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Background

Late adolescence is an important developmental period 
in which educational outcomes, including grades from 
upper secondary school and school completion, lay the 
foundation for future education and employment [1]. 
In Norway, about 22% of adolescents do not finish 

upper secondary school within 5 years. Non-completion 
in Norway has been associated with an increased risk of 
long-term sickness absence [1] and disability pension 
[2]. The yearly societal cost of school dropout has 
recently been estimated to be NOK 73b due to lost rev-
enues, public expenses, and lower lifespan expectancy 

Parental unemployment and educational outcomes in late adolescence: 
the importance of family cohesion, parental education, and family 
income in a Norwegian study

KRISTIN GÄRTNER ASKELAND1 , REBECCA LYNN RADLICK2, TORMOD BØE1,3, 
MARI HYSING1,3, ANNETTE M. LA GRECA4 & SONDRE AASEN NILSEN1

1Regional Centre for Child and Youth Mental Health and Child Welfare, NORCE Norwegian Research Centre, Bergen, 
Norway, 2Division of Health and Social Sciences, NORCE Norwegian Research Centre, Bergen, Norway, 3Department of 
Psychosocial Science, Faculty of Psychology, University of Bergen, Bergen, Norway, 4Department of Psychology, University 
of Miami, Coral Gables, FL, USA

Abstract
Aims: The study aimed to investigate the association between parental unemployment and grade point average and school 
completion in adolescence, and the importance of family cohesion, parental education, and family income in explaining 
these associations. Methods: Data stem from the Norwegian cross-sectional 2012 youth@hordaland-survey including 8437 
adolescents (53.4% girls). Information on grade point average, school completion, parental education, and family income 
were retrieved from the National Education Database. Parental work status and family cohesion were assessed by adolescent 
self-report. Results: Adolescents with at least one unemployed parent had lower grade point averages (3.49 compared with 
3.92, P<0.001) and rates of school completion (71.9% compared with 86.6%, P<0.001) compared with adolescents with 
two working parents. The associations between parental unemployment and both grade point average (b = −0.22, 95% 
confidence interval −0.32, –0.12) and school completion (odds ratio 0.59, 95% confidence interval 0.46, 0.76) partly 
attenuated but remained significant when taking family cohesion, parental education, and family income into account. There 
was a significant interaction between parental unemployment and family cohesion on grade point average, in which the 
positive association between family cohesion and grade point average was weaker for adolescents with unemployed parents. 
Conclusions: Adolescents with parents outside of the workforce are at higher risk of poorer educational outcomes 
than peers with working parents. Combined with the positive associations between parental education, family 
cohesion, family income, and educational outcomes, this underscores the importance of parents for adolescent 
educational outcomes, and suggests that parents and the family situation should be considered when providing 
academic support for adolescents who struggle in upper secondary school. 

Keywords: Adolescents, parental unemployment, family cohesion, school completion, school grades

Correspondence: Kristin Gärtner Askeland, Regional Centre for Child and Youth Mental Health and Child Welfare, NORCE Norwegian Research Centre, 
Postbox 22 Nygårdstangen, 5838 Bergen, Norway.  E-mail: kras@norceresearch.no

Date received 30 June 2023; reviewed 15 December 2023; accepted 6 January 2024

1228163SJP0010.1177/14034948241228163Askeland et al.Parental unemployment and educational outcomes in late adolescence
research-article2024

OrigiNAl ArtiCle

https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/sjp
mailto:kras@norceresearch.no
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F14034948241228163&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-02-21


2  Askeland et al.

[3]. Educational outcomes are influenced by multiple 
factors including cognitive abilities [4], mental health 
[5], social support [6], and school climate [7]. Variables 
at the family level are also important [8], and are the 
focus of investigations into the intergenerational trans-
mission of education. One of the variables at the family 
level that can influence educational outcomes is paren-
tal unemployment, and it has been suggested that this is 
more important in adolescence than earlier in child-
hood [9]. One explanation for this potential relation-
ship between parental unemployment and educational 
outcomes is that children observe and learn from their 
parents, modelling their behaviour and attitudes to, for 
example working or education, in line with social learn-
ing theory [10]. However, it is uncertain whether paren-
tal unemployment has an effect beyond other important 
family variables, such as family cohesion, parental edu-
cation, and family income.

Parental unemployment has been associated with a 
variety of measures of school functioning in adoles-
cence, from thoughts and feelings about school and 
education [11, 12] to grades [9, 13–15], and school 
completion [16]. More specifically, paternal unemploy-
ment had a short term, negative effect on children’s 
educational aspirations [11], and has also been associ-
ated with school burnout [12]. For educational out-
comes, which encompass school absence, grades and 
school completion, parental unemployment has been 
associated with higher rates of school absence [17], and 
an increased probability of grade retention [18]. 
Regarding grades, findings are conflicting. Studies from 
Finland [9], Denmark [19], and Norway [14] have 
found small associations between parental unemploy-
ment and a lower grade point average (GPA), while a 
Swedish study only found an association with maternal 
unemployment [20]. In contrast, a German study did 
not find an association between parental unemploy-
ment and GPA [13]. This could be related to the high 
workplace participation in Norway [21], both among 
men and women, contributing to the norm being two 
working parents. Findings regarding graduation rates 
are conflicting, in which a study from Germany found a 
negative association between paternal unemployment 
and completion of upper secondary school for boys, but 
not girls [16], while a recent Swedish study did not find 
an association for either gender [20]. Taken together, 
the literature suggests a small negative association 
between parental unemployment and adolescent’s edu-
cational outcomes. Nevertheless, there are conflicting 
findings and the mechanisms behind these associations 
are less certain. The effect of unemployment on family 
functioning is often the focus when trying to explain 
this association; however, few studies have had compre-
hensive measures of family functioning at their disposal 
when investigating such questions.

The negative effect of parental unemployment on 
family functioning has been suggested as an underly-
ing mechanism for its association with academic pro-
gress [22]. Reduced family communication and 
parenting quality are among the possible negative 
effects of parental unemployment on family func-
tioning [11].

Previous research has shown negative associations 
between parental involvement and support and school 
absence and dropout [23, 24]. In the context of paren-
tal unemployment, studies have used vastly different 
measures of family functioning and generally have not 
found them to explain the association with educa-
tional outcomes [11, 13]. A reduction in fathers’ well-
being and communication with their child had little 
influence on the association between unemployment 
and educational aspirations in a British study [11]. In 
addition, supportive parenting or fathers’ life satisfac-
tion did not mediate their child’s entry into higher 
education in a German study [13]. Still, these existing 
studies have used unvalidated and single-item meas-
ures of family functioning.

As supportive parent–child relationships have 
been found to protect against school dropout [24], it 
is an interesting avenue to utilise more comprehen-
sive measures to investigate further. There is also a 
lack of studies investigating the importance of family 
functioning on the association between parental 
unemployment and grades and school completion, 
which are important educational outcomes in 
adolescence.

Parental unemployment is related to a reduction in 
income, which has been suggested as an important 
explanatory factor for poorer educational outcomes 
in children. According to the family stress and the 
family investment models [25] parental unemploy-
ment may trigger economic strain within the family, 
which in turn may induce parental stress and mental 
health problems, reducing parents’ capacity to super-
vise and engage in their adolescents’ academic pro-
gress. Related, low income may reduce parents’ 
financial investments in their children’s academic 
progress, such as buying books or living in high-
income neighbourhoods with better schools. Still, 
income could not explain the entire association in a 
longitudinal study [22]. Results vary between studies, 
and studies from the Nordic countries have generally 
concluded that income cannot explain the association 
between parental unemployment and educational 
outcomes [9, 11, 14]. The relatively lower importance 
of family income in these countries has been related 
to their generous social security systems and policies, 
and free schooling [9]. Indeed, it has been suggested 
that income is not the main driver of the intergenera-
tional effects of education in Norway, but rather 
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parental education has a larger relative effect than 
income on their children’s education [26].

The associations between parental unemployment 
and educational outcomes might differ according to 
parental education level, but this has received little 
focus in the literature. Two studies from Finland 
reported that higher education among parents can 
compensate for the negative effects of unemployment 
[9, 12]. In particular, higher parental education 
seemed to buffer against school burnout for adoles-
cents with unemployed parents [12], and there was 
no association between unemployment and GPA 
among adolescents of parents with general secondary 
or higher education [9]. There is reason to believe 
that parental education would influence the associa-
tion between parental unemployment and education 
in a Norwegian setting, where there is a strong asso-
ciation between parental education and children’s 
educational outcomes [26].

The sex of the parent and the adolescent could be 
important moderators of the association between 
parental unemployment and educational outcomes. 
Studies have found an effect of paternal, but not 
maternal education on grade repetition [22] and 
school performance [14]. There are also indications 
that the negative impact of parental unemployment is 
larger for boys [12, 16]. However, a recent study 
from Finland suggested only minor sex differences in 
these associations [9], and there is a need for future 
studies to examine such moderation effects.

Aims

The main aim of this study was to investigate the 
association between parental unemployment and the 
educational outcomes of their adolescent children, 
measured by GPA and completion of upper second-
ary school. We also assessed the possible moderating 
effect of the sex of the non-working parent and the 
sex of the adolescents on these associations. In addi-
tion, we aimed to investigate the importance of fam-
ily cohesion, parental education, and family income 
as factors that potentially explain the association 
between parental unemployment and adolescent 
educational outcomes.

Methods

The present study is based on the youth@hordaland-
survey of adolescents in Hordaland County in 
Western Norway, conducted in 2012. All adolescents 
born from 1993 to 1995 (16–19 years old at the time 
of the survey) who resided in the county at the time 
of the survey were invited to participate. Adolescents 
enrolled at school were sent an invitation to their 

school email address, while those not in school were 
sent the invitation by postal mail to their home 
address.

The main aim of the youth@hordaland-survey was 
to gain information on adolescent mental health and 
service use. The questionnaire was comprehensive, 
covering symptoms of a range of mental health prob-
lems, as well as socioeconomic status, relevant life-
style factors, and protective factors. Questionnaire 
completion took about 45 minutes and the schools 
allocated one school hour for participation. School 
staff were present during data collection to ensure 
confidentiality, and project team members were avail-
able on telephone throughout the data collection 
period.

Sample

Of the invited adolescents, 10,253 consented to par-
ticipate and filled out the questionnaire. Of these, 
9166 adolescents consented to linkage to registry 
information. The present study includes the adoles-
cents who consented to registry linkage and responded 
to the questions regarding parental work status. 
Parental work status was coded as missing for adoles-
cents who reported their parents to be retired (moth-
ers n=4, fathers n=58) or deceased (mothers n=33, 
fathers n=51). There were 326 adolescents with miss-
ing data on both the parental work status variables 
who were removed from the sample. In addition, 403 
adolescents who reported their parents to be on sick 
leave or disability pension were removed, yielding a 
total sample of 8437 adolescents.

Ethics

The youth@hordaland-survey and the linkage to the 
National Education Database (NUDB) were 
approved by the Regional Committee for Medical 
and Health Research Ethics in Western Norway and 
the Norwegian Agency for Shared Services in 
Education and Research. A data protection impact 
assessment was conducted for the linkage in compli-
ance with the general data protection regulation. 
According to Norwegian regulations, adolescents 16 
years of age and older can make decisions regarding 
their own health, including participation in health 
studies. Thus, while parents/guardians received writ-
ten information about the study in advance, the ado-
lescents gave consent to participate.

Instruments

Demographic factors. Sex and age were derived from 
the participants’ personal identification number. Age 
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was calculated by subtracting the date of participa-
tion from the date of birth.

Parental unemployment. The adolescents were asked 
about their parents’ occupations in separate open-
ended questions for mothers and fathers. Their 
answers were coded according to the ISCO-08 clas-
sification. Parents were defined as working if they 
had a work ISCO code or were reported to be stu-
dents. Parents were defined as unemployed if they 
were reported not to work, including unemployed 
parents, or homemakers (parents staying at home 
without employment). There was no information 
available on the duration of the unemployment in the 
present study. In addition to the separate categories 
for maternal and paternal unemployment, a com-
bined variable of parental unemployment was cre-
ated, indicating whether one or both parents were 
unemployed.

Information from the NUDB

Grade point average. The adolescents’ GPA for the 
school year 2011/2012 (the year of the data collec-
tion) was retrieved from the NUDB. The grades in 
upper secondary education range from 1 (failure) 
to 6 (excellent), and the GPA is the mean of all the 
grades a student received in one school year.

School completion. Completion of upper second-
ary school was defined according to the definition 
of dropout used by Statistics Norway. Dropout is 
defined as not having received a diploma within 5 
years of starting upper secondary for students in gen-
eral tracks, and within 6 years for students in voca-
tional tracks.

Parental education level. The NUDB contains 
information on the highest education level of both 
parents when the respondent was 16 years old. The 
variable was categorised into: ‘lower’ (completed 
lower secondary education), ‘upper secondary’ 
(completed upper secondary education), and ‘higher’ 
(completed college or university education). A com-
bined measure of parents’ educational level was cre-
ated, indicating the highest completed education in 
the family by either the mother or the father.

Household income. Information about household 
income in 2011 (after tax) was obtained from the 
NUDB. Household income was rescaled using the 
EU equivalence scale to be comparable across house-
holds of different compositions and with different 
numbers of working adults.

Family cohesion. Family cohesion was measured by 
a subscale in the resilience scale for adolescents 
(READ) [27]. We used the family cohesion sub-
scale identified in a psychometric evaluation of the 
READ in the youth@hordaland-sample [28], which 
includes one more item than the original version of 
the subscale (‘In my family we have rules that sim-
plify everyday life’). This item was originally placed 
in the subscale structured style [27]. The modified 
family cohesion subscale consisted of the average of 
seven statements rated on a five-point Likert scale 
ranging from ‘totally disagree’ (1) to ‘totally agree’ 
(5). The subscale measures support and shared val-
ues in the family (e.g. ‘In my family we support 
each other’, ‘I feel comfortable with my family’).

Statistical analyses

Differences between adolescents with parents in and 
outside the workforce regarding GPA and school 
completion were investigated using the independent 
samples t-test and chi-square test, respectively. To 
ease the interpretation of the results, our measures of 
GPA, family cohesion, and family income were 
standardised (z-transformed) prior to the regression 
analyses, with a mean of 0 and a standard deviation 
(SD) of 1.

The associations between maternal unemploy-
ment, paternal unemployment and the combined 
measure of parental unemployment and GPA were 
investigated in separate linear regression analyses. 
Model 1 included unemployment and the sex of the 
adolescent. Model 2 added an interaction term 
between unemployment and adolescent sex. The 
same models were tested with school completion as 
the outcome, using logistic regression.

The importance of parental education was investi-
gated in separate analyses for maternal, paternal, and 
combined parental education for GPA and school 
completion. In model 1, parental unemployment was 
included as a predictor of GPA in a linear regression 
analysis, and as a predictor of school completion in a 
logistic regression analysis. Maternal, paternal, and 
combined parental education were entered in model 
2 in separate analyses, and model 3 also included an 
interaction between maternal/paternal/parental edu-
cation and parental unemployment. There was no 
evidence of interactions with the educational level of 
the parents (see Supplemental Table II).

The associations between different family varia-
bles and GPA were tested using linear regression. In 
the crude model, associations between parental 
unemployment, family cohesion, parental education, 
family income, and GPA were investigated separately. 
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Parental unemployment was included as a predictor 
of GPA alongside family cohesion in model 1, paren-
tal education in model 2, and family income in model 
3. In model 4, all variables were included. The same 
models were tested with school completion as the 
outcome, using logistic regression.

The analyses were conducted using Stata, ver-
sion 17.

results

Of the total sample, 449 adolescents reported that 
one or both of their parents were unemployed. 
Parents outside the workforce generally had lower 
educational qualifications and lower income than 
working parents (see Table I for details).

Adolescents with one or more parents outside the 
workforce had a lower GPA (mean 3.49, SD 0.06) 
compared with adolescents with two working parents 
(mean 3.92, SD 0.01, t(83993) = 8.40, P<0.001, 
two-tailed). Furthermore, a lower percentage of ado-
lescents with parents absent from work had com-
pleted upper secondary education within 5 years 
(71.9% compared with 86.6%, χ2(1, N=8430) = 
76.04, P<0.001).

When investigating maternal and paternal unem-
ployment separately and combined, only minor dif-
ferences between the estimates were observed, both 
for GPA and school completion (see Supplemen- 
tal Table I). There were no significant interactions 

between the sex of the adolescent or parent and any 
of the variables regarding unemployment.

When investigating maternal and paternal educa-
tion separately and combined, there were no clear dif-
ferences between the estimates, both for GPA and 
school completion (see Supplemental Table II). Lower 
parental education was negatively associated with 
GPA and school completion, while higher parental 
education was positively associated with GPA and 
school completion across analyses.

Parental unemployment, family cohesion, parental 
education, and family income were all significantly 
associated with GPA when investigated separately 
(see Table II). Adjusting for family cohesion, parental 
education, and family income in separate analyses 
reduced the strength of the association between 
parental unemployment and GPA (from b = −0.43 to 
b = −0.38 (family cohesion), b = −0.29 (parental 
education), and b = −36 (family income)). When all 
predictors were entered in the full model, the associa-
tion between parental unemployment and GPA was 
still significant but reduced to b = −0.22 (95% confi-
dence interval (CI) –0.32, –0.12). Adding parental 
ethnicity reduced the association to b = −0.21 (95% 
CI −0.31, –0.10). There was a significant interaction 
between parental unemployment and family cohesion 
on GPA, in which the positive association between 
family cohesion and GPA was weaker for adolescents 
with unemployed parents (see Figure 1). There was 
further a significant interaction effect between paren-
tal unemployment and parental education on GPA, in 
which the negative association between parental 
unemployment and GPA was larger for adolescents 
with parents with low education, compared with 
upper secondary and higher education (see Figure 2). 
There was no significant interaction effect between 
family income and parental unemployment on GPA.

Similarly, parental unemployment, family cohe-
sion, parental education, and family income were all 
significantly associated with school completion in the 
crude model (see Table III). Adjusting for family 
cohesion, parental education, and family income in 
separate analyses reduced the association between 
parental unemployment and school completion 
(from odds ratio (OR) 0.39 to OR 0.42, OR 0.46, 
and OR 0.51, respectively). The association was fur-
ther reduced but remained significant in the full 
model (parental unemployment OR 0.59, 95% CI 
0.46, 0.76). Adding parental ethnicity reduced the 
association to OR 0.60, 95% CI 0.47, 0.77. There 
were no significant interaction effects between any of 
the included variables and parental unemployment 
on school completion.

Table I. Demographic characteristics.

Both parents 
working

Parental 
unemployment

 n=7988 (94.7%) n=449 (5.3%)

 n % n %

Sex
 Girl 4266 53.4 240 53.5
Age (m (SD)) 16.9 0.85 16.9 0.84
Ethnicity: from Norway
 Mother 7371 92.4 361 80.8
 Father 7256 91.2 354 80.0
Maternal education
 Lower 1147 14.5 146 35.1
 Upper secondary 3299 41.7 180 43.3
 Higher 3459 43.8 90 21.6
Paternal education
 Lower 1122 14.4 106 25.1
 Upper secondary 3868 49.7 203 48.1
 Higher 2791 35.9 113 26.8
Income (m (SD))a 3.53 1.58 2.82 2.02
Family cohesion (m (SD)) 3.90 0.82 3.72 0.94

SD: standard deviation.
aEquivalent household income in NOK 100,000 (about €8560).
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Discussion

Adolescents with at least one parent outside the work-
force had lower grades and lower rates of school com-
pletion compared with adolescents with two working 
parents. These associations were similar when consider-
ing maternal and paternal unemployment separately 
and combined, and for boys and girls. The associations 
between parental unemployment and GPA and school 
completion were partly explained by family cohesion, 

parental education, and family income. Parental educa-
tion had the observed strongest attenuating effect on 
the association between parental unemployment and 
GPA. For school completion, the attenuating effects 
were strongest and similar for parental education and 
family cohesion. Higher levels of family cohesion were 
related to greater increases in GPA for adolescents 
whose parents both worked. Furthermore, the negative 
effect of parental unemployment on GPA was larger 
when the parents had only completed lower education.

Table II. The importance of family cohesion, parental education, and family income on the association between parental unemployment 
and grade point average.

GPA

 Crude Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

 coef CI coef CI coef CI coef CI coef CI

Parental unemployment –0.43 –0.52, –0.33 –0.38 –0.48, –0.28 –0.29 –0.39, –0.19 –0.36 –0.46, –0.26 –0.22 –0.32, –0.12
Family cohesion 0.15 0.13, 0.17 0.14 0.11, 0.17 0.13 0.11, 0.15
Parental educationa

 Lower –0.49 –0.59, –0.38 –0.47 –0.57, –0.36 –0.47 –0.58, –0.36
 Higher 0.40 0.36, 0.45 0.40 0.35, 0.44 0.34 0.30, 0.39
Family income 0.14 0.12, 0.16 0.13 0.11, 0.15 0.07 0.05, 0.09

Significant associations (at P<0.05) are indicated in bold type.
GPA: grade point average; CI: confidence interval.
Family cohesion and family income are standardised, and the coefficients correspond to changes in GPA following a one standard deviation increase from the 
mean in each of the measures.
aUpper secondary education.

Figure 1. The association between parental unemployment and grade point average (GPA) at different levels of family cohesion.
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Our finding that parental unemployment is a risk 
factor for poor educational outcomes in adolescence 
is in line with the existing literature [9, 11, 12, 17, 
18], and theoretical expectations [10]. More specifi-
cally, our finding that the mean GPA was lower 
among adolescents whose parents were not working 
is comparable with previous Finnish [9], Danish 
[19], and Norwegian [14] studies, but in contrast to 
a German study [13]. Regarding school completion, 
our findings are in line with a study from Germany 

[16], and are also consistent with studies showing 
reduced educational aspirations [11] and a higher 
occurrence of school burnout [12], which could be 
precursors to secondary school dropout. Of note, 
these findings are in contrast to a recent Swedish 
study in which parental job loss was not associated 
with high school completion [20].

We did not find evidence for parent–gender-spe-
cific associations. The associations were similar for 
maternal and paternal unemployment, in contrast to 

Figure 2. The association between parental unemployment and grade point average (GPA) at different levels of parental education.

Table III. The importance of family cohesion, parental education, and family income on the association between parental unemployment 
and school completion.

School completion

 Crude Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

 OR CI OR CI OR CI OR CI OR CI

Parental unemployment 0.39 0.32, 0.49 0.42 0.34, 0.53 0.46 0.37, 0.58 0.51 0.41, 0.64 0.59 0.46, 0.76
Family cohesion 1.36 1.28, 1.44 1.34 1.27, 1.43 1.31 1.23, 1.40
Parental educationa

 Lower 0.40 0.32, 0.50 0.42 0.34, 0.53 0.43 0.34, 0.54
 Higher 2.26 1.97, 2.59 2.21 1.93, 2.53 1.93 1.67, 2.23
Family income 1.83 1.66, 2.02 1.74 1.58, 1.92 1.47 1.32, 1.63

Significant associations (at P<0.05) are indicated in bold type.
OR: odds ratio; CI: confidence interval.
Family cohesion and family income are standardised, and the coefficients correspond to changes in school completion following a one standard deviation 
increase from the mean in each of the measures.
aUpper secondary education.
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some previous studies suggesting paternal unem-
ployment to be more important [13, 14, 22]. This 
discrepancy could be due to the high workplace par-
ticipation among Norwegian women, and high gen-
der equality, both in the workplace and in the homes 
[21]. Indeed, a recent study from Sweden, with simi-
lar gender equality as Norway, found an association 
for maternal and not paternal unemployment [20]. 
Along these lines, a study from Germany found that 
fathers’ unemployment was associated with higher 
educational attainment among girls, which the 
authors suggest could be due to conservative gender 
roles, and an attempt to seek qualifications to find a 
spouse with higher education and thus lower risk of 
unemployment [16]. They further note that it would 
be interesting to investigate this in more egalitarian 
societies [21], and in the Norwegian context we did 
not find evidence of such gender differences.

Greater family cohesion was associated with higher 
GPA and school completion, in line with previous stud-
ies of family cohesion and school absenteeism and 
dropout in adolescence [23, 24]. Furthermore, family 
cohesion explained part of the association between 
parental unemployment and the educational variables, 
and the potential benefits of higher family cohesion 
scores on GPA were smaller for adolescents whose par-
ents were not working. This contrasts with previous 
studies in which various measures of family functioning 
did not mediate or moderate the association between 
parental unemployment and educational outcomes [11, 
13]. Notably, the educational outcomes are not directly 
comparable, as the previous studies have investigated 
associations with schooling ambitions [11] and entry 
into tertiary education [13]. This finding could be 
understood in the context of social learning theory 
[10], in which adolescents who have a close relationship 
with their parents may be more likely to model their 
behaviours after their parents. Thus, the positive effect 
of family cohesion on educational outcomes is stronger 
when the parents model behaviours and attitudes 
related to work participation.

Parental education level explained part of the 
association between parental unemployment and 
adolescent educational outcomes. There was a sig-
nificant interaction effect between parental educa-
tion and parental unemployment on GPA, but not 
school completion. The finding regarding GPA is in 
line with studies from Finland where higher parental 
education compensated for the negative effect of 
parental unemployment on school burnout, GPA, 
and secondary education [9, 12]. Similarly, Stevens 
and Schaller [18] found a larger effect of job loss on 
grade repetition when the parents had lower educa-
tion. This could also be understood in the context of 
social learning theory [10], in which one can assume 

that highly educated parents model positive attitudes 
towards education to their children.

Family income explained part of the association 
between paternal unemployment and both GPA and 
dropout, consistent with some studies [22, 29], but 
contrary to studies conducted in England [14] and 
the Nordic countries [9, 11]. This is somewhat sur-
prising as these discrepancies have previously been 
explained by the social welfare policies in the Nordic 
countries. Still, it is important to note that family 
income was associated with rather small reductions 
in the associations between parental unemployment 
and both GPA and school completion, and the influ-
ence of family income was reduced when the other 
family variables were included. The discrepancy with 
previous Nordic studies could be related to the dif-
ferent measures of parental unemployment, in which 
previous studies have focused on more immediate 
effects of job loss [11], and have not included long 
periods of unemployment and the related long last-
ing negative economic consequences [9]. In the pre-
sent study we did not have information on the 
duration of the unemployment and also included 
home makers, who are likely to be unemployed for an 
extended time period. Indeed, insufficient income 
and fear of lacking money have previously been asso-
ciated with ‘inadequate’ parenting and subsequent 
reduced adolescent academic achievement [30].

Strengths and limitations

A key strength of the study is the use of high-quality 
registry data on GPA and school completion com-
bined with a self-report measure of family cohesion 
with multiple items from a validated resilience scale 
that has been thoroughly psychometrically evaluated 
on the current sample [28]. Furthermore, we used 
objective register-based measures of family income 
and parental education level that are devoid of the 
limitations common to self-reported measures.

A central limitation is the measure of parental 
unemployment which was based on adolescent self-
report. There was no information available on the 
duration of the unemployment, which could be 
important in the context of parental unemployment 
[13]. Given the cross-sectional design of the study, 
the temporal order cannot be established. For 
instance, for some adolescents with chronic illness, 
their illness could influence parental work–life par-
ticipation over time. We do not have longitudinal 
information on both parental unemployment and 
GPA, which could help untangle the association fur-
ther. Furthermore, we did not have data on other 
variables that could be important, such as which 
schools the adolescents attended. However, this had 
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little effect on estimates from a previous register-
based study from Norway [14].

Finally, attrition from the study may have impacted 
the generalisability of the results. Some adolescents 
may have dropped out of school before the study 
period, and thus are not included in the current sam-
ple. However, the mean GPA of the study sample was 
identical to the mean GPA of Norway in 2012, which 
lends support to the representativeness of the sample 
regarding one of our main dependent variables [31].

Conclusions and implications

Adolescents with parents outside the workforce are at 
increased risk of school dropout and lower grades in 
comparison with adolescents with two working par-
ents. This risk indicator may help to identify groups 
who could benefit from preventive interventions. 
Parental and family support may be one viable strat-
egy due to the importance of family-level factors for 
these associations [32].

Acknowledgements

The author(s) are grateful to all participants who 
made this study possible and would also like to thank 
the Bergen Child Study group.

Declaration of conflicting interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of 
interest with respect to the research, authorship, and/
or publication of this article.

Funding

The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following 
financial support for the research, authorship, and/or 
publication of this article: This work was supported 
by the Norwegian Research Council (grant number 
324963).

OrCiD iD

Kristin Gärtner Askeland  https://orcid.org/0000- 
0003-2031-1052

Supplemental material

Supplemental material for this article is available 
online.

references
 [1] De Ridder KAA, Pape K, Cuypers K, et al. High school drop-

out and long-term sickness and disability in young adult-
hood: a prospective propensity score stratified cohort study 
(the Young-HUNT study). BMC Public Health2013;13:941.

 [2] Bruusgaard D, Smeby L and Claussen B. Education and 
disability pension: a stronger association than previously 
found. Scand J Public Health 2010;38:686–690.

 [3] Hyggen C and Ekhaugen T. Samfunnsøkonomisk vurdering av 
marginalisering og utenforskap. Oslo: Oslo Economics, 2021.

 [4] Roth B, Becker N, Romeyke S, et al. Intelligence and school 
grades: a meta-analysis. Intelligence 2015;53:118–137.

 [5] Riglin L, Petrides KV, Frederickson N, et al. The relation-
ship between emotional problems and subsequent school 
attainment: a meta-analysis. J Adolesc 2014;37:335–346.

 [6] Rockhill CM, Vander Stoep A, McCauley E, et al. Social com-
petence and social support as mediators between comorbid 
depressive and conduct problems and functional outcomes 
in middle school children. J Adolesc 2009;32:535–553.

 [7] Daily SM, Mann MJ, Kristjansson AL, et al. School climate 
and academic achievement in middle and high school stu-
dents. J School Health 2019;89:173–180.

 [8] González-Rodríguez D, Vieira M-J and Vidal J. Factors that 
influence early school leaving: a comprehensive model. Edu-
cat Res 2019;61:214–230.

 [9] Lehti H, Erola J and Karhula A. The heterogeneous effects 
of parental unemployment on siblings’ educational out-
comes. Res Soc Strat Mobil 2019;64:100439.

 [10] Bandura A. Social learning theory of aggression. J Commun 
1978;28:12–29.

 [11] Andersen SH. Common genes or exogenous shock? Disen-
tangling the causal effect of paternal unemployment on chil-
dren's schooling efforts. Eur Sociol Rev 2013;29:477–488.

 [12] Read S, Hietajärvi L and Salmela-Aro K. School burnout 
trends and sociodemographic factors in Finland 2006–2019. 
Soc Psychiatry Psychiatr Epidemiol 2022;57:1659–1669.

 [13] Lindemann K and Gangl M. The intergenerational effects 
of unemployment: how parental unemployment affects 
educational transitions in Germany. Res Soc Strat Mobil 
2019;62:100410.

 [14] Rege M, Telle K and Votruba M. Parental job loss and chil-
dren's school performance. Rev Econ Stud 2011;78:1462–
1489.

 [15] Jensen SS, Lindemann K and Weiss F. Parental job loss and 
the role of unemployment duration and income changes for 
children’s education. Eur Sociol Rev 2023:jcad068.

 [16] Müller S, Riphahn RT and Schwientek C. Paternal unem-
ployment during childhood: causal effects on youth work-
lessness and educational attainment. Oxford Econ Papers 
2017;69:213–238.

 [17] Hysing M, Petrie KJ, Bøe T, et al. Parental work absentee-
ism is associated with increased symptom complaints and 
school absence in adolescent children. BMC Pub Health 
2017;17:439.

 [18] Stevens AH and Schaller J. Short-run effects of parental job 
loss on children's academic achievement. Econ Educ Rev 
2011;30:289–299.

 [19] Jensen SS. The timing of parental unemployment and 
children’s academic achievement. Adv Life Course Res 
2023;57:100557.

 [20] Mörk E, Sjögren A and Svaleryd H. Consequences of paren-
tal job loss on the family environment and on human capital 
formation – evidence from workplace closures. Labour Econ 
2020;67:101911.

 [21] Knudsen K and Wærness K. National context and spouses’ 
housework in 34 countries. Eur Sociol Rev 2007;24:97–113.

 [22] Kalil A and Ziol-Guest KM. Parental employment cir-
cumstances and children’s academic progress. Soc Sci Res 
2008;37:500–515.

 [23] Marlow SA and Rehman N. The relationship between fam-
ily processes and school absenteeism and dropout: a meta-
analysis. Educ Dev Psychol 2021;38:3–23.

 [24] Englund MM, Egeland B and Collins WA. Exceptions to 
high school dropout predictions in a low-income sample: do 
adults make a difference? J Soc Issue 2008;64:77–94.

 [25] Conger RD and Donnellan MB. An interactionist perspec-
tive on the socioeconomic context of human development. 
Annu Rev Psychol 2007;58:175–199.

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2031-1052
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2031-1052


10  Askeland et al.

 [26] Aakvik A, Vaage K and Salvanes KG. Educational attainment 
and family background. Ger Econ Rev 2005;6:377–394.

 [27] Hjemdal O, Friborg O, Stiles TC, et al. A new scale for adoles-
cent resilience: grasping the central protective resources behind 
healthy development. Meas Eval Couns Dev 2006;39:84–96.

 [28] Askeland KG, Hysing M, Sivertsen B, et al. Factor structure 
and psychometric properties of the resilience scale for ado-
lescents (READ). Assessment 2019; 27:1575–1587.

 [29] Coelli MB. Parental job loss and the education enrollment 
of youth. Labour Econ 2011;18:25–35.

 [30] Tulk L, Montreuil S, Pierce T, et  al. Does parental work 
affect the psychological well-being and educational success 
of adolescents? Commun, Work Family 2016;19:80–102.

 [31] Hysing M, Harvey AG, Linton SJ, et al. Sleep and academic 
performance in later adolescence: results from a large popu-
lation-based study. J Sleep Res 2016;25:318–324.

 [32] Smith TE, Sheridan SM, Kim EM, et  al. The effects of 
family–school partnership interventions on academic and 
social-emotional functioning: a meta-analysis exploring 
what works for whom. Educ Psychol Rev 2020;32:511–544.


