Too much for the Dutch? How the Dutch
baby boom affected kinship size in 2018

Dutch kinship network data, Vera de Bel argues, suggest that the Dutch baby boom has
trickled down from one generation to the next, leading to larger numbers of aunts, uncles, and
cousins for people born thirty years after the boom.

Demographic changes are reshaping our kinship networks. Falling fertility not only affects the
number of children people have, but also the number of siblings, cousins, and grandchildren
available to future generations. Furthermore, population aging influences the number of years
we share with parents and grandparents, as well as the caring responsibilities that come with
them. Lastly, divorce, re-partnering, and subsequent multi-partner fertility introduce new
types of kin into our networks, such as half-siblings and step-grandparents.

To gain a better understanding of these changes, it is essential to map kinship networks
empirically (see e.g. Jiang 2025). However, data that allow us to do so are scarce. Kolk et al
(2023) recently published a study in which they counted how many relatives Swedes have. We
replicated their approach work using kinship network data from the Dutch population
registers (Bel et al. 2025). In our study, we focus on three birth cohorts to anchor the
comparison with Sweden: 1935 to represent the pre-WW?2 cohort; 1955 to represent the baby-
boom generation born in the years following WW2; and 1985 to represent the generation born
after the onset of the Second Demographic Transition (SDT).

Figure 1 shows the number of kin Dutch people have by age. At first glance, this picture is
quite similar to the one in Sweden. However, two remarkable differences can be observed: one
related to the Dutch baby boom, the other to higher multi-partner fertility in Sweden.
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Figure 1. Average number of living kin by age: Dutch individuals, excluding
first-generation migrants, aged 103-0 years on October 1% 2018
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Note: Birth cohorts in parentheses. The average number of kin declines for younger
birth cohorts also because some of them were not yet born at the time of
observation. Conversely, the average number of kin for older birth cohorts may be
influenced by the lack of parent—child links in our data. Source: de Bel et al. (2025).

Dutch baby boom

Table 1 shows the number of children, nieces and nephews, siblings, cousins, and aunts and
uncles that people have. It presents these counts for individuals born in 1935, 1955, and 1985.
The numbers for Sweden are taken from the Swedish study (Kolk et al., 2023), while the
figures for the Netherlands are newly calculated.

Table 1. Average number of living kin by cohort in Sweden (SE) in 2017 and the
Netherlands (NL) on October 1512018
Cohort: birthyear (age) SE (M/F) NL(M/F) %A (M/F)

Children 1935 (83) - pre-WW2 20/2.0 21/23 +5%/+15%
1955 (63) - babyboom 1.9/2.0 1.8/1.8 -5%/-10%
Nieces/nephews 1955 (63) - babyboom 4.1 5.5 +34%
Siblings 1955 (63) - baby boom 1.9 2.7 +42%
1985 (33) - post-SDT 2.2 1.8 18%
Cousins 1985 (33) - post-SDT 8.1 11.2 +38%
Aunts/uncles 1985 (33) - post-SDT 3.7 5.1 +38%

%A = ((NL - SE)/SE) *100; M = Male; F = Female
Source: Kolk et al. (2023) and Bel et al. (2025)

Dutch women born in 1935, representing the pre-WW2 cohort, had 2.3 children on average,
and 16% had four or more children, compared to 9% in Sweden (not shown in Table 1).
Swedish women in the same cohort had 2.0 children on average, or 15% fewer.
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People born in 1955, the baby-boom generation, have 2.7 living siblings and 5.5 living nieces
and nephews on average, i.e. 42% more siblings and 34% more nieces and nephews than their
Swedish counterparts. Looking at the next generation, born in 1985, allows us to observe what
we interpret as a trickle-down effect of the Dutch baby boom: people born in 1985 have 38%
more aunts and uncles (5.1) and cousins (11.2) than their Swedish peers.

Multi-partner fertility in Sweden

We also observe a reversal in the average number of siblings between the two countries.
Dutch people from the 1955 cohort have 2.7 siblings on average, compared to 1.9 in Sweden,
which amounts to a difference of 42%. However, Dutch people born 30 years later, in 1985,
have an average of 1.8 siblings, compared to 2.2 in Sweden, which is 18% fewer.

As a result of higher divorce rates in Sweden than in the Netherlands (2.8 vs. 2.0 per 100
persons in 2013; Eurostat, 2024), multi-partner fertility and the presence of half-siblings
became increasingly common from the mid-20th century onward (Turunen and Kolk 2017).
Consequently, the 1985 Dutch cohort has just 0.1 paternal half-sibling and on average fewer
than 0.1 maternal half-siblings, compared to 0.4 paternal and 0.3 maternal half-siblings in
Sweden (not shown in Table 1).

Conclusion

Our study shows similarities between Dutch and Swedish kinship networks, but it also
highlights two interesting differences. First, our results suggest that the Dutch baby boom has
trickled down from one generation to the next, leading to larger numbers of aunts, uncles, and
cousins for people born 30 years after the boom. Second, Dutch kinship networks show a
lower number of half-siblings compared to Sweden, which can be explained by lower divorce
rates in The Netherlands.
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