 
less clear. The contribution of control variables on the ethno-linguistic poverty differences 
was modest. Considering that the ethno-linguistic groups studied are indigenous and equal, 
the small differences in poverty rates between Finnish speakers and Swedish speakers are 
evidence of a democratic and well-functioning welfare state, although the increasing over-
all poverty rates over time require future scrutiny by both policy makers and researchers.

Keywords Income poverty · Households with children · Natives · Ethno-linguistic groups · 
Finland

1 Introduction

In an international perspective, the child poverty rate has been low in Finland (Gornick 
and Jäntti 2012; Natali et al. 2014). Child poverty has nevertheless been a subject under-
going intense discussion in the country during the past two decades, largely caused by 
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the sharp increase in the child poverty rate, starting in the second half of the 1990s. In 
1994, during the economic recession, the child poverty rate was at its lowest level ever, 
or 4.1%. In the following years, Finland recovered from the recession, but the share of 
children found in poverty started to increase sharply and had in 2007 tripled to 12%. 
After its peak in 2007, the child poverty rate has decreased slowly, and between 2012 
and 2016, which is the most recent official information about child poverty rates availa-
ble, it has been around 10% (Statistics Finland 2016). Although child poverty in Finland 
is quite extensively studied, no research has been concerned with child poverty from 
the perspective of the two native ethno-linguistic groups, Finnish speakers and Swedish 
speakers. In this article, we study child poverty from the viewpoint of the household, 
with these two groups in focus. Due to markedly higher and steeper increase in poverty 
rates in households with one earner than in those with two earners (see Fig. 1), we ana-
lyze single-parent and two-parent households separately. The primary purpose of the 
article is to find out whether there are differences in income poverty across households 
that differ on parental ethno-linguistic affiliation, and if there is variation in income pov-
erty across these households over time. Of additional interest is whether any variation in 
income poverty can be attributed to observable characteristics.

It is widely acknowledged that the well-being of children is depressed if they are 
living in poverty. Poverty in childhood may also have severe consequences later in life 
(Bradshaw and Main 2016; Kalil et al. 2016). In Finland, the consequences of child pov-
erty are above all related to the child’s social and emotional life. As compared to others, 
children in families with scarce financial resources are at a greater risk of experienc-
ing limited social relationships, mental illness and even peer discrimination, exclusion 
and bullying, often because of the stigma of poverty (Haanpää and Roos 2015; Hako-
virta and Kallio 2016; Hakovirta and Rantalaiho 2012). Analyzing the causes of child 
poverty is therefore of utmost importance, and international research on determinants 
of child poverty is indeed extensive. It is well-established that the likelihood of child 
poverty is higher in certain types of households, such as in those with a single parent 
(Bradshaw and Holmes 2010; Chzhen 2014; Gornick and Jäntti 2012; Ottosen and Skov 
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2013) and in those experiencing unemployment or joblessness (Bradshaw and Holmes 
2010; Chzhen 2014; Ottosen and Skov 2013).

Although family structure and parents’ attachment to the labour market are consid-
ered to be primary determinants of child poverty, it is a complex phenomenon typically 
explained by a range of factors (Chen and Corak 2008; Salmi et al. 2014), ethnicity being 
one. Numerous studies show that children in ethnic minorities and immigrant families 
are overrepresented among the poor (Bradshaw and Holmes 2010; Galloway et al. 2015; 
Lindquist and Sjögren Lindquist 2012; Ottosen and Skov 2013; Platt 2009). Ethnic minori-
ties are found to be discriminated in the labour market (Booth et al. 2011; Carlsson and 
Rooth 2007) and immigrants are found to have higher unemployment and lower labour 
market participation than natives (Bisin et al. 2011). Thus, it has been suggested that also 
the economic disadvantage of children in these families is related to the weaker labour 
market situation of their parents (Gábos et  al. 2007). Therefore, to understand the inter-
relation between child poverty and ethnicity, it would be important to know what the out-
come would be in the absence of factors that traditionally are related to one group’s inferior 
position. The setting in Finland, with two native and equal population groups, provides an 
opportunity to overcome the general problems related to studies of this kind (Saarela and 
Finnäs 2016). We can study the interrelation between child poverty and ethnicity with-
out being concerned with the effects of discrimination, negative attitudes and unsuccessful 
integration, because Finnish speakers and Swedish speakers are indigenous and similar in 
most observable respects. They are guaranteed equal constitutional rights and exposed to 
the same policies, and the society is committed to provide for the cultural and social needs 
of both groups. These underpinnings make it likely to expect only modest differences in 
child poverty risks by parental ethno-linguistic affiliation. We study whether this is the 
case, and whether any differences or variation over time can be explained by differences in 
observable characteristics.

2  The Concept and Determinants of Child Poverty

In this section, we first discuss income-based measurement of child poverty and thereafter 
present some central studies on the causes of child poverty, all of them using income-based 
poverty measures. Research on child poverty in Finland is presented in the subsequent 
section.

Poverty is often defined in either absolute or relative terms. Absolute poverty is based 
on the notion of subsistence, that is, having enough to sustain life, while relative poverty 
refers to the lack of resources enabling a decent life in accordance with the rest of the 
population (Alcock 2006). In academics and policy contexts, poverty is commonly under-
stood as relative to the society in which the individual lives (Main and Bradshaw 2016). 
This approach is influenced by Townsend (1979) and presumes that living standards are 
not acceptable under a certain threshold in the income distribution. Although the mon-
etary approach to identify and measure poverty has been criticized, income-based poverty 
approaches are still the most widely used (Jäntti 2010; Minujin et al. 2006).

Since a child is considered to be poor if it lives in a poor household, child poverty is 
in practice measured through the income of parents (Jäntti 2010). However, the financial 
resources available to children are highly dependent on the intra-household distribution 
of monetary resources (Chzhen et al. 2016). From a child perspective, the assumption 
that economic resources within the household are equally distributed is questionable, 
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because the within-household distribution of these resources can differ between differ-
ent types of households. Accordingly, children whose parents have equal incomes may 
themselves have different economic margins (Mood and Jonsson 2016; de Neuborg et al. 
2014). Identifying poor children would therefore require data on their actual relative 
position compared to the adults in the household (Main and Bradshaw 2016). Therefore, 
in our analyses, we take a somewhat different approach to child poverty and focus on 
households with children. This is done by using a measure that captures all persons liv-
ing in the household, that is, the proportion of households with children in poverty (see 
e.g. Jäntti 2010; OECD 2017).

Child poverty differs from adult poverty in that it may have different causes (Minujin 
et al. 2006). In Western nations, studies generally point to a strong relationship between 
child poverty and family structure, and between child poverty and parents’ attachment to 
the labour market. Indisputably, child poverty occurs above all in one-earner families and 
jobless families. Children in single-parent households are almost inevitably more likely to 
be found in poverty than children in households with two parents since there is only one 
earner, whose employment moreover is constrained by caring responsibilities. Although 
income transfers and support systems help to ease the financial situation for single-parent 
households, no country has managed to equalize the child poverty rate between single-
parent households and two-parent households (Bradbury 2003).

Results from comparisons of child poverty in the United States, Australia, Canada, and 
several countries in Latin America and Western and Eastern Europe (Gornick and Jäntti 
2012; Heuveline and Weinshenker 2008) show that, practically in all countries, poverty 
rates in single-parent households are notably higher than in two-earner households, and 
that those headed by a single female are at a greater risk than those headed by a single 
male. As an example, in the Nordic countries, 3% of children living in two-earner house-
holds, 8% of children living with their father, and 11% of the children living with their 
mother have been found to be poor (Gornick and Jäntti 2012).

In addition to family structure, parents’ socioeconomic position and attachment to the 
labour market are important determinants of child poverty. In virtually all OECD countries, 
the child poverty risk is higher if neither parent is employed as compared to if one of them 
is employed (Whiteford and Adema 2007). For example, in the UK, families with neither 
parent employed where found to be ten times as likely to be poor as families with both par-
ents employed (Bradshaw and Holmes 2010). In Denmark, children whose parent with the 
family’s highest socioeconomic status was outside the labour force were almost 70 times 
as likely to be found in poverty as compared to those with a parent employed at the high-
est level (Ottosen and Skov 2013). Results from a study in Sweden show slightly different 
results (Lindquist and Sjögren Lindquist 2012), as children who had at least one parent 
suffering from unemployment did not experience an increase in the probability of being 
poor. This was explained by a well-functioning unemployment insurance system. Long-
term unemployment of the parents did increase the probability of child poverty, however.

Household earnings are shaped by the educational level of parents, which therefore 
affects child poverty risks. The proportion of children living in poverty is found to be 
higher in families with low-educated parents in Europe, USA, Canada and Latin America 
(Gornick and Jäntti 2011; Munzi and Smeeding 2006). In the UK, a notable difference in 
the poverty risk was found between children whose mother’s educational level was less 
than lower tertiary and those whose mother had a tertiary level education (Bradshaw and 
Holmes 2010). In Denmark, children whose parent with the highest educational level was 
at the tertiary level were 50% less likely to be poor than if the parent had a primary educa-
tion (Ottosen and Skov 2013). In Sweden, children with parents who had completed only 
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elementary school were 2–3% more likely to be poor as compared to those whose parents 
had high school degrees (Lindquist and Sjögren Lindquist 2012).

Also, the number of children in the family and the size of the household matter. In 
the UK, the likelihood of being poor was higher if there were two or more children in 
the household, and the likelihood was increasing by every child (Bradshaw and Holmes 
2010; Bradshaw et al. 2006). In Sweden as well, many children in the household implies 
a higher probability of being poor. Likewise, children living in larger households both in 
Sweden and in Denmark are more likely to be poor than those living in smaller households 
(Lindquist and Sjögren Lindquist 2012; Ottosen and Skov 2013).

Studies have also documented a relationship between child poverty and children’s age, 
and between child poverty and parent’s age. In the majority of 20 upper-income countries, 
younger children were more likely to be found in poverty than older ones. This is particu-
larly true in the Nordic countries, where children under the age of 6 years were about 30% 
more likely to be poor than children in general (Gornick and Jäntti 2012). This is due to the 
lower labour market attachment of young children’s parents, who are often young them-
selves and therefore are more likely to be unemployed or hold low-paid jobs as compared 
to older parents. Additionally, young parents might be less likely to receive some types of 
social income, such as unemployment and retirement pensions. Also, children with older 
parents were less likely to be poor than children with young parents in Sweden (Lindquist 
and Sjögren Lindquist 2012) and in the United Kingdom (Bradshaw and Holmes 2010).

Also marital status is associated with child poverty. In most Western countries, includ-
ing Finland, child poverty rates are higher in households with cohabiting parents as com-
pared to those with married parents (Bradshaw and Holmes 2010; Heuveline and Wein-
shenker 2008). However, in Sweden, marital status appears to be less important for the 
probability of children to be found in poverty (Lindquist and Sjögren Lindquist 2012).

An important dimension of child poverty is the variation across ethnic groups and the 
reasons for those differences (Galloway et  al. 2015; Platt 2009). While child poverty in 
developed countries has gained extensive interest among researchers and policy makers 
during the past two decades, the poverty of children from minority groups received much 
less attention for a long time. However, it is clear that in Western nations, child poverty 
rates in ethnic minorities are considerably higher than in the majority population. In the 
UK, over half of the children from the two most disadvantaged groups, Pakistani and Bang-
ladeshi, can expect to be growing up in poverty. Also, children of black ethnicity are at a 
significantly greater risk of poverty (Bradshaw and Holmes 2010; Platt 2009). In the US, 
black child poverty rates are highest, followed by the Hispanic (Carson et al. 2017). Also in 
the Scandinavian countries, which in cross-country comparisons generally have lower child 
poverty rates than other rich countries (Chen and Corak 2008; Gornick and Jäntti 2012), 
ethnicity is a strong determinant of child poverty. Ottosen and Skov (2013) found that in 
Denmark, the odds of being poor is 17% higher for children whose parents are immigrants, 
and almost 30% higher for those who are immigrants themselves, as compared to children 
of Danish ancestry. In Sweden, being born abroad raises the child’s probability of being 
poor, and it increases additionally if at least one parent was born abroad (Lindquist and 
Sjögren Lindquist 2012). Galloway et al. (2015) studied immigrant and native child pov-
erty in Sweden, Norway and Denmark in 1993–2001, and found large differences in pov-
erty rates between native children and those with a middle- or low-income country back-
ground. While around 8% of native children in all three countries were found to be poor at 
the end of the study period, the immigrant child poverty rate was around 55% in Denmark, 
somewhat lower in Sweden, and 40% in Norway. Moreover, the share of poor children with 
immigrant background clearly increased in all three countries during the 1990s. At the end 
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of the study period, one-third of poor children in Norway and about a half in Denmark and 
in Sweden were of immigrant origin. This development largely reflects the overall labour 
market situation of immigrants, as there are large difficulties in being employed for those 
from low- and middle-income countries. Native children in these Scandinavian countries, 
on the other hand, make up ever smaller proportions of poor children over time.

3  The Finnish Context

Also in Finland, having a foreign background increases the risk of being found in child 
poverty (Jäntti 2010). While the child poverty rate in all children in the country is around 
10%, it is estimated to be six times higher among children whose parents are born outside 
the EU, and every tenth poor child in Finland has an immigrant background. However, the 
study groups in this article, Finnish speakers and Swedish speakers, constitute a very dif-
ferent setting than the standard immigrant-native comparisons. Finland has had only little 
immigration until recent years, and for a long time, it was almost unknown for European 
and global migration streams. Although immigration flows increased in the 1990s, the pro-
portion of persons with a foreign background is considerably lower in Finland as compared 
to that of other Nordic countries (Helminen 2015).

In Finland, which has a total population of five and a half million persons, the two 
indigenous population groups, Finnish speakers and Swedish speakers, amount to 88.3 and 
5.3%, respectively. The share of persons having some other mother tongue than Finnish 
or Swedish was until the beginning of the 2000’s less than 2%, while they now amount to 
6%. Almost all Swedish speakers are settled at the southern and western coastline of Fin-
land, and the internal mobility in the group is low as compared to that of Finnish speakers 
(Saarela 2006).

The roots of the Swedish-speaking population go far back in time, when Finland was 
part of Sweden (McRae 1999). Swedish was then the administrative language in Finland, 
and also the language of the economic, social and cultural elite. The Swedish language 
maintained its position several decades after 1809, when Finland became part of the Rus-
sian Empire. At the end of the 19th century, Finnish achieved the same status as Swedish, 
and in the Constitution Act of 1919, both languages were given equal status as official 
languages of the country. As a consequence, the two native population groups have equal 
constitutional rights, parallel school systems, and they are exposed to the same policies. 
They are also similar in most observable respects, although they culturally, as defined by 
group-specific norms, beliefs, preferences, and traditions, differ from each other (Saarela 
and Finnäs 2016). A number of organizational and institutional networks constitute 
important elements of the Swedish-speaking society. Besides the school system, there is 
a Swedish-speaking brigade of the Finnish Army, a diocese for all the Swedish-speaking 
parishes within the Lutheran Church of Finland, and several Swedish-speaking organiza-
tions and societies for, among others, culture, politics, and media (McRae 1999). Inter-
marriage between Finnish speakers and Swedish speakers is common, although there is a 
certain degree of asymmetry, since roughly 40% of the Swedish-speaking men but just over 
one-third of the Swedish-speaking women marry a Finnish speaker. Approximately 60% of 
all new-born children in intermarried families are registered as Swedish speakers (Finnäs 
2013).

A general belief, probably derived from times when Swedish speakers dominated the 
upper class, is that they are overrepresented among those well-to-do. To some extent this 
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is found to be true. Swedish speakers are higher educated and live longer than Finnish 
speakers (Saarela and Finnäs 2003, 2006, 2010). Their unemployment rates are lower and 
wealth levels on average higher than those of Finnish speakers (Saarela 2004, 2006). In the 
Helsinki metropolitan area, Swedish-speaking men earn more than Finnish-speaking men, 
which is foremost because of higher education and age (Saarela and Finnäs 2004). How-
ever, there is considerable regional variation in the distribution of high income across the 
two population groups, and in some areas the situation is even the opposite, meaning that 
Finnish speakers have higher income than Swedish speakers (Saarela 2004). Hence, even 
though the Swedish-speaking population in Finland constitute a minority in number, it is 
not an underprivileged group. But whereas quite many studies have focused on differences 
in wealth and income between Finnish and Swedish speakers, less is known about variation 
in poverty across the two groups. One study on this topic was concerned with social assis-
tance receipt in a local labour market, the city of Vaasa, in 1993 (Saarela 2002). It found 
that the probability of receiving social assistance, which is a rough proxy for low income, 
was notably higher among Finnish speakers than among Swedish speakers. Another study 
showed that although Swedish speakers had a higher propensity for having low income at 
the end of the 1990s, their relative position as compared to the Finnish speakers improved 
during that decade (Härtull and Saarela 2014). Results from a study that focused on income 
mobility and permanent poverty in Finland 1995–2008, indicated that short-time and long-
time poverty rates were lower in the Swedish-speaking population than in the Finnish-
speaking one (Riihelä and Suoniemi 2015). Whether findings from these studies can be 
generalized to households with children in areas with Swedish-speaking settlement is not 
clear, though.

The causes of poverty in families with children in Finland are multi-dimensional, but 
one of the most important determinants is family structure. A notable share of poor chil-
dren lives in single-parent households, and households with three or more children are at 
a significantly greater risk than those with one or two children (Härtull et al. 2017; Salmi 
et al. 2014). Parental non-employment also increases the probability of child poverty. In 
2007, half of the poor families with children had no family member employed (Salmi et al. 
2012). In the 1990s and 2000s, the poverty rates were notably higher in households with 
parents being unemployed or outside the labour force as compared to those with parents in 
employment (Härtull et al. 2017). However, poverty occurs also in families with employed 
parents. In poor families, low-paid work and atypical employment such as part-time work 
and short fixed-term contracts is more common than in non-poor families, which is due to 
shorter education of parents in the poor families (Salmi et al. 2012, 2014). Children whose 
parents had no education after elementary school were four times as likely to be poor as 
compared to those whose parents had a tertiary level education (Härtull et al. 2017; Salmi 
et al. 2009). Families with children under 3 years of age, and families with teenagers, were 
also at a greater risk of being found in poverty than were those with children between 7 and 
12 years of age (Gornick and Jäntti 2011; Salmi et al. 2014).

While much is known about the determinants of child poverty in Finland, and it is clear 
that child poverty rates have varied a lot during the past three decades, it is not known 
whether there are differences in income poverty between Finnish-speaking and Swedish-
speaking households with children. The purpose of this article is therefore to study how 
child poverty depends on parental ethno-linguistic affiliation, and whether there has been 
variation in income poverty across these households over the study period 1987–2011. Of 
additional interest is to see whether any variation can be attributed to area of residence 
and other observable characteristics. Since the groups studied are native and equal, and we 
therefore do not need to be concerned with effects of discrimination and other intervening 
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factors related to one group’s inferior position, we expect the differences in the odds of 
poverty by parental ethno-linguistic affiliation to be modest.

4  Data and Methods

The study is based on data (permission TK-53-768-12) from the Finnish population regis-
ter, with linkage to Statistics Finland’s employment statistics file. Since the Finnish popu-
lation register include data on the unique mother tongue of every citizen, we can separate 
Swedish speakers and Finnish speakers. The data consist of a 20% random sample of all 
persons with Swedish as their native language, and a 5% random sample of all persons 
with a native language other than Swedish, who lived in Finland during any of the years 
1987–2011. All index persons can be observed at any of these years if they lived in the 
country. Persons living in the same household have the same unique household code, and 
therefore each index person can be linked to the potential partner and to the children. The 
size of each household and the age of each person living in it are known. On basis of the 
random sample of index persons, it is therefore possible to construct households and focus 
on those with children. To adjust for the oversampling of Swedish speakers, weights are 
used in the analyses.

Based on recommendations from the EU, a child is considered to be at risk of poverty 
if it lives in a household whose equivalized income is under the poverty threshold, which 
in the EU usually is 60% of the median equivalised disposable income (Eurostat 2017). 
Measuring poverty in households with children, which we do in this paper, means that 
all persons living in the household are accounted for. Thus, we measure whether house-
holds with children are poor, instead of whether children are poor (see also Jäntti 2010 
and OECD 2017). We use a relative poverty line, which in this study is set at 60% of the 
median equivalized taxable income. Disposable income, or any other alternative for meas-
uring household resources, was not available from the data. Equivalized taxable household 
income is obtained by summing the taxable income of each person in the household and 
using the modified OECD equivalence scale. The income of each person is known since 
taxation in Finland is at the individual level. Taxable income refers to income from earn-
ings, self-employment and capital. A similar measure has been used in studies of child 
poverty in Finland (Härtull et al. 2017) and in Sweden (Lindquist and Sjögren Lindquist 
2012). Income from each year in the data has been adjusted for inflation into 2013 year’s 
prices using the consumer price index.

The analyses are restricted to areas with both Swedish- and Finnish-speaking settle-
ment. Since we study poverty in native households, only those whose parents are Finnish 
or Swedish speakers are included in the analyses. The focus is on how income poverty 
is related to parental ethno-linguistic affiliation, and therefore, extended families such as 
those including grandparents, are not included in the analyses. The descriptive statistics 
show that just above 10% of both single-parent and two-parent households are Swedish-
speaking (Table 1). In two-parent households, endogamous Finnish-speaking households 
make up 80% and exogamous households 9% of the households.

Since poverty rates were markedly higher in single- than in two-parent households 
(Fig. 1), and the increase in poverty rates was much greater in households with only one 
parent, single-parent and two-parent households are analyzed separately. In two-parent 
households, the poverty rate increased from 2 to almost 5% during the study period, while 
in single-parent households it increased from 11 to almost 40%.
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Table 1  Distribution of explanatory variables in single-parent and two-parent households, all years (%)

Single-parent households Two-parent households

Parent’s ethno-linguistic affiliation Parents’ ethno-linguistic composition
Finnish-speaking 89.8 Endogamous Finnish-speaking 80.5
Swedish-speaking 10.2 Endogamous Swedish-speaking 11.0

100.0 Exogamous 8.6
100.0

Labour market status Joint labour market status
Employed 75.5 Both employed 76.1
Unemployed 10.0 Man employed, woman unemployed 3.1
Outside the labour force 14.5 Man employed, woman outside the labour 

force
12.0

100.0 Man unemployed, woman employed 2.9
Both unemployed 0.5
Man unemployed, woman outside the labour 

force
0.9

Man outside the labour force, woman 
employed

3.2

Man outside the labour force, woman unem-
ployed

0.3

Both outside the labour force 1.0
100.0

Children < three years in the household Children < three years in the household
No 86.1 No 70.0
Yes 13.9 Yes 30.0

100.0 100.0
Children < 18 years in the household Children < 18 years in the household
One 61.8 One 42.4
Two 29.2 Two 41.5
Three and > 9.0 Three and > 16.1

100.0 100.0
Children 18 years or more in the household Children 18 years or more in the household
No 89.5 No 87.7
Yes 10.5 Yes 12.3

100.0 100.0
Parent’s age Man’s age
< 36 years 32.3 < 36 years 30.5
36–45 years 46.2 36–45 years 45.0
46 years and > 21.5 46 years and > 24.5

100.0 100.0
Woman’s age
< 36 years 38.2
36–45 years 44.9
46 years and > 16.8

100.0
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Logistic regression models are used to estimate the odds of being categorized as 
poor. All analyses are at the household level. To see whether and how estimates for 
parental ethno-linguistic affiliation and other determinants of poverty differ in size, 
we estimate models for single-parent households and two-parent households, respec-
tively, with joint effects of ethno-linguistic background and year, and main effects of 
control variables. In a statistical sense, that is identical to adding interaction effects of 

Table 1  (continued)

Single-parent households Two-parent households

Parent’s sex Marital status
Male 10.9 Married 83.6
Female 89.1 Cohabiting 16.4

100.0 100.0
Woman’s share of couple’s income
0–30% 27.9
31–50% 50.5
> 50% 21.6

100.0
Parent’s education Parents’ joint education
Primary 29.5 Both primary 8.1
Secondary 39.2 Man primary, woman secondary 8.6
Tertiary 31.3 Man primary, woman tertiary 4.4

100.0 Man secondary, woman primary 7.6
Both secondary 16.3
Man secondary, woman tertiary 12.9
Man tertiary, woman primary 2.8
Man tertiary, woman secondary 9.7
Both tertiary 29.6

100.0
Municipality of residence Municipality of residence
Helsinki 33.6 Helsinki 22.9
Vantaa 12.2 Vantaa 11.5
Espoo-Kauniainen 12.9 Espoo-Kauniainen 13.7
Uusimaa 13.6 Uusimaa 16.9
Western Uusimaa 4.1 Western Uusimaa 5.2
P orvoo-Sipoo 2.6 Porvoo-Sipoo 4.1
Eastern Uusimaa 1.2 Eastern Uusimaa 1.4
Turku 10.1 Turku 7.8
Turunmaa 2.0 Turunmaa 3.3
Vaasa 2.9 Vaasa 3.2
Rural area south of Vaasa 0.8 Rural area south of Vaasa 1.8
Rural area north of Vaasa 1.3 Rural area north of Vaasa 3.9
Pietarsaari 0.8 Pietarsaari 1.2
Kokkola 1.9 Kokkola 3.0

100.0 100.0

The joint variable ethno-linguistic background x year is not shown
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ethno-linguistic background and year to the model that includes main effects (Saarela 
and Finnäs 2014). Since each household may be repeatedly observed over the calendar 
years, the logistic regression models are specified with generalized estimating equations 
(Wang 2014). The technique corrects for within-subject correlations and thus accounts 
for the dependency of observations that belong to the same household (Liang and Zeger 
1986; Zeger and Liang 1986).

The explanatory variable in focus in single-parent households is the parent’s mother 
tongue, which separates Finnish speakers from Swedish speakers. In two-parent house-
holds, the explanatory variable in focus is the ethno-linguistic composition of the house-
hold according to each parent’s mother tongue, that is, Finnish or Swedish. This variable 
has three categories: endogamous Finnish-speaking households, endogamous Swedish-
speaking households, and exogamous households. Control variables used are parents’ 
labour market status, their educational level and age, whether there are children under 
3 years, or children who have turned 18 years in the household, the number of children 
under 18 years, the sex of the parent (in single-parent households), and area of residence. 
In two-parent households, labour market status is replaced by parents’ joint labour market 
status, and education by their joint education. Joint labour market status refers to the con-
temporary labour market status held by each parent, and joint education to the contempo-
rary highest educational level held by each parent. The approach with joint effects is equal 
to adding interaction effects of man’s and woman’s labour market status, or education, to 
the model that includes main effects (Saarela and Finnäs 2014). Two-parent households are 
additionally controlled for marital status and the woman’s share of the couple’s income.

The control variables are categorized as follows. Labour market status separates persons 
being employed from those being unemployed or outside the labour force as measured at the 
last week of each calendar year. The variable has three categories since persons who are not 
employed or unemployed are found outside the labour force. Among those in working ages, 
persons outside the labour force mainly consist of parents taking care of their children at 
home, students, disabled, and persons suffering from long-term illness. Age separates parents 
under 36 years from those aged 36–45 years, and those over the age of 45 years. That catego-
rization is similar to the one used in previous research on ethno-linguistic income variation 
in Finland (Härtull and Saarela 2018) and was also in this study found to be appropriate. 
Education is categorized into primary, secondary, and tertiary level, as has been done in stud-
ies of education in the ethno-linguistic groups in Finland (O’Leary and Finnäs 2002; Saarela 
and Finnäs 2014). We control for whether there are children under 3 years in the household 
since households with children under that age are known to be overrepresented among those 
on low income (Salmi et al. 2014). The number of minor children in the household separates 
households with one child from those with two children or more than two children. We also 
control for whether there are children that have turned 18 in the household, because although 
they are no longer minor, they may still be cared for by their parents. Marital status distin-
guishes between married and cohabiting couples. Divorced parents living as sole-providers 
are analyzed as single-parent households, but if they are re-married or re-cohabiting, they 
are analyzed as two-parent households. Woman’s share of couple’s income consists of the 
categories 0–30%, 31–50%, and more than 50%. Area of residence distinguishes between 14 
areas, which were formed of the 39 original municipalities. Cities formed their own areas. 
Smaller towns and rural municipalities were primarily grouped based on geographical posi-
tion, but also on the population structure, that is, the share of Swedish speakers.

The estimates for effects of the control variables are presented in Table 2. The number 
of households analyzed is on average 25,000 per year.



414 C. Härtull, J. Saarela 

1 3

5  Results

Poverty rates by parental ethno-linguistic affiliation are presented in Fig.  2, in which the 
upper graph (a) refers to single-parent households and the lower graph (b) to two-parent 
households. The results of the logistic regression analyses, specified with generalized esti-
mating equations, for single-parent households are summarized in Fig. 3, and those for two-
parent households in Figs. 4 and 5. Graph (a) in each of these figures summarizes the unad-
justed odds ratios for each year. In graph (b), the results are adjusted for all control variables 
except area of residence, and in graph (c), area of residence is additionally controlled for.

In spite of a large increase in the poverty rates over time, the differences between ethno-
linguistic groups were fairly modest (Fig. 2). Swedish-speaking single-parent households 
were at a higher level in the late 1980s, but experienced a smaller increase in the poverty 
rate than Finnish-speaking single-parent households, and were in 2011 less likely to be 
found in poverty (Graph (a) in Fig. 2). In two-parent households, the poverty rate was high-
est in endogamous Swedish-speaking households at the end of the 1980s. However, they 
experienced a smaller increase than other households, from 3.0 to 4.6%, during the study 
period (Graph (b) in Fig. 2), and were in 2011 as likely to be found in poverty as house-
holds with endogamous Finnish-speaking parents. The lowest poverty rate at the beginning 
and at the end of the study period was found in exogamous households.

The results of the logistic regressions show that whereas Swedish-speaking single- and 
two-parent households experienced a fairly monotonous decrease in the relative probabil-
ity of being found in poverty as compared to Finnish-speaking households, the trend for 
the relative position in exogamous households is less clear. In single-parent households, 
the odds ratio of poverty between Swedish-speaking and Finnish-speaking households 
decreased from 1.3 in 1987 to 0.8 in 2011 (Graph (a) in Fig. 3). In two-parent households, 
endogamous Swedish-speaking households were 1.5 times as likely to be found in pov-
erty as compared to endogamous Finnish-speaking households in 1987, while at the end of 
the study period the odds ratio had decreased to 0.7 (Graph (a) in Fig. 4). The odds ratio 
of poverty between exogamous households and endogamous Finnish-speaking households 
was around one throughout the study period (Graph (a) in Fig. 5).

In single-parent households, control variables had a fairly modest effect on the differ-
ence in the odds of poverty by parental ethno-linguistic affiliation. The difference between 
Swedish-speaking and Finnish-speaking households increased slightly when we controlled 
for other observable characteristics except for area of residence (Graph (b) in Fig. 3), while 
area of residence had no additional effect (Graph (c) in Fig. 3). In two-parent households, a 
similar pattern could be observed for the difference between endogamous Swedish-speaking 
and endogamous Finnish-speaking households when we adjusted for control variables except 
for area of residence (Graph (b) in Fig.  4). This difference decreased somewhat when we 
additionally controlled for area of residence (Graph (c) in Fig. 4). The contribution of control 
variables to the difference in the odds of poverty between exogamous households and endog-
amous Finnish-speaking households was negligible (Graph (b) and Graph (c) in Fig. 5).

The estimates for all control variables (Table  2) show that poverty is more likely to 
be found in households with non-employed parents as compared to those with employed 
parents. In the non-employed households, those whose parents are outside the labour force 
are at a noticeably greater risk than those whose are unemployed. The risk is also higher 
in households with low parental education and in households with younger parents. In 
households with at least two children, the odds of poverty are larger than in those with 
one child. Having children under the age of three implies a higher risk of poverty only in 
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single-parent households, while having children older than 17 years implies a lower risk in 
two-parent households. In single-parent households headed by a woman, the odds of pov-
erty are higher than in those headed by a man. In two-parent households, non-married are 
more likely to be found in poverty than married. If the woman earns more than half of the 
couple’s income, the household is at a greater risk as well. The odds of poverty are larger 
in the cities of Turku and Kokkola, and in the rural areas south of Vaasa, than in Helsinki. 
The only significant lower risk of poverty, as compared to Helsinki, is found in two-parent 
households in the city of Vantaa.

6  Discussion

During the past two decades, the proportion of children living in poverty has increased in 
Finland and many other Western countries, and the phenomenon has gained a great deal 
of interest among researchers. Recent years, the considerable variation in child poverty 
rates across ethnic groups has also been an issue of concern. This paper contributes to 
the existing literature on child poverty and ethnicity by studying whether and how cul-
turally different but otherwise similar and equal ethno-linguistic groups differ in terms 
of child poverty. In this article, we have focused on the two native population groups in 
Finland, Finnish speakers and Swedish speakers. Using annual microdata representing the 
period 1987–2011, and a relative poverty measure that captures all persons living in the 
household, we have studied child poverty by comparing households that differ on parents’ 
mother tongue. Of particular interest has been whether there is variation in income poverty 
across these households over time. We also attempted to see whether any variation in pov-
erty across these households can be attributed to observable characteristics.

The results show that, although poverty rates increased in all major types of households 
between 1987 and 2011, the variation over time by ethno-linguistic affiliation was fairly 
modest. In single-parent households, the poverty rate increased less in those with a Swed-
ish-speaking parent than in those with a Finnish-speaking one, and at the end of the study 
period, they were less likely to be found in poverty. Endogamous Swedish-speaking two-
parent households also experienced a smaller increase in the poverty rate as compared to 
other two-parent households. Thus, Swedish-speaking families with children seem to have 
improved their relative position at the lower end of the income distribution. This develop-
ment was particularly noticeable before the 2000’s and is consistent with results from pre-
vious research on ethno-linguistic differences in low-income earning based on individual 
data (Härtull and Saarela 2014). The relative pattern we found for exogamous two-parent 
households is less clear, indicating that they lie more or less at parity with endogamous 
Finnish-speaking households.

Within single-parent households, the difference in the odds of poverty by parent’s 
ethno-linguistic affiliation could not be attributed to the area of residence, while controls 
for other individual and household characteristics increased the likelihood slightly. A 
similar pattern could be observed within endogamous two-parent households. However, 
the difference between endogamous Swedish-speaking and endogamous Finnish-speaking 
households was to some extent explained by differences in the area of residence. Until the 
mid-1990s, income inequality between urban and rural areas, and between the metropolitan 
area and other regions, decreased clearly in Finland (Loikkanen et al. 1998, 2000). Since 
areas with high rates of Swedish speakers to a large extent are rural, that development con-
sequently seems to have benefitted the Swedish speakers. Accordingly, since single-parent-
hood is less common in rural areas than in urban (Table 1), area of residence did not have 
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any effect on the poverty differences by parental ethno-linguistic affiliation in single-parent 
households in our analyses.

It should be emphasized that, although there seems to be a trend in favor of Swedish-speak-
ing single-parent households and endogamous Swedish-speaking two-parent households, the 
difference in the poverty rate by ethno-linguistic background is fairly small. It needs to be 
stressed as well that Swedish-speaking households were more likely to be found in poverty 
than Finnish-speaking households throughout the major part of the study period, even when 
we controlled for individual and household characteristics. The reasons are not clear, but might 
be associated with ethno-linguistic differences in the propensity to move. Since internal mobil-
ity in Finland is lower in the Swedish-speaking population than in the Finnish-speaking, Swed-
ish-speaking households with children are probably also less likely to move because of job 
offers that would lift them out of poverty, as compared to their Finnish-speaking counterparts.

A limitation of this study is that disposable income was not available from the data used, 
and measuring poverty as is done by Statistics Finland, for example, was therefore not possi-
ble. Measuring poverty based on taxable income, which we did, implies that the measure does 
not include non-taxable income transfers such as housing allowance and social assistance, 
which are means tested and presumably important incomes for low-income households. The 
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use of taxable income also implies that the re-distributional effects of taxation of income are 
not taken into account. Households at the lower end might therefore have access to higher 
income than our data indicate. However, there are to our knowledge no other data suitable 
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for comparing the ethno-linguistic groups with regard to income poverty. This calls for devel-
oping the official statistics in order to enable studies on ethno-linguistic poverty differences 
based on disposable income, which also is our suggestion for future research.
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In this article, we have shown that when groups are native and stand on equal ground, the 
ethno-linguistic affiliation of the parents has a modest bearing on the risk of households with 
children to be found in income poverty. During the study period, no language acts or other 
reforms that would have worsened one ethno-linguistic group’s relative position, as compared to 
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the other, were undertaken. The small variation in poverty rates across households that differ on 
ethno-linguistic affiliation in Finland can therefore be seen as evidence in favor of a well-func-
tioning and democratic welfare state, in which both ethno-linguistic groups are offered equality 
in outcome and protection by language acts and constitutional rights. However, a policy impli-
cation arises from the markedly increasing overall poverty rates over time. They would require 
urgent scrutiny by policy not least because of the severe consequences poverty may have on 
the well-being of children and their chances in future life. Policies specifically directed towards 
households at risk of being marginalized, such as those with low-educated parents and those 
with parents outside the labour force, therefore seem utmost needed.

In Finland, both Finnish and Swedish are mandatory subjects for pupils in primary and 
secondary schools, but the language climate in the country has hardened in recent years. 
As an example, in 2015, a citizens’ initiative called for an end to the compulsory teaching 
of Swedish in Finnish-speaking schools (Yle 2015). It was voted against by the parliament, 
but only 2  years later, a so-called language experiment was approved by the parliament 
(Ministry of Education and Culture 2017). It was planned to start in 2018 and give some 
2000 pupils the option to choose, whether they want to study some other language instead 
of the official language that is not their mother tongue. However, due to little interest by the 
municipalities that were chosen for the experiment, it was not carried out. If the experiment 
would have been realized, the interest to learn Swedish in the Finnish-speaking popula-
tion might have declined. As a consequence, the status of Swedish as an official language, 
and the equal position of the Swedish-speaking population, as compared to the Finnish-
speaking one, might, in the long run, have been threatened and their situation become more 
alike the one of other ethnic minorities, with higher child poverty rates as compared to the 
majority population. Their improved relative position, which is seen in the results of this 
paper, might in such a case not be maintained in the long term. Ensuring that the other 
official language of the country is learned by both ethno-linguistic groups is therefore in 
accordance also with the European Commission’s language policy, which promotes lan-
guage learning and linguistic diversity.
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Table 2  Odds ratios of income poverty (estimates for control variables)

Single-parent households Two-parent households

Labour market status Joint labour market status
Employed 1 Both employed 1
Unemployed 12.08* Man employed, woman unemployed 3.68*
Outside the labour force 18.17* Man employed, woman outside the labour force 6.28*

Man unemployed, woman employed 2.53*
Both unemployed 15.40*
Man unemployed, woman outside the labour force 26.52*
Man outside the labour force, woman employed 5.14*
Man outside the labour force, woman unemployed 24.50*
Both outside the labour force 59.33*

Children < three years in the hh Children < three years in the hh
No No 1
Yes 1.73* Yes 0.92
Children < 18 years in the hh Children < 18 years in the hh
One One 1
Two 1.96* Two 1.31*
Three and > 5.13* Three and > 2.45*
Children 18 years or more in the hh Children 18 years or more in the hh
No 1 No 1
Yes 1.11 Yes 0.85*
Parent’s age Man’s age
< 36 years 2.54* < 36 years 1.40*
36–45 years 1.45* 36–45 years 1.09
46 years and > 1 46 years and > 1

Woman’s age
< 36 years 1.59*
36–45 years 1.35*
46 years and > 1

Parent’s sex Marital status
Male 1 Married 1
Female 1.42* Cohabiting 1.19*

Woman’s share of couple’s income
0–30% 0.77*
31–50% 1
> 50% 3.00*

Parent’s education Parents’ joint education
Primary 3.64* Both primary 5.02*
Secondary 2.46* Man primary, woman secondary 2.83*
Tertiary 1 Man primary, woman tertiary 1.29*

Man secondary, woman primary 3.15*
Both secondary 2.32*
Man secondary, woman tertiary 1.11
Man tertiary, woman primary 2.26*
Man tertiary, woman secondary 1.85*
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