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1 Introduction

I: Why do you believe people enter into partnership later and marry less?

R: Maybe because now there are not so many problems, I mean . . . the 
fact that you do not marry is . . . I imagine that before they looked 
upon you more badly. I do not know if . . . if they had looked at me 
very badly. No, to tell the truth I do not care, but well . . . maybe 
if I would have been brought up differently. . . . At home they 
are . . . my mother at least, used to be more religious, now she has 
lost a bit her faith but (laughs) . . . Poor woman! But . . . how can 
you know if . . . I believe that nowadays . . . in former times it 
was true, ten years ago, . . . you would have moved in together with 
someone and it was something else than today, today there are many, 
many couples that go to live together, or maybe. . . . The truth is that 
I do not know, I do not know. (Inés, 28 years old, cohabiting; my trans-
lation from Domingo, 1997, p. 209)

1.1 THE TRANSFORMATION OF PARTNERSHIPS

No longer than 40 years ago, marriage used to mark the start of a fi rst 
union for most couples in Europe, the overwhelming majority of children 
were born and reared in marital unions, and a spouse’s death (rather than 
dissolution) was the far most common reason for the termination of a union 
(Festy, 1980). Since the late 1960s and early 1970s, however, family living 
has undergone profound transformations with marriage postponement, rise 
in cohabitation (particularly since the beginning of the 1980s), lowering fer-
tility, and increasing divorce rates (Kiernan, 2000), which have impacted the 
prevalence and meaning of marriage (Axinn & Thornton, 2000; Manting, 
1996; Cherlin, 1994). Nowadays, in many European countries cohabitation 
has increasingly become a common way to start a fi rst union. Together with 
cohabitation, nonmarital childbearing rose to unprecedented levels (Ermisch, 
2005; Kiernan, 2001) while lifelong marriage has been progressively post-
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poned and eroded by divorce. All these changes have important implications 
for the demographic structure of the population as well as for the private 
and public domains of people’s life. The spectacular rise in cohabiting unions 
has impacted not only the forms of living arrangements as such, but may 
also have long-term consequences for individuals. Indeed, though involving 
a shared living, cohabitation—unlike marriage—is generally characterised 
by a lower degree of commitment, lower fertility, and a higher risk of dis-
ruption (Mills, 2000; Wu, 2000; Praint, 1995). Cohabitation also legally 
implies fewer entitlements (e.g., tax allowances, some welfare benefi ts such 
as transfer of pension rights or the right to occupancy/inheritance of the 
dwelling upon death of the partner) but also involves fewer responsibilities 
towards the partner (e.g., maintenance, support, a shared living) and none 
towards his/her kin. Furthermore, it contributes to the process of marriage 
postponement because it is in itself an experience that takes time to make, 
especially when it is not later converted into marriage (Oppenheimer, 1994). 
Because cohabitation implies the postponement of marital commitment and 
it is characterised by a lower (nonmarital) fertility, it might indirectly con-
tribute to the lowering of fertility through the postponement of fi rst child-
birth and consequent reduction in the time available for parity progression 
(Wu, 2000). The distinctive characteristics of cohabitation also imply, for 
example, a profound change in the intergenerational relationships as well 
as in the transmission of care and familial resources (a still much unex-
plored domain), and—upon disruption—in the prevalence of ‘reconstituted’ 
families and of single-headed households. The transformations in the family 
structure and prevalence of nontraditional living arrangements, which come 
along with increasing levels of cohabiting unions, are of high substantive 
interest and policy relevance. This is because of their effect on individuals’ 
current and later life chances because ‘families’ are still the locus where most 
of individuals’ well-being is being produced and secured.

The great deal of intra-European diversity in the extent of cohabiting 
unions is also of high interest. Why has cohabitation risen much slower in 
southern Europe? How do individuals strategically choose between cohabit-
ing and marrying within different, and changing, contexts? In other words, 
what is the relation between macro-level context and micro-level individual 
actions? This book describes and accounts for the dramatic, and uneven, 
rise in cohabitation across European countries. The idea presented in this 
book is that people’s choice to adopt cohabitation in their fi rst partnership 
is (also) infl uenced by what they perceive other people are doing. In this 
framework, the investigation of the emergence of cohabitation—its driv-
ing mechanisms and differences between countries—should contribute to 
a better understanding of the dynamics of change in the process of family 
formation over time. It will shed light on some of the recent modifi cations in 
family formation, such as declining marriage rates, later family formation, 
and subsequent declining fertility rates. This is a relevant issue because the 
timing and nature of women’s partnership decisions have played a crucial 
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role in the demographic changes that have characterised recent decades. 
Indeed, forming a partnership is a choice whose effects are likely to spill 
over to subsequent events in the transition to adulthood (e.g., by affecting 
the timing of entry into motherhood and/or the spacing between children) 
but also in relation to the risk of dissolution. But, fi rst of all, how often is 
cohabitation practised in Europe, and how large are the differences between 
countries?

1.2 PREMARITAL COHABITATION 
AS A RECENT PHENOMENON

The growth in premarital cohabitation, as a way to form a new family, can 
be considered as one of the most dramatic changes in family life over the 
last 40 years. By cohabitation we mean here a co-residential union of two 
partners in an intimate relationship1 without being legally married. Cohab-
itation, together with out-of-wedlock childbirth, has increasingly become 
more widespread all over Europe (Ermisch, 2005; Kiernan, 1999, 2002, 
2004a). However, this has happened at different speeds and reached differ-
ent levels in different countries. In the early 1960s, premarital cohabitation 
was exceptional in most European countries (Blossfeld, 1995) and was rare 
even in Sweden, a country where cohabitation has old roots (Hoem, 1995; 
Trost, 1979). Today, cohabitation has not only fundamentally changed its 
social meaning (Manting, 1996; Rogoff Ramsey, 1996; Seltzer, 2004) but 
has become commonplace in most European countries, particularly among 
the younger generation (Ermisch, 2005; Mills, 2000; Kiernan, 2006a). 
There are, nevertheless, great differences in the extent, signifi cance, and 
meaning of cohabitation across Europe (Cherlin, 2004; Kiernan, 1999, 
2002; Prinz, 1995).

In Southern Europe, cohabitation is still rare and mostly an urban phe-
nomenon, or, in the case of Italy, found in the northern parts of the country 
(Barbagli, Castiglioni & Dalla Zuanna, 2003; Castiglioni & Dalla Zuanna, 
1994, Dalla Zuanna & Righi, 1999; De Sandre, 1997, 2000; Pinelli & De 
Rose, 1995). In other European countries, three different trends in cohabit-
ing unions can be detected. In some Central European countries like West 
Germany and the Netherlands, cohabitation has become a kind of a socially 
accepted, short-term prelude to marriage, and it is typically transformed 
into marriage when couples have a child (Blossfeld et al., 1999; Blossfeld 
& Mills, 2001; Jong Gierveld & Liefbroer, 1995; Mills, 2000; Mills & 
Trovato, 2000). In other countries, such as (the former socialist) East Ger-
many, Austria, France, Great Britain, Finland, or Norway, cohabitation has 
developed into an accepted alternative to marriage and begins to be con-
nected with a high rate of extramarital births (Huinink, 1995; Leridon & 
Toulemon, 1995; Toulemon, 1997). In other words, cohabitation experi-
ences tend to last longer and are increasingly the locus where childbirth 
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may take place. And fi nally, the third trend can be seen in Denmark and 
Sweden, where cohabitation and marital unions seem to have normatively 
and legally converged to such a degree that for young couples the choice 
between marriage and cohabitation seems to be solely a matter of private 
taste, even when children are involved (Duvander, 2000; Hoem, 1995; Leth-
Sorensen & Rohwer, 2001). In these countries cohabiting unions are the far 
most common partnership form, and a succession of cohabitation experi-
ences may characterise the life course of individuals. Here, furthermore, the 
highest proportion of cohabiting unions is eventually never converted into 
legal marriages.

These differences in both the social meaning and extent of cohabita-
tion practice in Europe raise the following questions: What are the reasons 
behind this uneven rise of cohabiting unions? How can these cross-country 
differences be explained? How did the current levels come about? Or, to put 
it more generally, what drives the diffusion of cohabitation? This question 
has not been convincingly answered yet, although some descriptions and 
tentative accounts of the phenomena have been given at both macro and 
individual levels, as we see in the next chapter.

Macro-level explanations of cohabitation as a diffusion process have so 
far distinguished a series of successive stages in the diffusion of cohabita-
tion, resulting in three to four clusters of countries (Hoem & Hoem, 1988; 
Kiernan, 1993, 1999; Prinz, 1995; Roussel, 1992; Roussel & Festy, 1978; 
Trost, 1979). They argue that there is a common pattern of change in which 
cohabitation is to be observed fi rst in the north and later diffused to the 
south of Europe2. In the fi rst stage, cohabitation emerges as a rare practice 
by a selected group of forerunners who adopt it for a specifi c interest and 
particular reasons, whereas most people marry without fi rst living together. 
This stage is found in Southern Europe today, or in the Swedish case, could 
be seen until the end of the 1960s (see Trost, 1978). In the second stage, 
cohabitation becomes a more widely practised form of living arrangement. 
Into this cluster fall Austria, Finland, France, Germany, Great Britain, The 
Netherlands, Norway, and Switzerland. In these countries cohabitation 
emerged in the 1970s and it tends to be a temporary phase preceding mar-
riage, which can either be associated with a signifi cant or a negligible rate of 
extramarital births. In the third stage, cohabitation is well established and 
constitutes an institutionalised form of union. This latter group of countries 
comprises Denmark and Sweden, where cohabitation emerged in the mid- 
to late 1960s and is now the far prevalent norm, also with respect to the 
birth of children:

During the 1960s those couples starting a cohabitation without being 
married chose to cohabit instead of marrying. . . . From 1972 or1973 
or so cohabitation without marriage is the ‘normal’ behaviour and is 
in no respect at all a deviant phenomenon. Everyone does it and are 
obedient to the informal social norm knitted to the social institution 
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of cohabitation without marriage. In today’s Sweden and Denmark 
couples do not choose to cohabit instead of marry. They just cohabit. 
(Trost, 1978, p. 186)

These macro analyses provide sound country typologies but are neither 
the different paces of spread in cohabitation accounted for, nor do they 
explain much about the mechanisms at play in fostering the diffusion pro-
cess. Unfortunately, they do not deal with expected convergence or contin-
ued divergence between countries and they do not include any micro-level 
data analysis (Prinz, 1995). Such a macro approach to diffusion offers some 
good insights but does not specifi cally address through which mechanisms 
the diffusion process can exercise pressure by limiting or supporting spe-
cifi c individuals’ choices (Palloni, 2001; Reed, Briere & Casterline, 1999). 
Existing explanations do not address how the diffusion process can inter-
vene in the defi nition of behavioural options available to individuals, espe-
cially through time, when decisions are taken. Indeed, in previous studies 
there is an implicit assumption that all partnering options are potentially 
always available to all individuals to the same degree across time and space. 
This assumption means both a perfect knowledge about the functioning 
and consequences of cohabiting (absence of uncertainties) and an absence 
of constraints, or (moral) resistances as regards its choice. It is an espe-
cially improbable assumption at the beginning of the diffusion process when 
cohabitation is an innovative practice with a high content of uncertainty and 
is associated with moral stigma; thus, when ongoing practices, attitudes, 
and behavioural norms are being challenged. For example, it is unlikely 
that a young French woman considering the option of cohabiting in the late 
1960s would face the same degree of uncertainty about the potential costs 
and consequences of her choice, as a similar age woman taking the same 
decision 20 or 30 years later. The same would be true for the fi rst woman 
if she was 10 or 15 years older, thus taking her choice in the late 1970s or 
mid-1980s. Both personal characteristics and contextual circumstances are 
subject to change, as is the meaning of cohabitation and its degree of accep-
tance, along with its becoming a more common and established partnership 
option (Seltzer, 2004). Following this hypothetical example, another criti-
cism that could be addressed to the macro approaches defi ning typologies 
or phases in the diffusion process is their leaving unspecifi ed the reference 
to a temporal or spatial trend, whereby all countries would be following 
the same path (although with differing tempo and speeds). In other words, 
does the Swedish case simply illustrate what will be Spain’s future in the 
long run?

Building on these critiques, in this study we relax the assumption that 
societies comprise completely free ‘isolated actors’ by describing and model-
ling the mechanisms through which social infl uence may affect individuals’ 
decision processes. Stemming from social psychology, social infl uence is the 
term most commonly used to describe that what others say and do affects 
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much of individuals’ behaviour3. It is within this broad meaning that we 
intend to make use of the term in this work; with reference to how, when 
facing uncertainty about decisions on engaging in a certain type of behav-
iour, others’ models may alter the balance between restraints and desires 
by raising or lowering either or both. We argue that the more common 
is cohabiting, the less is the perception of social stigma attached to doing 
it and the higher the perceived advantage it entails in the eyes of young 
people4. Social infl uence, which can be generically defi ned as the tendency 
to conform to the conduct of other individuals, is the effect on individu-
als’ conduct played by their perceptions of each others’ values, beliefs, and 
behaviour (see Aronson, 1999; Cialdini, 1984; Coleman, 1990, Jones, 1984; 
Kuran, 1995). Accounting for social infl uence is done here by introducing 
theoretically informed, nation-specifi c and time-varying (macro) contextual 
factors in the study of the adoption of cohabitation at the micro level, as we 
see in chapters 3 and 5. These contextual factors are used to account for the 
degree of cohabitation ‘contagiousness’ produced by social infl uence with 
the unrolling of the diffusion process.

1.3 GOALS OF THIS STUDY

Explanations given so far to the rise in cohabiting unions have focussed 
on the infl uence of individuals’ characteristics on the individual rate of 
adoption, or on (cross-sectional) aggregate measures in explaining aggre-
gate levels of adoption. However, none has yet taken account of individu-
als’ embeddedness in a social context, wherein the easiness and meaning of 
cohabitation change over time and where individuals can be infl uenced by 
others’ behaviours. By missing out the contextual characteristics in which 
individuals’ frame their choices, previous analyses of the rationale of cohab-
iting unions have failed to investigate and explain whether, why, and how 
the transformation from low to high levels of premarital cohabitation has 
taken place (Casterline, 2001). We believe, instead, that individuals’ recip-
rocal infl uence, beside the institutional contexts and individuals’ character-
istics, is yet another extremely important factor to be added to the analyses 
of the infl uences on individuals’ decision to adopt cohabitation. This is the 
process that we wish to study here.

We will do so by focussing on the individuals’ decision to enter a part-
nership, and try to explain how others’ previous behaviours can infl uence 
their choice to do it by adopting cohabitation rather than marrying. We 
will take into account both individuals’ specifi c characteristics (by using 
individual-level survey data and longitudinal models), the effect of differ-
ent institutional contexts (by adopting a comparative case study approach), 
and that of individuals’ reciprocal infl uence through enacted behaviours and 
previous examples of the new practice by other individuals in the social sys-
tem (through our diffusion account). To capture the social and normative 



Introduction 7

change across time, this book studies the diffusion of cohabitation across 
successive birth cohorts5 of young women.

This fi eld of research has only partially been addressed. We already know 
something from previous studies about the infl uence of women’s socioeco-
nomic circumstances on the decision to enter cohabitation (Blossfeld, 1995; 
Kiernan, 1999, 2000, 2001, 2004b; Klijzing & Corijn, 2002; Kravdal, 1999; 
Wu, 2000; Xie et al., 2001), but paradoxically almost nothing is known 
about the effect exercised by the social context in which individuals make 
their choices and that changes over time. This is a surprising fact because of 
the long and general recognition at a theoretical level of the infl uence played 
by the cultural and normative contexts on individuals’ behaviour6.

Our aim is thus to explain the diffusion of cohabitation by fi lling in 
this gap between micro-level and macro-context of action with respect to 
young women’s decision to adopt cohabitation instead of marriage. This 
study endeavours to determine whether a diffusion approach could enhance 
our understanding of the recent changes in union behaviours, in a positive 
attempt to bridge the divide between diffusion theory and the empirical 
examination of the life course. We are going to focus on the dynamic shift 
of cohabitation from a rare and deviant form of partnership to a common 
and socially accepted union (Prinz, 1995; Trost, 1979), and on the concomi-
tant transformation of marriage from a socially prescribed choice to a mere 
option. The specifi c aim of the analyses presented in the following chapters 
is thus to explore the nature and relevance of the mechanisms responsible 
for changes over time in women’s likelihood to initiate their fi rst partnership 
by cohabiting rather than marrying.

This work aims to contribute to diffusion theory through an empirical 
and comparative exercise. For this reason, the results obtained are also 
important in that they provide strong support for the hypothesis that a 
mechanism related to social infl uence does indeed affect individuals’ choice 
to adopt cohabitation, and thus its spread. In this respect, we are concerned 
not only with the development of indicators for the description and empiri-
cal test of the diffusion process of cohabitation in itself, but more generally 
with the understanding of diffusion processes and social change.On the one 
hand, this is a study of the particular social phenomenon of cohabitation, 
but on the other, this can also be seen as one example of the more general 
social processes of diffusion.

To this general interest, a more specifi c research question is added. This 
second question relates to the characteristic time-related structure of the 
diffusion process of cohabitation (detailed in chapter 3). We argue that an 
individual’s relative advantage entailed in choosing to cohabit will depend, 
amongst other things, on the following factors: others’ experiences with 
cohabitation, the general opinion concerning this practice, and the level of 
social approval associated with doing so (see also Ermisch, 2005). This gen-
eral level of social acceptance in turn is a function of the population of indi-
viduals who already have adopted it in previous generations, or amongst 
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an individual’s peers. One of the issues we investigate here is whether the 
behaviour of previous generations or of peers is more infl uential. As dis-
cussed in the following chapters, in analytical terms this means testing two 
different mechanisms of social infl uence that potentially affect individuals’ 
willingness to adopt cohabitation: knowledge-awareness (people’s percep-
tion about the general prevalence, rationale, and meaning of cohabitation in 
the society), and direct social modelling (more direct examples of adoption 
of cohabitation from ‘similar’ others). In the empirical analyses we explore 
the shape and relative infl uence played by these two mechanisms related to 
the diffusion process, beside the role of socioeconomic factors.

To avoid raising unfulfi lled expectations, let us make clear from the very 
beginning what this book will not deal with. In this study, we only focus 
on premarital cohabitation experiences, as those partnerships comprising 
the sharing of a living space, requiring a sexual relationship beyond friend-
ship, and lasting a minimum duration7. We do not explore or compare 
cross-sectional measures of aggregate levels of cohabitation for women and 
men in European countries because the diffusion of cohabitation is a com-
plex dynamic process unrevealing over time. Nor does our analysis include 
repeated experiences of co-residential unions in women’s life course or focus 
on their duration because we aim at capturing and explaining the mecha-
nisms and differences in the takeup process across countries.

To better capture the innovative content of cohabitation, this study con-
centrates instead on women’s fi rst adoption of cohabitation (before mar-
riage if it ever occurs) in six different European institutional contexts chosen 
as case studies: the conservative-corporatist West Germany and France, the 
former socialist East Germany8, the social-democratic Sweden, and the 
familialist Italy and Spain (Esping-Andersen, 1999; Ferrera, 1993, 1996). 
These countries were chosen to comprise the highest degree of variability in 
institutional contexts, welfare regimes9, and family cultures, as well as in the 
pace and tempo of the diffusion process. Some attention is also devoted to 
the transition to residential independence (fi rst exit from the parental home) 
and to the alternative option to marry.

These choices have both theoretical and empirical rationales. First, 
the selection of countries covers the entire spectrum of European welfare 
regimes with the exclusion of the liberal (United Kingdom10) but the inclu-
sion of a former Eastern context. This choice allows us to distinguish and 
compare the effects exercised by different institutional contexts as well as to 
capture different stages and speeds in the process of diffusion of cohabita-
tion. The high degree of variation also means setting a severe empirical test 
with respect to the mechanisms linked to social infl uence, which are thought 
to drive the diffusion process.

Second, we have concentrated only on the experiences of women for both 
theoretical and practical reasons. On the one hand, different life events and 
individual characteristics infl uence men and women very differently. The 
gender division of labour, for example, creates gender specifi c relationships 



Introduction 9

between explanatory variables and the choice to partner11. On the other 
hand, it also arises from data availability for such an ambitious longitudinal 
comparative project covering a 30-year time span. In fact, we conducted 
the analyses on the (retrospectively collected) life histories of a common 
sample of women between 15 and 39 years of age from the Family and 
Fertility Surveys (FFSs). These national surveys represent an extremely rich 
and highly comparable source of data, comprising retrospective records of 
individuals’ educational, occupational, partnership, and fertility careers 
(Festy & Prioux, 2002). However, the underrepresentation of men in the 
FFSs surveys samples does not leave enough events to allow us to investigate 
men’s sensitivity to social infl uence. The selection made includes women 
born between 1954 and 1973. These birth cohorts have been recognised 
as the main protagonist of the changes in partnership formation brought 
about by the Second Demographic Transition (Lesthaeghe, 1995; Surkyn & 
Lesthaeghe, 2004; Van de Kaa, 1987). Thus the chosen strategy allows us to 
capture the main changes in family formation along different stages of the 
diffusion process from the perspective of women’s experience.

Third, the decision to study only the fi rst ever adoption of cohabitation 
is based on the need to capture the innovative content of nonmarital unions 
in the eyes of its adopters. The aim is to depict the factors and mechanisms 
behind the diffusion of cohabitation as a means to initiate a co-residential 
union amongst young people. The innovative character of a newly intro-
duced practice, and the uncertainty that it involves, can be better captured 
by the study of its fi rst adoption by each individual. Moreover, subsequent 
cohabitation may be affected by different mechanisms and constraints (Wu, 
2000), like the legal inability to marry or the relative convenience not to 
marry (to prevent the loss of welfare benefi ts, like housing or pension, or 
entitlements to alimony).

In turn, some attention is instead paid to the treatment of events in paral-
lel careers12, which may exert a direct infl uence on the adoption of cohabi-
tation: the acquisition of residential independence from the parental family 
and the experience of a pregnancy. Furthermore, because marrying repre-
sents an alternative option to cohabitation when deciding to enter a fi rst 
partnership, the transition to marriage is also explored.

To sum up, the research question that this book attempts to answer is the 
following: What can explain the different pace and levels of the practice of 
cohabitation across Europe? Particular attention is given to testing two pos-
sible mechanisms driving the diffusion process of cohabitation.

1.4 THE THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL 
APPROACH FOLLOWED

The fi rst specifi city of this study is its focus on individuals’ social embed-
dedness. The choice to begin a partnership as a cohabitation is seen here 
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as an individually taken ‘contextualised’ decision, by which we mean a 
choice nested within a set of constraints (whether perceived or not) affect-
ing individuals’ action. For this reason, it is not sensible to study young 
women’s choice to adopt cohabitation independently from the presence of 
‘situational’ opportunities and constraints, obligations and conditionings 
with which they are confronted. This set of constraints is not only individual 
specifi c, like for example the amount of individual resources available over 
the life course, it is also moulded by specifi c national contexts, which defi ne 
the available (or ‘proper’) behavioural options and opportunities. Indeed, in 
the defi nition of the situation in which individuals develop their strategies, 
the legal framework, the value system and normative pressure are important 
intervening factors (Boudon, 1981). A large body of sociological and psy-
chosociological research has already shown the relevance of actors’ social 
embeddedness in shaping individuals’ behaviour via the infl uence of other 
actors’ behaviour (Åberg, 2001; Cialdini, 1984, 1993; Cialdini & Gold-
stein, 2004; Coleman, 1990; Jones, 1984; Kahan, 1997; Kuran, 1995; Pal-
loni, 2001). In line with this previous research we argue that the decision of 
when and how people enter their fi rst partnership is infl uenced by the social 
and cultural context to which individuals are tied, although they remain 
mostly unaware of it.

We argue that ‘social infl uence’ is the engine of the diffusion process. 
Social infl uence is linked to the current level of practice of cohabitation 
in a society. It is a factor exogenous to individuals but it is endogenously 
determined in a social system as a function of all previous individuals’ adop-
tions (both in an individual’s peer cohort and in past generations). In other 
words, social infl uence is not related to individuals’ own characteristics but 
is internally produced within the social system by others’ previous expe-
riences with cohabitation. The more people cohabit, the lower the social 
stigma associated to doing it, the more it is know about its consequences, 
and the more it is believed to be an effi cient choice, so that the easier it is for 
subsequent individuals to do the same. Thus the prevalence of cohabiters in 
the past is thought to determine the degree of social approval those choosing 
to enter cohabitation at a later time perceive they enjoy. Through the role 
of social infl uence, diffusion models are deemed to account for how exog-
enous changes in individuals’ behaviour in a given moment (e.g., cohabit-
ing brought about by an increasing uncertainty for young people in the 
labour market or a prolonged education) can increase the level of its social 
approval in subsequent times. This, in turn, may further increase the advan-
tage of cohabiting and induce yet larger numbers of individuals to decide to 
cohabit, which will, in turn, further infl uence the level of social acceptance 
in the future. Through this self-reinforcing mechanism, the process of dif-
fusion fosters new adoptions while at the same time the increasing levels of 
cohabitation change the meaning associated with its practice.

In this respect, this book contains an innovative theoretical and method-
ological approach. The approach adopted is embedded in a macro-sociolog-
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ical argument about the effect of social infl uence—together with structural 
and institutional changes—on the adoption of cohabitation in a micro-soci-
ological dynamic framework. In other words, by attempting to bridge the 
micro-macro dimension, our model aims to account for the development of 
the process of change at the societal level by explaining it through factors 
affecting individuals’ decision-making process (Cleland, 2001; Palloni, 2001; 
Reed Briere & Casterhine, 1999). Thus the approach chosen allows us to 
disentangle the different dimensions of the diffusion process of cohabitation 
at the level of young women’s life course. A new concept (social infl uence) 
is introduced in chapter 2 and a suggestion for its empirical operationalisa-
tion is discussed and tested. This approach enhances the comprehension 
of the diffusion process through the evaluation of the infl uence played by 
the mechanisms proposed (‘knowledge-awareness’ and ‘direct social model-
ling’) on the timing of entry into cohabitation while also leaving room for 
the interpretation and assessment of other important effects.

Similarly, individuals’ choices to cohabit are also not independent from insti-
tutional contexts and welfare systems, in that they promote or hinder specifi c 
family forms by allocating citizens different amounts of rights and responsibili-
ties (Daly, 1994, 1996; O’Connor, 1993, 1996; Orloff, 2002; Saraceno, 1988). 
By setting the range, generosity, and conditions of entitlement to provisions and 
benefi ts, they also shape familial obligations. It can be argued that ultimately 
specifi c national contexts and welfare models can be more or less conducive 
to the spread of new family forms such as cohabitation. We thus also adopt a 
comparative focus to analyse the extent to which the institutional and norma-
tive contexts affect the rate and the form of the diffusion process of cohabita-
tion and lead to a path-dependent development in each nation (Mayer, 2001). 
This book presents results using highly comparable data and models from six 
different institutional contexts, offering a wide range of variation both in terms 
of diffusion of cohabitation and of other important variables such as labour 
markets, educational and political systems, cultural and family traditions, and 
of historical legacies. The high degree of standardisation achieved13 enables a 
systematic and direct comparison of the results across countries.

We also provide a detailed description of the changes in some domains of 
the various institutional contexts over the last three decades. In particular, 
the development in labour markets, housing markets, and law on cohabiting 
unions are documented and discussed in relation to their effects on the rela-
tive advantage offered by cohabitation over marriage. Furthermore, a wider 
range of infl uences has been taken into account than in previous research, 
particularly, in addition to social infl uence, the effects of parallel events on two 
interrelated careers, namely that of pregnancy and the subsequent birth of a 
child, and that of gaining residential independence from the parental home. In 
the comparative framework adopted, these aspects are especially interesting 
for exploring the effect of the institutional contexts.

Because both individual and contextual characteristics change over the 
life-course and across birth cohorts, there is a need for an approach that 
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can take into account both these time-related dimensions. To capture the 
complex and dynamic nature of the diffusion process of cohabitation, the 
study presented in this book makes use of the most recent comparable sur-
vey data available, and the process of entry into partnership is described 
on the basis of a continuous succession of birth cohorts. This allows us 
to examine the long-term impact of several mechanisms on the growth of 
cohabitation, including that of social infl uence. In an event history analysis 
framework (Allison, 1984; Blossfeld & Rohwer, 1995b; Blossfeld, Hamerle 
& Mayer, 1989; Yamaguchi, 1991), a diffusion model at the individual level 
is developed and implemented14. Through this new approach it is suggested 
that a more complex mechanism may be at work in driving the diffusion of 
cohabitation than that envisaged by traditional models.

A big advantage of a life-course approach is that it allows us to detect 
and reconstruct the complex time-dependent structure of the process in 
more than one dimension. Through the chosen models it is possible to dis-
tinguish different calendars: historical time along individuals’ life courses 
and the process of change across a succession of birth cohorts15. This allows 
us not only to get a better grasp of the underlying process but also to unravel 
its temporal patterns (Mayer, 2000). In this framework women’s choice 
to cohabit is explained by their changing position in a developing social 
context, combined with their time-varying individual characteristics. This 
approach stresses the need to combine the changing macro (increasing rates 
of cohabitation and its acceptance) and micro (women’s characteristics) ele-
ments, which allow women to act and plan their lives strategically while 
being simultaneously constrained by their embeddedness in a social con-
text.

1.5 OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY

This book comprises seven chapters, including the present introduction. In 
chapter 2 the differences in the practice of cohabitation across Europe are 
documented. Current theories dealing with the phenomena are discussed 
and a new theoretical approach is introduced. A diffusion account is put 
forward as a possible explanation of these trends and is argued to be appro-
priate theoretically. Drawing on diffusion theory, we suggest that young 
women’s decisions to adopt cohabitation depend both on their personal 
characteristics and on their social embeddedness. In particular, we argue 
that in conditions of uncertainty brought about by the introduction of an 
innovative practice, it is rational for individuals to draw information from 
others’ previous experiences for conducting their behaviour. To conclude, 
the role of social infl uence in the diffusion of cohabitation is discussed.

In chapter 3 the current debate on the diffusion processes and their 
specifi city is developed. It is argued that combining a traditional structural 
account with a diffusion explanation is the best approach to follow. The 
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role of endogenous feedback effects is discussed and the timeframe structur-
ing the specifi c diffusion process of cohabitation analysed. We describe how, 
in the case of premarital cohabitation, adoption is confi ned to a relatively 
short window in the life course (transition from youth to adulthood) and the 
population of potential adopters is highly dynamic over time. This chapter 
also presents some fi rst results of the diffusion of cohabitation as captured 
by the indicators developed. These results offer an innovative picture of the 
changes on cohabitation practice over the period studied, but in themselves 
they are unable to tell us about the underlying mechanisms giving rise to the 
observed levels of nonmarital unions.

In chapter 4 the role played by institutional contexts in making cohabita-
tion appear attractive to young women is assessed. The institutional contexts 
in which the young women’s choices to cohabit take place are described. 
The longitudinal perspective followed in this study separates considering 
the current conditions, from the way these conditions have changed over the 
historical period relevant to the study. Thus the transformations that have 
taken place in recent decades in each country are briefl y documented. Some 
institutional features are particularly relevant to a rising interest in new 
forms of family arrangements. These settings and their changes are treated 
in distinct sections, namely: the development of laws and regulations fram-
ing partners’ entitlements and obligations, the general cultural contexts; the 
effects of educational expansion; increasing female labour force participa-
tion and rising uncertainty in labour markets, and, fi nally; the characteris-
tics of different housing markets. In each of these sections country-specifi c 
hypothesis are developed in relation to the specifi c opportunities and con-
straints on the decision to cohabit set by the institutional contexts and their 
transformations.

In chapter 5 the statistical models, data, and variables used in the subse-
quent empirical analyses are presented. Particular attention is given to the 
integration of a diffusion approach with event history analysis. Method-
ological and epistemological differences between the proposed individual 
level diffusion model and standard models are stressed. Because this analysis 
models the interrelated effect of two other parallel careers undertaken by 
individuals (residential autonomy and entrance into motherhood) on that 
of partnership formation, some discussion of the modelling of interrelated 
events is presented.

In chapter 6 the empirical fi ndings are presented and discussed. Initially, 
the changes across birth cohorts in the timing of leaving the parental home 
are documented and their interrelationship with corresponding changes in 
the entrance into partnership is assessed. This discussion concludes with the 
presentation of the most interesting results of a hazard rate model on young 
women’s exit from the parental home. In a second step, women’s decisions 
to enter a fi rst partnership are modelled in a competing risk framework. The 
effects of the institutional contexts are interpreted and the relative hypoth-
eses tested with respect to the entrance into marriage and the adoption of 
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cohabitation. The results of an additional individual-level diffusion model, 
specifi cally tailored to test the effects of the indicators of social infl uence 
thought to drive the diffusion of cohabitation, are then discussed. Finally, 
the relative infl uence of the two driving mechanisms is assessed.

In chapter 7 the results of this research are assessed with respect to the 
theoretical and methodological contribution of this diffusion approach. 
The meaning and implications of the fi ndings on the interpretation of the 
dynamic change in early family formation patterns is discussed. To con-
clude, some suggestions are given with respect to policy making.



2 Diffusion Processes and 
Longitudinal Approach

2.1 A LONGITUDINAL APPROACH FOR THE 
STUDY OF THE DIFFUSION OF COHABITATION

The rapid rise of cohabitation as an alternative form of living arrangement 
for young couples has been described as one of the most dramatic changes in 
family life that has occurred in the last decades (Kiernan, 2000, 2002; Wu, 
2000). But the onset and pace of its spread has been largely uneven across 
social groups, space, and time. Many previous analyses (Blossfeld, 1995; 
Kiernan, 1999, 2000, 2001; Prinz, 1995; Trost, 1978) have already noted a 
sharp north-south divide in cohabitation rates in Europe. In the mid-1990s 
around a third of couples under 35 were cohabiting in the UK, West Ger-
many, and East Germany, around two thirds in France, and well over 90% 
in Denmark and Sweden (Barlow et al. 2001; Kiernan, 1999). In Southern 
European countries such as Spain, Greece, or Italy, however, cohabitation 
was far less common, not exceeding 3% (Kiernan, 1999). Again, whereas 
in the mid-1990s in Sweden, Denmark, and Norway (together with East 
Germany) over 40% of women had their fi rst child in a cohabiting union, in 
Spain, Italy, and Greece the proportion keeps under 10% (Kiernan, 1999, 
2001).

What can explain these differences? This chapter deals with the contribu-
tion that a diffusion approach can offer to the understanding of how such 
rates vary both over time within countries and in the same period across 
countries. Diffusion relates to a learning process where a macro phenom-
enon, such as the increasing spread of a new behaviour, is the result of 
the combination of individuals’ actions at the micro level (Åberg, 2000; 
Cialdini & Trost, 1998; Kahan, 1997; Schelling, 1978). Diffusion, in fact, 
is conceived here as an individual-level process where previous adoption of 
cohabitation by some in the social system alters the probability of choosing 
to cohabit for the remaining members of the population (Durlauf & Walker, 
2001; Montgomery & Casterline, 1993; Palloni, 2001; Strang, 1991). A 
classical defi nition is the following: “[Diffusion] is the process by which an 
innovation is communicated through certain channels over time among the 
members of a social system” (Rogers, 1985, p. 19).
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And a more recent redefi nition comes from Palloni, who states, “A diffu-
sion process is one in which selection or adoption (rejection) of a behaviour 
or practice depends on an individual decision-making process that assigns 
signifi cant infl uence to the adoption (rejection) behaviour of other individuals 
within the social system” (Palloni, 2001, p. 90).

In the case of cohabitation, the diffusion process seems to occur as a spon-
taneous, unplanned, and innovative social process. Actors in this process, 
belonging to different cohorts and at different life stages, comprise two groups: 
those who have knowledge of, or have had experience of, cohabitation, and 
those who do not yet have such knowledge or experience. In addition, there 
must be communication channels (ranging from interpersonal contacts to 
impersonal sources like the mass media) connecting the two groups.

In this approach we understand the ability to form a partnership as being 
regulated both by individuals’ changing circumstances and by values and 
norms surrounding partnership behaviour. Although our approach as a whole 
considers the dual infl uence of the social structure (norms, legislation, social 
infl uence from previous adopters) and individual strategic action (preferences 
and resources) in the adoption of cohabitation, this chapter mainly deals with 
the fi rst aspect1.

This chapter begins by illustrating the main differences in the spread of 
cohabitation in Europe and their interrelations with the process of partner-
ship formation and other events (section 2.2). Sections 2.3 and 2.4 discuss 
previous fi ndings and, respectively, macro and micro accounts for the rise in 
cohabitation rates. In section 2.5 the focus shifts to the contribution that a 
diffusion perspective can bring about in understanding social change. It fol-
lows the presentation of a theoretical framework explaining why and how the 
diffusion process is driven by social infl uence (section 2.6). In the next section 
(2.7) we offer a brief clarifi cation of the two distinct ways in which social 
infl uence can be exercised: through behavioural examples (social learning) 
or through normative evaluation (social pressure). The chapter concludes in 
section 2.8 with the suggestion that previous level of cohabitation can affect 
people’s perception of its advantages and disadvantages and, by doing so, 
foster new adoptions and change the level of cohabitation in a self-reinforcing 
manner.

2.2 PRACTICE WITH PREMARITAL 
COHABITATION: DIFFERENCES IN EUROPE

As briefl y mentioned, broad differences in the level and progress of cohabi-
tation are to be found throughout Europe nowadays (Kiernan, 1999). The 
graphs in Figure 2.1 illustrate these differences by displaying the cumula-
tive proportion of young women who have entered their fi rst partnership 
via cohabitation rather than marriage. These graphs refer to a selected birth 
cohort of women born in the early 1960s. By birth cohort is meant a group 
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of people born during the same year or period. One particular birth cohort 
was selected because the rising incidence of cohabitation over time has had 
a different impact on successive cohorts (see Figure 3.1 in the next chapter). 
Figure 2.1 displays the frequency of transition to a fi rst union among young 
women in several Western and Eastern European countries.

Legend: darker is for cohabitation, lighter is for marriage (birth cohorts early ‘60s) 
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The Netherlands - Birth cohorts 1958-'63
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Figure 2.1 Cumulative percentages of women who have ever entered their fi rst part-
nership by age (birth cohorts early 1960s). (continued over)
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As we can see in the fi rst fi gure, hardly anybody has formed a fi rst partnership 
by age 17. When women grow older, however, the fi gure begins to rise, so that 
by age 25 in Italy, for example, a little more than 60% of young people have 
entered a fi rst union (almost all of whom by choosing to marry rather than 
cohabit). We can also see that in the Southern European countries, at any age, 

Legend: darker is for cohabitation, lighter is for marriage (birth cohorts early ‘60s) 
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France - Birth cohorts 1959-'63
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Sweden - Birth cohort 1959
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Figure 2.1 Cumulative percentages of women who have ever entered their fi rst part-
nership by age (birth cohorts early 1960s). 
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the bulk of partnership is mostly marriages (lighter area in the fi gures). In con-
trast in the Nordic countries, the vast majority of fi rst partnership is by cohab-
iting (darker area in the fi gures). A common feature across the countries is the 
peak of the curve at the right end of the graph, which shows that by 29 years 
of age between 85% and 90% of respondents have experienced some type of 
co-residential union, be it through marrying or cohabiting. This fi gure is only 
a bit lower for Italy, Spain, and West Germany. The distinction in the type 
of union formed, between marriage (lighter area) and cohabitation (darker 
area), reveals again how the nature of this transition changes consistently by 
country from the north to the south of Europe. Sweden and Finland lead with 
a vast majority of young women opting for cohabitation as a means to enter-
ing their fi rst partnership. France, Austria, The Netherlands, and West and 
East Germany follow with a relatively high proportion (up to 50%) of women 
adopting cohabitation fi rst. At the other extreme are the Southern European 
countries, with Greece, Portugal, Spain, and Italy. Here the small proportion 
(not exceeding 10% to 20%) of young women experiencing cohabitation in 
the fi rst partnership reveals how this is de facto a much rarer option. A further 
difference among countries is also the timing in which partnership decisions 
take place. For example, by age 22, around two fi fths of Italians, Spaniards, 
and West Germans, up to two thirds of Greeks, Dutch, Finnish, East Ger-
mans, Norwegian, French, Belgian, and Austrian, and three quarters of Swed-
ish young women have entered their fi rst union in these selected birth cohorts. 
Thus the proportion of women who are still not in a partnership (white area) 
varies greatly by age across countries (see Figure 2.1).
However, to account for these differences, we must also consider that the tim-
ing of partnership formation is not independent from other events that mark 
the transition from youth to adulthood2. Finishing one’s education, for exam-
ple, or entering and establishing oneself in the labour market, as well as experi-
encing a pregnancy, are interrelated careers that may infl uence either the ability 
or desire to form a new partnership (Blossfeld, 1995; Blossfeld & Huinink, 
1991; Marini, 1984, 1985; Shavit & Blossfeld, 1993; Wu, 2000); an issue we 
come back to in more detail in chapter 5. There are also national specifi c tim-
ing patterns in the experience of certain events in the transition to adulthood 
(often modelled by national specifi c settings in the educational systems and the 
labour and housing markets), which are related to—and we might therefore 
expect to infl uence—the adoption of cohabitation (see Figure 2.2).

Figure 2.2 uses the same countries and birth cohorts as in Figure 2.1 and 
shows the cumulative percentages of young women who by each age have 
experienced such events as leaving education, entering the labour market, 
forming the fi rst co-residential partnership, and having their fi rst child3. 
Sharp differences exist among countries, as well as across birth cohorts (not 
shown), in the timing of partnership formation relative to these other events. 
That is to say not only are there differences in the age in years at which 
women tend to enter their fi rst union, but also the timing and sequence of 
these other events related to this.
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Figure 2.2 Cumulative percentages of women who have ever terminated education, 
left the parental home, entered the fi rst job, entered the fi rst partnership, and had the 
fi rst child, by age (birth cohorts early 1960s).
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Figure 2.2 Cumulative percentages of women who have ever terminated education, 
left the parental home, entered the fi rst job, entered the fi rst partnership, and had the 
fi rst child, by age (birth cohorts early 1960s).
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For this reason, the multivariate analyses undertaken in this study also 
take into account the possible effects that these other transitions4 may have 
had on the likelihood of cohabiting5. Moreover, there is another factor we 
must take into account. Cohabitation can be seen as implying a less binding 
commitment than marriage, which makes entry into a fi rst partnership eas-
ier. A shift towards cohabitation from marriage would therefore increase the 
rate of entrance into fi rst partnership as such6. If we fi nd that a progressive 
postponement of the decision to enter a partnership is linked to increasing 
levels of young people’s uncertainty about the future, cohabitation might 
loosen the requirement of a long-lasting strong commitment such as mar-
riage while still allowing a partnership to take place. However, we should 
not forget that the measure of relative advantage of cohabiting (also) goes 
hand in hand with the degree of its perceived social acceptance.

2.3 WHAT DO WE ALREADY KNOW? 
MACRO-LEVEL EXPLANATIONS

At the macro level some explanations of the changes in cohabitation levels 
have been attempted, for example, on the basis of country-level measure-
ments of out-of-wedlock births of children over time (Festy, 1980, 1985; 
Frinking, 1988). Lesthaeghe (1992), also, proposes a typology drawing on 
the relationship between levels of cohabiting unions and levels of births 
outside marriage, to which Roussel (1992) added indicators of divorce and 
fertility. A more sophisticated typology was then developed by Prinz (1995), 
who described a ‘partnership transition’ led by changes in gender roles. In 
this transition an increasing number of individuals, and particularly women, 
would try to escape from traditional expectations and acquire a better bar-
gaining position within the partnership by choosing to cohabit rather than 
marry because of the former’s lack of institutionalised rules about how to 
live as a couple. In the course of this transition, a change in the degree of 
social acceptability of cohabitation and its institutionalisation is produced, 
the ‘acceptance’ of which is taken as the major indicator of the progress of 
the partnership transition. Prinz measures this acceptance of cohabitation 
through sequence ratios7 and the computation of Gini coeffi cients8, beside 
comparative measures of fertility of unmarried to married women in two 
age groups.

However, on the one hand, these explanations miss a focus on individuals 
as purposive decision makers, who each possess unique characteristics 
and are embedded in different circumstances. Another shortcoming of 
cross-country comparative static analyses is that they cannot easily reveal 
causal processes because they do not account for the individuals’ decision-
making processes that give rise to macro-level patterns (Blossfeld, 1995, 
1996; Blossfeld & Rohwer, 1997; Blossfeld et al., 1999). Macro estimates 
do not clearly uncover or point to the mechanisms and ‘reasons’ why 
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individuals take certain choices that lead to increasing levels of cohabitation 
(Boudon, 1981; Hedström & Swedberg, 1998; Pötter & Blossfeld, 2001). 
In a rational action theory framework9 instead (Blossfeld, 1996; Boudon, 
1998a, 1998b, 2003; Goldthorpe, 1996; Hedström, 2005; Marini, 1984, 
1985), a social phenomenon is better understood as the resultant from 
individuals’ attitudes, choices, and behaviours, and it has to be explained 
with reference to the ‘reasons’ guiding individuals’ actions (Blossfeld, 1996). 
Because social processes are brought about by the actions of individuals, 
their causal explanation should not only deal with the association between 
aggregate-level variables but with variables that are associated through 
the actions of individuals. The search for causal mechanisms explaining a 
social phenomenon should thus evolve around the individuals, in that they 
relate causes and effects through their acting (according to the principle of 
methodological individualism; Elster, 1998). Individuals’ life-history data 
are the only way to trace the course of action at the level of individuals 
over time. Rather than cross-sectional aggregate measure or aggregate 
longitudinal data, individual life histories constitute the most appropriate 
empirical evidence for the test of hypotheses about the diffusion process of 
cohabitation.

On the other hand, all these cross-sectional aggregate measures tend to 
miss the time complexity of the process. As we illustrate in more detail in 
chapter 3, the diffusion process of cohabitation takes place in a temporal 
dimension wherein a succession of birth cohorts continuously enters and 
exits the risk set, coexisting for a certain period. Analysing snapshots of a 
dynamic process may thus lead to a serious misinterpretation of the inci-
dence and progression of cohabitation at a societal level10.

Furthermore, because macro-level indicators are the result of the 
composition of the behaviour of individuals belonging to different birth 
cohorts, and who choose to cohabit at differing points in their life course, 
they are also unable to capture the effects of the changing structure of 
opportunities and constraints over individuals’ lives (Blossfeld, 1996). Social 
processes, in fact, are rarely governed by a single causal mechanism but by 
a complex history- and context-specifi c set of causes (Gambetta, 1998). For 
this reason, the time relatedness of social processes must not be neglected, 
and empirical evidence of causal mechanisms must be intrinsically related 
to historical time. Because both purposive individuals and national specifi c 
institutions and cultures contribute to mould individuals’ life courses, 
changing historical conditions must be taken into account (period effect) 
together with the different historical settings into which different generations 
of individuals happen to unroll their lives (cohort effect) (Blossfeld, 1996; 
Rogoff Ramsey 1996). In line with these observations, even the more time-
aware typology developed by Prinz (by being centred on stages in the modes 
and levels of practice of cohabitation rather than countries) fails to capture 
the role played by specifi c institutional contexts in affecting individuals’ 
agency and life-course outcomes. These examples show how problematic 
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it is to use cross-sectional comparative evidence to depict the mechanisms 
governing processes that develop over time (Blossfeld & Rohwer, 1997).

Any macro-micro framework must recognise that time matters in this 
relationship. It must identify the particular historical structures and 
processes which dominate the changes occurring in a given population 
and it has to specify the causal mechanisms that allow us to trace the 
encounters of intentionally acting individuals with the fl ow of history as 
a series of choice processes.

(Blossfeld, 1996, p. 198)

So far we have mentioned previous studies aimed at explaining the rise of 
practice with premarital cohabitation across time by means of measures 
taken at the aggregate (macro) level. These measures refer to indicators 
of central tendency (average, median), rates or other indexes computed 
on aggregates of individuals and/or time periods. However, some of the 
previous research11 has (only) recently begun to focus on cohabitation at 
the individual level12. Nevertheless, its main concerns have not been an 
explicit explanation of the mechanisms behind the rise in cohabiting lev-
els. Instead, it has mainly focussed on the shorter lasting nature of cohab-
itation experiences (on their higher risk of disruption over time) or on 
their role as a stepping-stone into marital unions (Lillard, Brien & Waite, 
1995; Rindfuss & Van den Heuvel, 1990; Thomson & Colella, 1992; Wu, 
2000). Other studies have also aimed at accounting for the specifi c social 
or biographical characteristics of the women who have decided to cohabit 
instead of marry (Audirac, 1986; Goldsheider & Waite, 1986; Leridon, 
1990; Liefbroer, 1991).

However, explaining individuals’ propensity to cohabit at a given point 
in time is not the same as detecting the mechanisms leading to its increas-
ing adoption. The latter involves unearthing the reasons behind the dif-
ferences in pace and speed of the diffusion of this innovative practice 
over time. But without reference to the dynamic nature of the process, 
and to the changing structure of the opportunities and constraints facing 
young people, it is neither possible to account for how individuals’ pro-
pensity can change over their life course nor for the factors infl uencing 
these changes. Additionally, to make progress in the knowledge of the 
mechanisms behind the uneven rise of cohabiting unions, we need to inte-
grate the analysis of individuals’ decisions to adopt cohabitation with an 
account of their being embedded in a social system (Granovetter, 1985). 
What is needed is thus to distinguish individuals’ characteristics (micro 
level), from their circumstances set by the macro-level characteristics of 
their social contexts, such as the institutional factors or the general level 
of practice with cohabitation. These latter may change over time simul-
taneously with, but analytically quite distinct from, the development of 
individuals’ life courses.
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2.4 WHAT DO WE ALREADY KNOW? 
MICRO-LEVEL EXPLANATIONS

Existing theories on the rise of cohabitation over time have suggested that 
its popularity might be tied to a shift in values or attitudes towards pre-
marital sex in particular (Clarkberg, Stolzenberg & Waite, 1995; Lesthae-
ghe & Meekers, 1986; Lesthaeghe & Neels, 2002; Lesthaeghe & Surkyn, 
1988; Rindfuss & Van den Heuvel, 1990) or more generally to changing 
gender roles (Goldsheider & Waite, 1986; Prinz, 1995). Yet economic cir-
cumstances have also changed substantially during the period in which 
cohabitation has grown. Women’s educational level has risen, female partic-
ipation in the labour force has increased, and young adults’ working careers 
have become less secure and worse paid (Bergmann, 1986; Blossfeld, et al., 
2005; Clarkberg, Stolzenberg & Waite, 1995; Easterlin, 1993; Oppenhei-
mer, 1994, 2000; Saraceno, 1997). Such economic factors may well cause 
changes in the propensity of cohabiting. Some theories have indeed focus-
sed on individuals’ socioeconomic characteristics that could increase the 
relative advantage at the individual level of cohabiting compared to marry-
ing. For example, employment and higher educational qualifi cations might 
reduce women’s gain from traditional marriage, wherein wives are more 
likely than husbands to specialise in unpaid reproductive work rather than 
participate in the labour market (Becker, 1973, 1981). However, this con-
troversial view does not make clear whether women’s decreasing returns 
from gender-role specialisation would only undermine marriage or make 
any form of partnership less advantageous. For example, if we take the 
gender division of labour in housework as an indicator of gender-role spe-
cialisation, we fi nd that although cohabiting women still tend to do more 
housework than their partners, this difference is smaller in cohabiting than 
in married couples (Clarkberg Stolzenberg & Waite, 1995). In this respect, 
to the extent that women’s wages would reduce their incentive to enter a 
marital union, working women should prefer to stay single or to cohabit 
rather than marry. On the other hand, in a society characterised by a dual-
earning couple rather than by a traditional male breadwinner model and 
by an increasing employment uncertainty, working women may be those 
facing fewer barriers in choosing marriage because they would be economi-
cally ‘ready’ to afford it (Xie et al., 2001). Alternatively, working women 
may also constitute appealing partners to men with only a precarious career, 
or to those who feel unwilling to support the economic dependence of a 
housewife as implied in a traditional model of gender division of labour 
(Clarkberg, 1999). Working women might also be in a better position to 
bargain for, and/or to have the resources to contract-out household chores, 
not only in a cohabiting union but also within a marriage (Major, 1993, 
1994; Major, McFarlin & Gagnon 1984; Sen, 1990). Moreover, better edu-
cated and working women may be better able to negotiate both the form 
and the content of their partnership, and they may prefer to do this rather 
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than choosing to remain single. As England (2000) points out, a partner 
may still provide some help with the household chores, whereas the load of 
homemaking plus paid work may be more of a problem for single women, 
especially if they want children. However, the feasibility and relative conve-
nience of cohabiting is also affected by cultural and institutional barriers, or 
by legal entitlements and protections, which may alter its opportunity-cost 
balance13.

Alternatively, cohabitation can be seen as a rational response to grow-
ing uncertainty caused by structural changes in the labour market. Indeed, 
the declining resources and career stability that increasingly affect younger 
generations might create a growing need for models of partnership that are 
more fl exible or low binding than marriage (Barlow et al., 2001; Clarkberg, 
1999; Oppenheimer, 1988, 1994). Young people, and particularly young 
women, are described as particularly unconvinced about the need for mar-
riage. According to this perspective, increased fl exibility in employment 
careers would reduce young people’s readiness and ability to make long-
term commitments (Blossfeld et al., 2005). Therefore, people who choose 
to cohabit, rather than to marry, might tend to be those less prone, or less 
prepared, to making lifelong commitments (Barlow et al., 2001). Their 
unstable careers might make them less appealing on the marriage market, 
or marriage an unattractive option to them, thus making the postponement 
of commitment through a more fl exible living arrangement more attractive 
(Kravdal, 1999; Oppenheimer, 1988, 1994).

Cohabitation gets young people out of high-cost search activities dur-
ing a period of social immaturity but without incurring what are, 
for many, the penalties of either heterosexual isolation or promiscu-
ity, and it often offers many of the benefi ts of marriage, including the 
pooling of resources and the economies of scale that living together 
provide. . . . However, cohabitation also provides some of the advan-
tages of remaining single. While it may currently tie people up (though 
not as much as marriage), its infl uence on future mating behavior is 
much less, and the long-run fi nancial obligations are also relatively 
low.

(Oppenheimer, 1988, pp. 583–584)

Because of their increasingly uncertain future, young women may indeed fi nd 
their circumstances more compatible with an initial period of cohabitation, 
which would allow them to experience and learn more about their partners’ 
attitudes, preferences, and labour prospects (Bumpass, Sweet & Cherlin, 1991; 
Cherlin, 2000). Entering the fi rst partnership through cohabitation, although 
translating into more time for the potential partners to establish themselves 
in the labour market (so as to cumulate resources and prove their earnings 
potentials), would also offer them the chance to gather information on the 
feasibility of the union. Cohabiting, in fact, is a more fl exible arrangement 
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that provides the advantages of living together but without requiring the 
strong degree of commitment that a marriage does (Oppenheimer, 1988, 
1997a). Moreover, cohabiting unions are always open to be converted into 
marriage at any time. In this respect, instability in the working careers may 
not hamper, and, on the contrary, under certain circumstances even encourage, 
the transition to cohabitation. Indeed, even if the less binding character of 
cohabitation may be seen as less advantageous than marriage in terms of the 
reciprocal protections and support offered in case of adverse circumstances, 
such a trait might be less infl uential in the case of fi rst partnership formation, at 
relatively young ages. It might instead become more of a serious disadvantage 
at later stages in life, especially for women, whose investment in unpaid 
work within the family tends to be higher (Breen & Cooke, 2005; Gershuny, 
Bittman & Brice, 2005). In addition, increasing easiness in separation and 
divorce could have an ambiguous effect on the relative advantage to cohabit 
over marrying. On the one hand, it means that cohabitation and marriage 
might become more similar; on the other hand, it could also decrease (to 
some extent) the potential advantages in terms of security and commitment 
offered by a marital contract. The fact that the economic and legal costs of 
dissolution of a cohabiting union are everywhere less than those of dissolving 
a marriage might be more an asset rather than a drawback for young people 
with uncertain working prospects, who might still prefer a lower degree of 
commitment to a higher degree of security14.

To test these theories, previous longitudinal15 studies have focussed on the 
effects of socioeconomic and educational resources on entering cohabitation. 
They stressed specifi c national determinants largely governing the entrance 
into unions by organisational rules and institutional structures in the educa-
tional and employment systems (Blossfeld, 1990; Blossfeld & Huinink, 1991; 
Clarkberg, 1999; Duvander, 1999, 2000) as well as by the characteristics of 
housing markets (Kurz & Blossfeld, 2004). For example, it has been found 
that norms of role transitions govern young people’s willingness and capa-
bility to form a union while still studying and/or do not dispose of a stable 
source of income; or to engage in parenthood when they have not yet estab-
lished in the labour market. These studies have provided a stable series of 
comparative empirical evidence on the importance of certain socioeconomic 
and personal characteristics in the decision to partner, like, among others, 
the type of job and of working contract enjoyed, the effect of enrolment in 
education or of experiencing a premarital pregnancy. There is now strong evi-
dence that cohabitation is more widespread among younger generations; that 
more secularised individuals are more prone to cohabit, as are those who had 
experience of a parental divorce during childhood (Kiernan, 2002). Residing 
in metropolitan areas and having fi nished education also account for a bigger 
propensity to cohabit, whereas the effects played by educational qualifi ca-
tions and employment status tend to vary across countries (Kiernan, 2004b). 
Thus these recent fi ndings also stress how the role played by socioeconomic 
or personal characteristics on the propensity to cohabit are affected by their 
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location within national, differently shaped, institutional settings like labour 
markets and legal frameworks, as well as educational, housing, and welfare 
systems.

Summing up, most previous studies claim that cohabitation has emerged 
due to its greater fl exibility, and thus relative convenience, to an increasing 
number of young well educated women willing to make investments in human 
capital and enter the labour market. Labour market changes (starting in the 
late 1970s and early 1980s) exposed women to both greater occupational 
chances and career insecurity. This element, together with increasing levels of 
parental divorce, secularisation, and gender-role changes, has made cohabiting 
relatively more advantageous than marriage. The need to cope with growing 
degrees of complexity and uncertainty in midterm life projects may have rein-
forced the willingness to cohabit. More and more young people are either not 
willing or not able (or both) to afford the costs implied by the highly binding 
and long-lasting nature of marriage (Blossfeld et al., 2005). Although these are 
certainly useful explanations, such arguments tend to predict especially high 
adoption rates of cohabitation in countries where young people face higher 
unemployment, where temporary jobs are most common and the costs of inde-
pendence (particularly housing) are highest. However, despite the fact that the 
southern countries of Europe, such as Italy and Spain, have all these features, 
they display low rates of cohabitation. Thus such factors must be in interplay 
with specifi c cultural and institutional contexts or must be in competition with 
other mechanisms too.

Indeed, although these accounts can bring useful insights, there is still a lack 
of theories aimed at explaining not only cross-country differences in the preva-
lence of cohabitation at a single point in time but also the pace and patterns 
of change over time. Especially, there is none that tries to root explanations on 
micro-level mechanisms taking into account individuals’ characteristics and 
their embeddedness in a social context16 (Granovetter, 1985). Strikingly, the 
emergence of cohabitation has not been explained yet by a diffusion account at 
the micro level of individuals’ actions. This is surprising given the large body of 
sociological and psychosociological research showing that many individuals’ 
actions and behaviour are often infl uenced by peers’ behaviour or by people 
with whom they interact17. In this respect, a diffusion account would integrate 
our understanding of how social infl uence, in conjunction with recent changes 
in young women’s education and employment experiences, may (or may not) 
magnify the relative advantage of cohabitation over marriage in the eyes of its 
potential adopters (Ermisch, 2005; Palloni, 2001).

2.5 INDIVIDUAL SOCIAL ACTION AND MACRO-
LEVEL DYNAMICS: THE PROCESS OF DIFFUSION

As just mentioned, a critique that may be addressed to standard sociologi-
cal analyses of partnership decisions is that they do not adequately focus on 
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the mechanisms connecting micro behaviour of individual actors to macro 
changes at the societal level. In other words, the individualistic approach 
and the search for mechanisms at the individual level leaves unexplained 
how the combination of individual actions might result in a changing pat-
tern of norms and behaviour at the societal level. Focussing on individuals 
as purposeful actors as if they were isolated, only guided by self-interests, 
their own values, and by the rewards and constraints imposed by their envi-
ronment, fails to explore the ways in which their reciprocal actions infl uence 
each other in a recursive manner so as to produce a dynamic change in the 
social system (Coleman, 1986, 1990; Hedström & Åberg, 2002; Manski, 
2000). To connect individuals’ behaviour with macro social circumstances, 
it is crucial to take into account the infl uence that actors exert on each other 
by sharing the same cultural and institutional environment, into which they 
learn from reciprocal observation and through imitation (Akerlof, 1980; 
Bandura, 1977; Jones, 1984; Mead & Morris, 1934). It is thus insuffi cient 
to understand the engine for the great increase in cohabitation only in the 
actions of isolated individuals, whose incentives are uniquely shaped by the 
institutional settings in which they autonomously act as if they were alone. 
A more adequate understanding would rather be offered by grounding the 
mechanisms for this diffusion process at an intermediate level, where inter-
actions among individuals, their peers, and reference groups take place18. 
Such a model would account for how individuals’ decisions combine to 
bring about behavioural changes and, in turn, how the ongoing level of 
the innovative practice in the social system shapes individuals’ adoption of 
cohabitation. What we aim to explain are thus the changes in partnership 
decisions through “describing how the social conditions affected various 
persons’ orientations to action and how these orientations to action, given 
the existing structure of relations, combined to produce the system of action 
that resulted in community action” (Coleman, 1986, p. 1314).

We thus aim to explain the dynamic shift in the practice of cohabitation 
as the outcome of purposive actions of individuals, but taken in combi-
nation with—and thought to be subject to—various institutional and situ-
ational constraints. The latter depend both on institutional arrangements 
and on the subjective perception about others’ experiences of cohabitation. 
In a search for escaping exclusively either a micro or a macro approach, 
this work investigates how an individual’s likelihood to adopt cohabitation 
changes along with the changes in the propensity to cohabit from others in 
her social context. This is to explore how, and to what extent, the chang-
ing level of practice of cohabitation in the society at any given time affects 
women’s propensity to adopt it themselves19.

This book thus combines two, complementary, sets of explanatory fac-
tors. The fi rst, more traditional, approach explains women’s propensity to 
adopt cohabitation as dependent on the sharing of similar individual char-
acteristics or the facing of similar institutional environments. This expresses 
a phenomenon not subject to the effect of social infl uence that comprises 
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what Palloni (2001) refers to as ‘structural explanation’20. However we also 
produce a second, more innovative set of explanatory factors by explor-
ing individuals’ propensity to act in line with others’ behaviour, a factor 
expressing how individuals’ choices are infl uenced by their social environ-
ment21. Distinguishing among the effects of these two sets of factors is not 
only a question of theoretical development for its own sake. Rather, it is a 
relevant issue for the more general understanding of the process of social 
change. They also produce quite different predictions about the future levels 
of cohabitation and the possible impact of public policy. Policies directed 
towards the fi rst set of ‘structural’ factors may act directly on changing indi-
viduals’ conditions. But if some mechanisms were at work linking individu-
als’ action to other people’s behaviours, and would this be a self-reinforcing 
mechanism of social contagion, even small changes in individuals’ initial 
conditions may trigger far bigger changes (both normative and behavioural) 
at the societal level. Diffusion models predict that after a certain threshold 
had been reached, the process could progress even in absence of further 
changes in those initial conditions, and would begin interesting individuals 
who do not even share such initial characteristics (Ermisch, 2005).

For these reasons it is important to discuss the mechanisms through 
which the diffusion of cohabitation might occur. In the next paragraph 
we then argue that, in the change of normative evaluations and attitudes 
towards cohabitation, social infl uence is the mechanism that links individu-
als’ behaviour to the diffusion process at the societal level (Åberg, 2000; 
Cialdini, 1984; Coleman, 1986; Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955; Montgomery & 
Casterline, 1996).

2.6 A DRIVING ENGINE: SOCIAL INFLUENCE

Why has premarital cohabitation increased so much during recent decades? 
Doubts about the institution of marriage cast by increased divorce rates, 
secularisation, educational expansion, increased female participation in the 
labour force, availability of reliable contraception, and the acceptability of 
premarital sexual intercourse are the most studied and relevant factors. They 
have undoubtedly played a role, but their effect is not suffi cient for them to 
be the only factors accounting for the wide differences in pace and levels of 
cohabitation observed in Europe. An additional explanation is needed.

As introduced, the complementary diffusion approach chosen here 
adds a dynamic focus to the changing meaning and costs that the choice 
to cohabit has in different countries and has had over time within the 
same country. The diffusion process is thought of as nationally bounded 
given the sharing of a common language, a culture, and a political his-
tory, together with nation-specifi c legal and institutional frames as well 
as (mostly national) mass communication. Along with the diffusion pro-
cess of cohabitation, we witness indeed a country-specifi c development in 
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law (or lack of it) aimed at legally framing the status, entitlements (from 
partner/welfare state), and obligations (to partner/children) attached to 
cohabitation22. This adaptation of the law to the changing social context 
is also to recognise that an effective diffusion process can in turn produce 
changes in the structural conditions of individuals choosing to cohabit at a 
later stage (Palloni, 2001, Reed, Briere & Casterline, 1999). Undoubtedly, 
the frequency of cohabitation creates the need for legislative intervention 
on new questions: “Norms and values, on the one hand, and legislation, 
on the other hand, are strongly related. Expectations from friends, rela-
tives or authorities are probably equally important, but these expectations 
can be infl uenced by appropriate legislation” (Prinz, 1995, p. 85).

In our diffusion approach, individuals are seen as having to make the 
decision to partner (and thus also choose between cohabitation and mar-
riage) in conditions of ambiguity and uncertainty, both about their future 
conditions and about the expected outcomes of their choices (Durlauf & 
Walker, 2001; Manski, 2004; Palloni, 2001). As a consequence, they are 
likely to be inclined to make use of all the information possible drawn 
from their environment to help reduce the uncertainties facing them and 
to clarify the benefi ts and costs attached to their decisions. Individuals in 
conditions of uncertainty can indeed increase evidence available to them 
by observing and/or discussing with others in similar circumstances the 
relevant options, as well as the costs and benefi ts and the appropriateness 
of each (March & Olsen, 1979). Because the choice to cohabit involves a 
certain degree of risk and uncertainty, especially in an early phase of the 
diffusion process, adopters tend to weigh the experience of others carefully 
before acting (Strang & Soule, 1998). Furthermore, while making their 
choices, individuals are also seen to face constraints in their behaviour, 
which render some decisions unfeasible or too costly for them to consider. 
Some of these constraints may be in the form of economic limits or other 
resources, whilst others may have origin in expressions of social infl uence, 
such as stigma and social pressure. Others’ experiences of cohabitation 
are thus infl uential because they alter the balance of costs and benefi ts 
for the individual. They can do it by either modifying individual beliefs 
or by imposing rewards or sanctions to specifi c individuals’ behaviour or 
attitudes.

From a diffusion perspective, a particular type of behaviour is infl uenced 
(also) by the way in which the same choices have been previously taken 
by other individuals in a similar situation (Coleman, 1990; Granovetter, 
1985; Granovetter & Soong, 1983; Palloni, 2001; Strang, 1991; Strang & 
Soule, 1998). Decisions to cohabit are thus thought to interact with and 
reinforce each other. Indeed, when cohabitation is not yet widespread, 
social stigma and some moral or reputation costs are attached to it. We 
know that individuals’ perceptions about the ‘appropriateness’ of innova-
tive behavioural options are often drawn by inference from other individ-
uals’ enacted behaviour, which serve as references and examples (Kahan, 
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1997). Because the individuals’ assessment of value and ‘costs’ attached 
to cohabitation are endogenously related to their beliefs about the atti-
tudes and intentions of others, propensities to cohabit will reinforce each 
other, according to a mechanism that Cialdini (1984) names the principle 
of ‘social proof’23. According to this principle, people often decide to do 
what others like them are doing because, most of the time, behaviour that 
is popular in a given situation is also functional and appropriate (see also 
Cialdini and Trost, 1998).

[Rational imitation] refers to a situation where an actor acts ratio-
nally on the basis of beliefs that have been infl uenced by observing 
the past choices of others. To the extent that other actors act reason-
ably and avoid alternatives that have proven to be inferior, the actor 
can arrive at better decisions than he or she would make otherwise, 
by imitating the behavior of others. (Hedström, 1998, p. 307)

When adopting an innovative behaviour, it can be thought of as indi-
viduals developing shared understandings and exploring its consequences 
through each other’s experience. Learning from the experience of oth-
ers appears a sensible strategy when means-ends relationships cannot be 
clearly understood, outcomes are diffi cult to anticipate, or when indi-
viduals’ considerations are subject to social normative pressure, such as 
in the case of cohabitation (Strang & Soule, 1998). Along with a trend 
of increasing adoption, as an increased proportion of individuals adopt 
cohabitation, the social system itself will generate pressures towards 
further change, and the meaning attached to cohabiting will change 
accordingly24. This happens when eventually a point in the diffusion of 
cohabitation is reached, at which cohabiting becomes an institutionalised 
and fully recognised partnership option. The norms of the system towards 
cohabitation will change over time together with its increasing adoption 
and, should the process be successful, as the diffusion proceeds, cohabi-
tation will be gradually incorporated into the mainstream of the social 
system (Rogers, 1985).

2.7 SOCIAL INFLUENCE: SOCIAL 
LEARNING AND SOCIAL PRESSURE

A vast amount of sociological and psychosociological research has already 
shown the relevance of actors’ social embeddeddness in shaping individu-
als’ behaviour via the infl uence of other actors’ behaviour (Åberg, 2001; 
Coleman, 1990; Granovetter, 1978, 1985; Granovetter & Soong, 1983; 
Kahan, 1997; Kuran, 1995). They have found that individuals conform 
to other people’s behaviour because they think that others are better 
informed or have more authority or competence to judge, or else because 
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they want these other people to like them or are afraid of being pointed 
at or ridiculed25. Certainly, when facing uncertain situations, going along 
with the opinion or behaviour of the majority appears as the promptest 
and easiest rational strategy to avoid making mistakes, to gain consent, 
and to spare oneself the need to clear, justify, or defend an ‘unusual’ choice. 
In front of new situations, emulation of others’ behaviour appears most 
often as an effi cient and rational strategy to pursue. The famous Italian 
saying “When in Rome do as the Romans do!”26” as well as the Spanish 
ones “Wherever you go do what you see is being done”27 and “People go 
where Vincent goes”28, or the Turkish one “It is by looking at each other 
that grapes get their colour”29 are all good examples of popular wisdom 
about this social mechanism (as also noted by Hedström, 1998).

Analytically, the possible rationales of referring to the example of oth-
ers as a guide for action can be grouped into social learning and social 
pressure related reasons30 (Aronson, 1999), although distinctions between 
the two modes of social infl uence are sharper in the theory than in their 
effects (Van Knippenberg, 2000).

‘Social learning’31 is defi ned as “infl uence to accept information 
obtained from another as evidence about reality” (Deutsch & Gerard, 
1955, p. 629) and as a guide to one’s own behaviour. It has to do with the 
informational content of behavioural models and with the fact that, in an 
uncertain situation, relying on others’ examples is generally a compara-
tively more effi cient, practical, and rational solution. This infl uence stems 
from the desire to be ‘objectively correct’ when uncertain and leads to 
conformity because of the belief that others’ interpretation of an ambigu-
ous situation is more correct than that of oneself (Aronson, 1999). It is 
determinant when a situation is new, ambiguous, or individuals presume 
they lack important information others may have instead. Others’ pre-
viously enacted choices can provide an informational shortcut to what 
is considered ‘normal’ or ‘optimal’ to do in a given situation (Conlisk, 
1980). When appropriate behaviour is unclear, the more people who 
respond to the same situation in the same way, the more correct their 
behaviour will be perceived to be32 (Cialdini, 1993; Cialdini & Trost, 
1998). Wide adoption of cohabitation will thus motivate further adopt-
ers by providing implicit evidence as to what is likely to be an effective 
and adaptive type of behaviour33. Others’ behaviour thus provides a valid 
and valuable heuristic, or simple decision rule, about how to best act in 
an uncertain situation. For this, the evidence that a substantial number 
of other individuals have judged cohabitation as an appropriate and ben-
efi cial mode of partnering can be in itself a valid motivation for its adop-
tion. Especially after a certain acceptance is reached, relying on others’ 
enacted behaviour appears to be a rational and parsimonious strategy 
not to have to engage in the recognition and analysis of all aspects and 
implications involved in the choice of whether or not it is ‘proper’ and 
more (potentially) advantageous to marry or to cohabit.
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Furthermore, we very routinely learn about a particular behaviour, its 
functioning and consequences by merely watching others enacting it (Klein, 
1991). New practices are normally learnt through observation and imita-
tion of examples from which information can be extracted (Bandura, 1986; 
Bandura, Ross & Ross, 1963; Tudge & Winterhoff, 1993). From a very 
young age, the most varied activities, from the simplest tasks to complex 
routines such as how to use specifi c tools or equipment, how to perform 
a new dance, or how to behave ‘properly’ in different social settings, are 
all learned through imitation of examples. This fundamental way of learn-
ing saves the time and energy entailed in a trial-and-error learning process 
(Bandura, 1977). Languages, familial customs, norms, and educational 
and social practices are all learned through the imitation of given models 
in countless situations. In much the same way, individuals can be easily 
thought to adopt cohabitation as the result of a learning process about its 
practice, its perceived working and expected consequences. This learning 
process is driven by the observation and imitation of examples provided by 
previous adopters (see also Manski, 1993a).

‘Social pressure’34 is defi ned here as the “infl uence to conform with the 
positive expectations of another” (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955, p. 629). It 
originates from the desire to be ‘socially correct’ when uncertain about a 
course of action (Asch, 1951). It is expected to increase in relevance when 
individuals’ reference groups control the material or psychological rewards 
to which they aspire35. According to this rationale, conformity or imitation 
is directed towards the avoidance of disapproval, sanction, and punishment 
or, vice versa, aimed at the gain of consent, approval, and others’ esteem.

Sociologists routinely assume that individuals seek to maintain their 
status and a good opinion of themselves by managing their presentation 
of self (Mead & Morris, 1934). Because the feelings of self-worth and 
appropriateness are developed in interaction with others, a good perception 
of oneself is closely tied to the perception of being accepted and liked by 
others. In this process of identity building, people routinely try to guess 
about others’ attitudes and preferences from what they see being done by 
others in their environment (Goffman, 1959, 1967). Others’ attitudes can 
be generally inferred from their behaviour because they can be passively 
expressed and understood via nonverbal communication and imitation 
(Cialdini, Kallgren & Reno, 1991; Cialdini, Reno & Kallgren, 1990). 
Subjective beliefs or individual perceptions of what others may think can 
already be suffi cient to affect behaviour (Ajzen, 1988, 1991; Mead, 1964; 
Mead & Miller, 1982). Conforming one’s own behaviour to that of others 
is thus rational in that it minimises the risk of being perceived, and thus 
perceiving oneself, as deviant, as well as avoids confl ict (Moscovici, 1985). 
Normative pressure may originate ‘internally’ from the perception of relevant 
others’ preferences, and by the motivation to comply with their expectations 
(Festinger, Schachter & Back, 1950). Furthermore, conformity to general 
behaviour provides a sense of trust that facilitates interdependence among 
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group members (Aronson, 1999; Cialdini & Trost, 1998; Hatfi eld, Cacioppo 
& Rapson, 1993) and, in turn, the acceptance by others that accompanies 
behavioural conformity can enhance the individual’s own sense of worth 
and self-esteem (Cialdini & Trost, 1998; Erickson, 1988).

There is another way in which social pressure may infl uence people’s per-
ceived advantage in cohabiting as tied to others’ previous behaviours. Mostly, 
rational individuals also seek to avoid the negative consequences attached to 
social and legal sanctions. And the more a type of behaviour is enacted and 
widespread, the lower the degree of sanction that tends to be associated to that 
behaviour. Often, the way to determine what is regarded as a correct behav-
iour is to fi nd out what others think it is correct in that given situation (Goff-
man, 1963). A type of behaviour is indeed generally perceived as legitimate to 
the degree that others are seen to perform it36 (Cialdini, 1984). It follows that 
the perception of peers’ or more generally of social approval or disapproval, 
can sustain or deter from adopting cohabitation, especially at the beginning 
when living together without being legally married is still a rare and deviant 
option. The perception about the degree of ‘appropriateness’ or acceptability 
of one’s own behaviour may be easily generated, either by external (as in the 
case of normative or legal sanctions) or internal pressure to conform to what 
is perceived others think or do. Furthermore, it is not necessary for this kind 
of infl uence to be consciously perceived to display an effect37.

Summing up, through social learning, as more women adopt cohabitation, 
each succeeding potential adopter will face less uncertainty about its function-
ing and potential consequences. Through social pressure, a greater adoption 
of cohabitation in the society will signal its acceptance and the lowering of 
social sanctions against cohabitation, thus lowering its psychological costs. 
Whatever the mode of social infl uence, the choice to cohabit in conformity 
to an increasingly widespread adoption of cohabitation allows the potential 
adopters to believe that they understand things more accurately, to gain the 
consent and approval of their desirable others, and to avoid one’s self-percep-
tion as different or deviant. The diffusion of cohabitation, being an innova-
tive behavioural practice, is subject to both the modes of social infl uence. In 
fact, its innovative character simultaneously induces in its adopters the need 
to search for more information and exposes them to social pressure, depend-
ing on the changing level of the new practice and its degree of acceptability. 
Observation of vicarious experiences38 not only informs, it can also motivate 
or dissuade by arousing the expectations in potential adopters that they will 
receive similar benefi ts, or incur similar sanctions, for comparable choices39.

However, empirically assessing the distinction between ‘social learning’ 
and ‘social pressure’ would be a hopeless task without adequate informa-
tion on both network characteristics and individuals’ attitudes and expecta-
tions over time. And, even if we had such information, problems would arise 
from neglecting other impersonal sources of infl uence (e.g., mass media, and 
other often unmeasured sources of ‘verbal or symbolic modelling’); from the 
lack of consciousness that accompany these sources of infl uence and from the 
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self-selection of individuals into specifi c networks across time40. Because both 
forms of (social) infl uence operate, often simultaneously, in the same direc-
tion, in the practice of empirical research a formal distinction is not strictly 
necessary for detecting a diffusion process and proves extremely diffi cult to 
pursue. Here it is important to notice that, whichever the prevailing mode 
of social infl uence may be, these two sources are not mutually exclusive in 
motivating individuals to look at each others’ responses when they consider 
adopting cohabitation themselves. In both cases, conformity results from 
uncertainty and a general desire not to (or be seen to) be wrong. In either cir-
cumstances, the diffusion of new ideas or innovative behaviour does not need 
to occur through close friends; it may spread equally well through weak ties 
(Granovetter, 1973) or heterophilous relations (Rogers, 1985). In the process 
of diffusion it need not even be the case that interpersonal relations are always 
more important than abstract modelling (Bandura, 1986; Bongaarts & Wat-
kins, 1996; Chaffe, 1982; Kohler, 2001; Montgomery & Casterline, 1996): 
“Social learning may also take place impersonally, when the information set 
is shaped by communications emanating from impersonal sources, such as the 
mass media, markets, and other aggregate social structures” (Montgomery & 
Casterline, 1996, pp. 154–155).

This implies that face-to-face interactions are not a necessary prerequisite 
to the spreading of information or to the exercise of social pressure, and that 
both rationales of social infl uence may nevertheless be at play in driving the 
diffusion process beyond the effects linked to network structures and direct 
interactions. In the words of Bongaarts and Watkins (1996), the innovative 
behavioural models can be potent stimuli for behaviour even if “[They] may 
be [. . .] as distant as Western images of the family spread through school 
textbooks (Caldwell, 1976) or even ‘local’ versions of soap operas displayed 
in telenovelas. (Farìa & Potter, 1994; Hannerz, 1992)” (Bongaarts & Wat-
kins, 1996, p. 659).

Thus the various channels of diffusion—involving either direct or indi-
rect contacts—are not only strictly interrelated but also mutually reinforcing 
(Marsden & Friedkin, 1993; Briere & Casterline, 1999).

In sum, we argue that individuals’ propensity to adopt cohabitation var-
ies positively with its prevalence in their social context (Granovetter, 1978; 
Merton, 1957). Because people are embedded in various structures of social 
relationships (Granovetter, 1985) and are exposed to the behavioural mod-
els of other social actors, these latter exert infl uence—whether by constraint, 
example, or persuasion—which contribute to shape individuals’ beliefs and 
guide their actions.

2.8 A STARTING ENGINE: RELATIVE ADVANTAGE

The literature on demographic change highlights three preconditions for 
the successful diffusion of innovative behaviour: individuals’ readiness, 
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willingness, and ability to adopt it (Coale, 1973; Lesthaeghe & Vanderhoeft, 
2001). The fi rst refers to the need for the innovation to be advantageous to 
the adopter, for its perceived costs to outweigh its perceived benefi ts. In the 
case of cohabitation, the degree of advantage depends both on the individuals 
(changing) personal characteristics and on the changing conditions laid 
down by the institutional settings in which they act. The second refers to 
the legitimacy of the new practice. It depends on the level of confl ict with 
established traditional beliefs and on the individual’s willingness to overcome 
moral objections and fears. However, the current norms of conduct, the set 
of institutional arrangements, and the severity of sanctions attached to the 
transgression of normative prescriptions are all subject to change depending 
on the current level of practice of cohabitation in a society41. The third 
precondition refers to the accessibility of the innovative behaviour, not just 
in material but possibly also in psychological or informational terms. In the 
case of cohabitation, accessibility is rarely hindered by institutional features 
beyond accumulating the material resources needed to enter a partnership 
(e.g., there no longer exist norms that impede the renting of a house to a 
nonmarried couple).

The extent to which these conditions may hinder the diffusion process 
is not only individual and context specifi c but also changes continuously. 
Cohabiting as a prolonged trial-and-error procedure in partnering, for 
example, may be perceived as a negative feature in the marriage market 
in those countries where a high value is attached to women who have not 
previously been in a couple relationship. However, social norms, attitudes 
and thus expectations are subject to change, although with a greater or 
lesser amount of resistance. This is a factor that helps to explain why the 
process started more easily in some countries than in others. This ‘contex-
tual’ responsiveness to behavioural changes highlights again the prominent 
role of social infl uence in determining choices and in redefi ning values and 
attitudes through the illustration of ‘vicarious examples’ of innovative prac-
tices. Once more, this reciprocal infl uence between individuals’ choices and 
institutional settings, which is characteristic of the diffusion process, requires 
the sociologist who wants to understand it to undertake a dynamic analysis 
capable of taking into account this aspect of reciprocal determination.

Because individuals, in their decision processes, tend to choose the ‘best 
they know’ among what they see as available alternatives (Boudon, 1998b; 
Mills, 1999; Montgomery & Casterline, 1996; Lesthaeghe & Vanderhoeft, 
2001; Rogers, 1985), the perception of a relative advantage entailed in the 
innovative practice is a relevant precondition for the start of the diffusion 
process. However, individuals’ motives for preferring cohabitation to a 
direct marriage may take many different forms. Next are listed some of the 
most commonly mentioned reasons for cohabitation’s greater desirability 
with respect to marriage, which can be thought of as the specifi c indi-
viduals’ interest in its adoption (Barbagli, 1989, 1990; Kaufmann, 1995, 
1996):
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 1. Co-residence. Cohabitation can combine the sexual and emotional 
closeness of marriage with a degree of independence and autonomy 
more similar to that of the single state.

 2. Less-binding commitment. Refers to the belief that marriage involves 
a higher degree of commitment than the individual is yet (or possi-
bly) ready for. It comprises the belief that unpredictability of future 
circumstances does not (yet) allow for lifelong commitments. With 
cohabitation there are fewer restrictions on when and how the rela-
tionship can start and end (i.e., fl exibility of duration).

 3. Fewer ‘traditional’ expectations. Being an innovative practice, the 
kind of expectations about the gender division of roles is less codi-
fi ed and thus more open to negotiation by the partners (i.e., fl exibil-
ity of content)

 4. Economic (or material) considerations. For example, when tax regu-
lations favour unmarried couples or do not explicitly favour married 
ones; or the economy of scale of sharing a single fl at relative to living 
independently or the cost of the wedding relative to marrying; or the 
lower responsibilities towards the partner upon disruption entailed 
by cohabiting.

 5. Trial marriage. Sustained by the belief that a period of cohabitation 
prior to marriage can be a preparing phase for it. Cohabiting can be 
perceived as helping the couple to closely explore each other’s atti-
tudes and adjust to one another before marrying.

 6. Absence of a legal contract. It draws on the belief that a deeper 
quality of relationship can be enjoyed outside marriage. Maintain-
ing a certain degree of uncertainty in the relation would encourage 
the partners to concentrate more on the maintenance of the couple 
relationship.

 7. Fear of an unsuccessful marriage. This belief especially applies 
to those individuals who have had a close personal experience of 
unhappy marriages (e.g., witnessed a parental divorce), or who 
feel uncertain about their capabilities to maintain a satisfactory 
relationship.

 8. Inability to marry. Refers to the legal inability to marry due to exist-
ing marriages to other people. Being focussed on the fi rst partner-
ship, this case is excluded from this study, and it might only refer to 
the condition of the potential partner.

 9. Ideological rejection of marriage. For those who do not recognise or 
welcome any state intervention in regulating individuals’ relation-
ships. It may comprise a resistance to the (originally) religious charac-
ter of the marital institution.

 10. Institutionalised practice. Cohabitation is enough widespread to be 
perceived as the ‘proper,’ ‘usual,’ ‘normal,’ or ‘more advantageous’ 
thing to do either before marrying or instead of marrying.
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To summarise, individuals’ relative advantage in adopting cohabita-
tion instead of marrying depends on (any combination of) three broad 
sets of factors. First, the degree of specifi c interest in—or appeal of—the 
practice (1 to 3). For example, cohabitation’s higher fl exibility allows for 
a prolonged search of optimal mating and a redefi nition of reciprocal 
responsibilities, commitments, and relational contents. These characteris-
tics make it a better option, especially for women, to redefi ne inadequate 
traditional gender models (Baizán, Aassve, & Billari, 2003; Blossfeld & 
Drobnič, 2001; Nazio & Blossfeld, 2003; Prinz, 1995). Second, cohabita-
tion is more convenient because of an increasing demand or need for less 
binding relationships produced by uncertainties about the future (4 to 9) 
when diffi culties arise over engaging in long-term commitments to oth-
ers (Mills, Blossfeld & Klijzing, 2005; Oppenheimer, 1988, 1994). Third, 
individuals may be prone to cohabit because of the increasing acceptabil-
ity of this way of forming a partnership (10) (Mulder & Manting, 1994; 
Prinz, 1995; Trost, 1979). This latter effect depends on the current levels 
of practice and on the sensitivity of potential adopters to social infl uence, 
it being an expression of informational learning about cohabitation or of 
lowering social pressure.



3 The Diffusion Process of 
Cohabitation and Time

Diffusion processes only become manifest over time. To investigate how the 
diffusion of cohabitation occurs, we need to understand these time-related 
characteristics. To do this, and given the specifi c characteristics of the pro-
cess, we also need to think sociologically about time. We have already sug-
gested that in a diffusion perspective, an individual’s rate of adoption of 
cohabitation is subject, among other things, to the infl uence of its prior 
adoption by other actors in the social system (Rogers, 1985). The overall 
shape and speed of the diffusion process of cohabitation at the macro level 
results from the aggregate pattern of adoptions at the micro level of indi-
vidual decisions. We can easily think of these individuals as decision makers 
who are in an uncertain situation (Burt, 1987; Durlauf & Walker, 2001; 
Manski, 2004; Palloni, 2001; Strang & Soule, 1998; Strang & Tuma, 1993) 
and who are embedded in a developing social and institutional context. As 
argued in chapter 2, the adoption of cohabitation is the result of an individu-
al’s choice. The decisional process is infl uenced by both individual-level risk 
factors and by the social context in which individuals frame their actions. 
When it fi rst emerges within each national context, premarital cohabitation 
can be thought of as an innovative behavioural option for entering into 
a partnership. Its innovative character for the individuals is captured by 
our focus on young women’s fi rst experience with cohabitation before (if 
ever) entry into a marriage. In each country its degree of ‘innovativeness’ is 
allowed to vary with the accumulation of experiences across time for differ-
ent birth cohorts of individuals and according to their age.

This chapter is organised as follows. Sections 3.1 and 3.2 offer an 
account of the recent debate on the nature and distinctive characteristics 
of diffusion processes. The complex time-related structure of the diffusion 
process of cohabitation is then disentangled in section 3.3. In sections 3.4 
and 3.5 we propose two mechanisms related to social infl uence as poten-
tially driving this specifi c diffusion process and introduce their empirical 
operationalisation. The results of these fi rst analyses are presented in sec-
tion 3.6. A discussion of the role of these mechanisms on the decision-
making process to adopt cohabitation, together with that of other sources 
of infl uence, concludes the chapter (section 3.7).
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3.1 ‘STRUCTURAL’ VERSUS DIFFUSION 
ACCOUNTS OF SOCIAL CHANGE?

In chapter 2, we argued that both socioeconomic conditions and others’ 
behaviour may infl uence individuals’ propensity to adopt cohabitation. The 
former source of infl uence is generally dealt with in traditional analyses, 
whereas only diffusion approaches take account of the latter. Traditional 
analyses understand the causes of an increasing adoption of a new behav-
iour in terms of the alteration of individuals’ preferences and opportunities 
resulting from changes in their social structural position (e.g., Oppenheimer, 
1988), or from changes in their material or symbolic resources and val-
ues (e.g., Lesthaeghe & Meekers, 1986; Lesthaeghe & Surkyn, 1988; Mills, 
2000). The adoption of cohabitation would thus be seen as solely dependent 
on the characteristics associated with the individual, regardless of others’ 
behaviour. Diffusion approaches, by contrast, investigate a different cas-
cading mechanism, driven in part by social infl uence. Diffusion explana-
tions centre on a broader class of contextual and environmental processes, 
where conditions outside the individuals contribute to shape their behav-
iours (Strang & Soule, 1998). Through social infl uences exercised by previ-
ous adopters, an increasing adoption of cohabitation can occur even when 
potential adopters’ characteristics and resources remain unaltered or hardly 
change. In Palloni’s words,

In diffusion models, the behaviour ‘spreads’ and is adopted by indi-
viduals irrespective of their socioeconomic positions, even among those 
whose social or economic positions are hypothetically associated with 
cost-benefi t calculations that do not necessarily require the new behav-
ior. Adopting the new behavior occurs as a result of reevaluation of 
one’s own choices in light of other people’s behavior, not as a strategic 
response or accommodation to a realignment of resources associated 
with one’s social position in the social system. (Palloni, 2001, p. 68)

Diffusion models thus focus on the reciprocal infl uence of the behaviour 
of different individuals. Through this social infl uence, changes in the atti-
tudes and behaviour of some individuals (past and current adopters) can 
induce modifi cation of other individuals’ later behaviours (potential adopt-
ers). This change in attitudes occurs as a consequence of the inclusion in 
individuals’ decision-making process of others’ perceived preferences and 
of the observed outcomes associated with others’ previous adoption. In this 
respect, a diffusion explanation of cohabitation takes account of a social 
dynamic that, at the aggregate level, can contribute to alter both the social 
norms around partnership formation, its timing and the pace, and thus can 
also be treated as a causal factor of change.

As described in chapter 2, different sources of social infl uence may be 
responsible for such a causal effect1. Firstly, it may be that ‘social learning’ 
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brings about more instances of adoption and, together with it, each 
succeeding cohort of women will face increasingly less uncertainty, thereby 
lessening the ‘cost’ of adoption for others in the future. According to this 
mechanism, individual’s experiences with cohabitation serve as vicarious 
examples and/or provide mainstream role models. Beside, it may also be that 
a greater adoption of cohabitation may signal its increasing acceptance and 
the lowering of moral and social sanctions against cohabiting (less ‘social 
pressure’). In this second case, it is normative pressure that directs young 
women away from feelings of shame, inappropriateness, and potential 
confl icts, which could result from deviating from what is normal or typical 
in one’s own reference group. In particular, the more common it is to either 
be cohabiting or have cohabited in a society, the weaker the normative 
pressure towards the ‘need’ for a formal marriage is likely to be, thus the 
lower will be the social and psychological costs of adopting cohabitation.

Whatever the rationale of social infl uence driving diffusion, there is no 
theoretical reason for setting the traditional (‘structural’) and diffusion 
explanations in opposition to each other because they are neither mutu-
ally exclusive nor single accounts of social change2. In fact, they can both 
contribute to explain the causal mechanisms responsible for the spread of 
cohabitation (or its absence) over the last few decades. However, to disen-
tangle these two types of explanations, diffusion processes cannot be simply 
indirectly deducted from the amount of change not accounted for by struc-
tural explanations solely based on individuals’ own characteristics (Palloni, 
2001). It would not be very convincing to build a ‘structural’ model and 
then claim that everything it could not explain must be down to ‘diffusion.’ 
By the same token, a diffusion explanation cannot do away with the need 
to account for the structural conditions that create different costs and ben-
efi ts to the cohabitation choices of individuals in different circumstances. 
Because diffusion processes take place in social environments that are insti-
tutionally and culturally structured,

[I]n order to be analytically useful, diffusion models require theoris-
ing about social structures, about the positions that individuals occupy 
in them, about individual decision-making processes that accompany 
adoption of a behavior, and about the constraints these individuals 
face. . . . Well-defi ned diffusion hypotheses and models must be built 
on assumptions about social and economic conditions that constrain 
individual actors’ preferences and resources, and rely on these assump-
tions. (Palloni, 2001, p. 67)

We thus need both approaches, structural and diffusion explanations, as 
complementary accounts of normative and social change (Durlauf & 
Walker, 2001). Furthermore, they are also intertwined because of the role 
of ‘endogenous feedback.’ That is to say, the process of diffusion itself can 
also play a part in altering the structural conditions for individuals. For 
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example, the increasing diffusion of cohabitation may itself lead to changes 
in the institutional and normative contexts. This combined approach is the 
one chosen here3.

3.2 CONDITIONS FOR THE IDENTIFICATION 
OF A DIFFUSION PROCESS

Unfortunately, until recently, most diffusion analyses have been based on 
aggregate rather than individual data4 (Kiernan, 1999; Prinz, 1995; Trost, 
1979; and for a review of diffusion approaches, see Rogers, 1985, and 
related to fertility, Cleland, 2001). However, this weakens such analyses 
because it leaves unidentifi ed the mechanisms that drive diffusion by affect-
ing, for example, the balance between expected costs and benefi ts of cohab-
iting in the individuals’ rational decision-making process. Although it is not 
possible to distinguish empirically which source of social infl uence has been 
operative in a particular instance5, both social learning and social pressure 
relate to the effect of individuals’ exposure to determined levels of prac-
tice of cohabitation in the population. Both infl uences operate in the same 
direction and often in combination: The more widespread cohabitation is 
in a social context in a given moment, the easier it is for any successive 
individual to adopt it. However, the effects of the social infl uence related 
mechanism is also dependent on cultural and institutional contexts (Cle-
land, 1985; Lesthaeghe, 1977; Lesthaeghe & Vanderhoeft, 2001, Watkins, 
1991). Cohabitation ‘compatibility’ with existing norms and ‘structural’ 
conditions contribute to the relative convenience of the practice in the eyes 
of potential adopters.

Besides the lack of individual level analyses, we are going to take defi -
nite account of other important elements of diffusion processes that tend 
to be overlooked (Cleland, 2001; Palloni, 2001; Strang & Meyer, 1993): 
the assumption of rationality of decision-makers; the possible resistance to 
the diffusion of an innovation; the role and weight of social and economic 
structures and; endogenous feedback6.

A. Individuals as Rational Decision Makers

A common denominator between structural explanations and diffusion 
models is their focus on individuals, thought of as rational decision mak-
ers (Carter, 2001; Palloni, 1999, 2001; Reed, Briere & Casterline, 1999; 
Strang & Meyer, 1993; Strang & Soule, 1998). Diffusion occurs because 
individuals decide to adopt (or not) cohabitation after having observed (or 
having got to know about) others choosing it before. They would normally 
decide after having included the choices and (possibly) observed outcomes 
derived by others’ previous experiences into their own evaluation of the 
relative advantages expected by the new practice. This is how the evalu-
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ation of behavioural examples from previous adopters produces a change 
in the payoff in the choice of potential adopters to enter cohabitation. We 
thus argue that individuals’ decision to cohabit is affected by the spread of 
new information, ideas, beliefs, or social norms that occur through social 
interaction and social infl uence, either at the personal level or originated 
from impersonal sources of information and behavioural example such as 
the mass media.

B. Possible Resistance to Adoption

Actors differ in their individual general propensity or reluctance7 to engage 
in innovative practices (Easterline, 1975) as well as specifi cally in their choice 
of whether or not to cohabit. That is, there might be individuals who are 
more (or less) risk adverse and thus adopt less (or more) easily than others. 
Rogers (1985), Coleman (Coleman, Katz & Menzel, 1967) and Burt (1987) 
distinguish between groups of individuals (‘forerunners’ and ‘laggards’8) 
depending on the timing of their adoption. But in the case of cohabitation it 
is diffi cult (and not even sensible) to distinguish the two groups, given that 
the population at risk changes continuously over time and that the choice 
to take a partner can take place at any time over the life course. Rather, in 
the case of cohabitation, such heterogeneity in individual propensity must 
be accounted for at the individual level. Empirically, through a multivariate 
analysis it is possible to control for factors that are already known to affect an 
individual’s propensity to cohabit, which may frustrate or foster the diffusion 
process9. These are individuals’ educational attainment, religious beliefs, their 
labour attachment, the characteristic of their local environment, whether they 
experienced a parental divorce, or similar characteristics. For this reason, the 
approach to diffusion we propose, instead of estimating the process of adop-
tion at the population level, models the risk of entering a cohabitation over 
time at the individual level. In fact, in our model there is no assumption that 
the diffusion process must lead to a specifi c, previously defi ned, shape and/
or level of cumulated distribution of adoptions over time. Nor is there the 
assumption that the diffusion process must necessarily have the same effect in 
each country. On the contrary, beside the estimated effects of personal char-
acteristics, the role and shape of social infl uence from previous adopters on 
the individual likelihood to adopt cohabitation is empirically investigated. 
This empirical test leaves room for resistance to, and even failure of, the dif-
fusion process. In this model, individuals’ calculation of cost benefi ts under 
uncertainty in the choice to enter a partnership can result any time in either 
following the lead of others’ previous adoption of cohabitation or alterna-
tively in resisting it, by opting for the traditional alternative of marrying. And 
even in the case of those who eventually decide to cohabit, their choice might 
either display sensitivity to social infl uence (a signifi cant effect) or rather sim-
ply result to be a product of their socioeconomic circumstances and personal 
dispositions.
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C. Role of the Social Structures in Affecting 
the Relative Convenience to Cohabit

Adoption of cohabitation takes place in differently shaped social settings in 
which (heterogeneous) individuals are to be found at different points of their 
life course. They also differ in their socioeconomic circumstances, their pref-
erences, and their personal characteristics. Some of these differences may be 
related to the propensity to cohabit rather than marry (as discussed earlier). 
However, the degree to which a group of individuals displays a common 
given characteristic also depends on the shared circumstances established by 
their respective institutional settings. For example, their chance of having a 
certain educational level, or of having reached that level by a given age, is 
strongly determined by the organisation of the school system in the country 
where they live. In the same way, their employment status is also determined 
by the characteristics of their respective labour markets. Institutional and 
cultural contexts not only infl uence the differences in the prevalence of a 
given characteristic within a population, but also the effect that the same 
trait may have on the adoption of cohabitation. As it is for education and 
working circumstances, so it is with the regard to the prevalent cultural 
norms and models of behaviours. Diffusion processes are thus affected by 
the cultural and social structures of the systems in which they occur. These 
can either facilitate or frustrate the diffusion process:

Social structures determine the content and shape of the repertoire 
of feasible behaviors (‘Is the behavior within the realm of conscious 
choice?’), individual’s preferences (‘Is the behavior advantageous at 
all?’), and individual’s resources (‘Can individuals adopt at low costs?’). 
(Palloni, 2001, p. 73)

The ease with which a cultural setting can respond to, and assimilate, new 
practices can speed up or slow down the diffusion process. In particular, 
sociocultural factors are considered to be an important determinant of the 
overall diffusion pace and level in a given setting (Cleland, 1985; Cleland & 
Wilson, 1987; Coale & Watkins, 1986; Lesthaeghe & Vanderhoeft, 2001). 
For example a ‘common law’ legal tradition, where actual practices leads 
the formulation of norms, may integrate and foster new practices more rap-
idly than a ‘top-down’ legal tradition (Rosina, 2001) where citizens have 
to conform to laws that generally lag behind social change. The degree of 
traditionalism and religiosity of a society is another important aspect. When 
the social structure, rather than individuals’ risk aversion, is what explains 
the observed delays and lags in the diffusion process, institutionally driven 
effects can still be distinguished with an individual-level model through the 
comparative framework adopted. For example, we might fi nd that individu-
als’ religiosity negatively affects their propensity to cohabit, and that it does 
so with different strength depending on the country. However, even when 
the effects were to be equally strong across countries, religiosity would affect 
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the takeup of the diffusion process more strongly in the less secularised 
countries (where there is a bigger number of religious individuals). In the 
same way, it could be that the enrolment in education decreases individu-
als’ likelihood to cohabit (Blossfeld & Huinink, 1991), but that this effect 
differs between countries in a way that is consistent with their differently 
organised school and labour markets.

D. Endogenous Feedback

It is also worth noting that personal and environmental factors do not 
function as independent determinants but rather determine each other. The 
changes that individuals cause in environmental conditions, in turn, affect 
their behaviour and the nature of future contexts of action (Palloni, 2001; 
Tudge & Winterhoff, 1993). This ‘endogenous feedback’ further compli-
cates the analysis of the underlying process of adoption. Diffusion pro-
cesses, in fact, are distinctive also in their self-reinforcing character. Because 
innovations involve uncertainty and a certain degree of risk, their takeup 
tends to be initially slow, when little information about the consequences of 
their adoption is available. The incidence of takeup then accelerates (or not) 
driven (also) by the social infl uences on potential adopters (Cleland, 2001). 
This self-reinforcing process is supported by reductions in the perception 
of risk and uncertainty attached to cohabiting as it becomes more com-
mon and familiar. Additionally, as the process of adoption progresses, the 
social and economic environments are—with some time lag and to a varying 
degree—modifi ed by the process of adoption itself. This happens because 
the diffusion process may change the initial conditions leading to adoption 
(for example, by a change in laws and regulations), and this transforma-
tion feeds back into the diffusion process. Thus, as the process evolves, the 
cultural and institutional contexts in which the decision to cohabit is taking 
place will be modifi ed accordingly. These progressive cultural and institu-
tional adaptations will result in a change in the elements that enter into the 
decision-making process of everybody, including nonadopters eventually 
preferring a direct entry into marriage. For example, the initial expansion 
of education, combined with the increasing participation of women in the 
labour force and fl exibility in young people’s careers, could have produced 
an increasing need for a less-binding form of partnership. In turn, the less 
traditional gender-role division of labour brought about by more cohabit-
ing couples could favour women investing in a paid job and increase returns 
from educational credentials, which would strengthen further the aspiration 
to educational achievements and, in turn, also the propensity to cohabit. 
Alternatively, an increasing number of couples cohabiting without marrying 
might encourage a change in the legal regulation and recognition of these 
relationships from the point of view of rights and obligations. In fact, for 
a cohabitant couple to be acknowledged as a household may be crucial for 
access to social security and social assistance benefi ts, as well, depending on 
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the taxation system, to more or less advantageous tax treatments, and to 
inheritance entitlements. Both the legal recognition of unmarried cohabitant 
partnerships, and the conditions under which it operates, will thus change 
the payoff in the choice to cohabit or marry for all individuals about to enter 
a partnership in a subsequent time.

These four characteristics of the diffusion processes make it necessary 
to study the phenomenon longitudinally, taking into account the changes 
in individuals’ conditions and resources, both along their life course and 
across birth cohorts. This is to say that in the course of the diffusion pro-
cess, we have to pay attention that in each point in time individuals’ char-
acteristics will tend to differ systematically from those of people belonging 
to different birth cohorts. These latter are to be found in either earlier or 
later stages of their life course with respect, for example, to the level of 
education achieved as well as to the completion of schooling, or to the 
entrance into the labour market. For the same token, by growing older, the 
same individuals within a single birth cohort will also experience changes 
in their own characteristics and circumstances over time. Figure 3.1 pro-
vides a simple illustration of this.

In Figure 3.1 are sketched the hypothetical cumulative proportions of 
individuals entering their fi rst cohabitation or marriage by age, for a selection 
of four fi ctitious birth cohorts (in line with the actual fi gures we have shown 
in Figure 2.1 for a single birth cohort). We can observe immediately two 
things. First, the lowering of the higher curves profi le, from the top to the 
bottom of the graphs, shows that the process of partnership formation 
tends to be postponed across birth cohorts. So, for example, we can see that 
by age 20 a decreasing proportion of people have ever formed their fi rst 
partnership (marked with a dotted line on the Y-axis) in the cohort born 
in 1970 than that born in 1965, 1960, or 1955. In absence of a complete 
recuperation of this progressive delay (there seem to be no sudden increase 
in the steep of any of the curves), we can see that across cohorts by the end 
of the observation (let’s imagine age 35), an increasing proportion of people 
has not partnered yet (area above the curves). This phenomenon translates 
into a decreasing proportion of individuals entering a partnership across 
birth cohorts in absolute terms for each given age: Overall, people will form 
their partnership later and later. Second, in Figure 3.1 we also notice that 
within these lowering levels, cohabitation becomes increasing more popular 
than a direct entry into marriage across cohorts. Thus, we can also see that 
by the end of the observation of each birth cohort, the relative proportion 
of individuals who have chosen cohabitation increases with respect to those 
having married. Depending on the magnitude of the postponement process 
relative to that of the increasing rates of cohabitation across cohorts, we 
might not necessarily be able to distinguish such a relative increase in 
cohabiting unions, would we only look at a single point in time. Overall, in 
fact, a much smaller proportion of individuals from younger birth cohorts 
will have formed a partnership by a certain date (because they are younger) 
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than in older cohorts (where individuals are older). As we can see, by any 
calendar date (let’s focus, for example, on a fi ctitious 1988), we will fi nd 
the coexistence of a certain proportion of members belonging to each of the 
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Figure 3.1 Cohabitation along the life course and across birth cohorts.
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birth cohorts who still have to partner. In a cross-sectional perspective the 
overall proportion having cohabited or married by a certain time will depend 
on the composition of the behaviours of individuals at different ages.

How will individuals’ characteristics differ from one birth cohort to 
another, at a certain time? And will such characteristics differ over time 
(by growing older)? Will these differences help explain why some individu-
als are still to partner in their own birth cohort at certain times? And to 
explain why some of them will eventually choose to cohabit rather than 
marry? Which will be the characteristics of the institutional environments 
(and their effect) experienced over time by this heterogeneous composition 
of individuals? A longitudinal perspective, by observing individuals over 
time, can help shedding light on these issues in a way that is precluded to 
cross-sectional observations.

Insofar, the diffusion of cohabitation among young women is not only 
a process intertwined with institutional features but also marked by its 
highly complex time-related structure. A specifi c characteristic of cohabi-
tation before entry into marriage (if it ever occurs) is that the time span of 
potential adoption for each generation is highly concentrated within the 
period of transition from youth to adulthood. Those who might poten-
tially adopt cohabitation are individuals at a certain stage of their life 
course that we could call ‘ready for partnership formation.’ Over time 
there is a continuous infl ow of birth cohorts who are entering into this life 
stage and thus are becoming members of the risk set of potential adopt-
ers10. At the same time, there is also a continuous outfl ow because some 
young individuals adopt cohabitation or marry and therefore also leave 
the group at risk. This means that, in the case of premarital cohabita-
tion among the young, potential adoption is typically confi ned to a spe-
cifi c window in the life course and the population of potential adopters is 
highly dynamic over time.

Thus, to depict diffusion processes, one needs to shift the analytical 
focus to individuals’ choices (Strang & Tuma, 1993) and to what deter-
mines them, in relation to their timing. Studying individuals’ likelihood 
to cohabit in a longitudinal framework allows one to take into account 
individuals’ heterogeneity both within the population and over time, thus 
allowing a clearer assessment of social infl uence. By applying appropriate 
(time-varying) controls for changes in individuals’ characteristics together 
with theoretically informed measures of possible sources of social infl uence, 
we can attempt to distinguish ‘structural’ effects and ‘social infl uences.’ The 
proportion of individuals having had previous experience with cohabita-
tion will thus directly take part in the explanation of future individuals’ 
choices to cohabit, alongside socioeconomic factors. Once parameters are 
estimated, hypotheses testing will determine whether the estimates are con-
sistent with those to be expected when social infl uences were operating as 
part of the individuals’ decision-making process (for a discussion of the 
results, see chapter 6).
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What we propose here is an integrated theory and model, which leaves 
room for both structural factors (individuals’ changing social and economic 
characteristics) and previous adopters’ behaviour to infl uence potential 
adopters’ choice to cohabit. This model acknowledges the role of social 
infl uences in the decision to adopt cohabitation while allowing for the 
effects of structural determinants. While allowing for impersonal sources of 
infl uence to affect individuals’ behaviour, it also allows all parameters of the 
model to be estimated from available data. Moreover, as detailed in the next 
section, the complex time-related nature of the diffusion process of cohabi-
tation allows us to describe and empirically test two different mechanisms 
related to social infl uence. The proposed indicators of the diffusion process 
will thus capture the dynamic interplay between changing levels of practice 
of cohabitation witnessed by individuals belonging to different birth cohorts 
and individuals’ decision to cohabit, as the diffusion process progresses. 
This is why the next section is dedicated to a more precise investigation of 
the time-related structure of the mating process.

3.3 TIME FRAME AND THE MECHANISMS 
DRIVING THE DIFFUSION PROCESS

The diffusion of cohabitation among young women is a highly complex 
time-related process. A characteristic of cohabitation before entry (if ever) 
into marriage is that the time span of potential adoption for each generation 
is highly concentrated in the period of transition from youth to adulthood. 
There is then a continuous succession of birth cohorts over time moving 
through this life-course window.

Past research has shown that in modern societies the readiness of young 
women to enter a fi rst marital or nonmarital union over the life course is 
governed, to a large extent, by organisational rules and institutional struc-
tures in the educational and employment systems (Blossfeld, 1990, 1995; 
Galland, 1986; Klijzing & Corijn, 2002; Marini, 1985; Nilsson & Strandh, 
1999). At specifi c ages, women typically move from one institutional domain 
to another (e.g., from secondary school to vocational training, or from 
school to the labour market) and these transitions often serve as markers 
for the beginning of a life stage where women form partnerships (Blossfeld 
& Nuthmann, 1989; Corijn & Klijzing, 2001; Huinink, 1995, 2000; Set-
tersten & Mayer, 1997; Klijzing & Corijn, 2002). It is well known, in fact, 
that completing education and establishing oneself in the labour market are 
among the most important transitions in the process of getting ready for 
entry into marriage (Blossfeld, 1995; Blossfeld & Huinink, 1991; Oppen-
heimer, 1988, 1997b).

Figure 3.2 presents a stylised picture of the complex dynamics involved 
in the diffusion of premarital cohabitation among young women. The two 
horizontal dotted lines describe the infl ow to, and outfl ow from, the risk 



The Diffusion Process of Cohabitation and Time 51

set given the variable ages at which these entries and exits take place for 
each individual. The succession of oblique parallel lines shows how there 
is a continuous infl ow of birth cohorts entering into the life stage ‘ready 
for partnership formation’ and thus becoming members of the risk set of 
potential adopters; and, at the same time, there is a continuous outfl ow of 
women from this risk set. They leave the risk set not only because some 
young women adopt cohabitation but also because others choose to marry 
and therefore are not anymore exposed to the risk of entering their fi rst 
partnership. Thus a continuous succession of birth cohorts will be passing 
across this window where the historical time at entrance and exit for each 
woman will depend respectively on her ‘readiness’ and age at formation of 
her fi rst partnership (by either cohabiting or marrying).

In other words, in the case of premarital cohabitation, the choice to 
cohabit instead of (or before) marry is typically confi ned to a specifi c win-
dow in the life course through which a dynamic population of potential 
adopters transits over time. These peculiarities of the adoption process have 
signifi cant consequences for the mechanisms that drive the diffusion process 
of premarital cohabitation among young women over time.

At each individual age11, a young woman will be experiencing a certain 
prevalence of cohabitation in her environment, depending on the rate of 
adoption of those who have previously chosen to cohabit by that time. 
Here a distinction could be made between earlier adopters among older 
birth cohorts or among her peers who have already entered their fi rst part-
nership through cohabitation. Will this woman be more susceptible to the 
infl uence from the example of her peers or will she draw information from 

Figure 3.2 Time-related dimensions of the diffusion process of premarital cohabi-
tation.
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the overall rate of experiences with premarital cohabitation of previous 
generations in her society by that time? This distinction is what character-
ises the two mechanisms linked to social infl uence, which are proposed in 
the next paragraphs.

The coexistence of several birth cohorts of individuals at different ages 
in each point of the historical time in which we happen to observed the 
diffusion process, and the dynamic process of learning from past cohort 
experiences is also a main concern in Manski’s recent study (2004) 
because:

Youth deciding whether to initiate risky behaviour such as drug use 
may draw lessons from the experiences of their peers. These and 
many similarly recurrent decision problems generate dynamic pro-
cesses of social learning from private experiences. The member of 
each new cohort of decision makers attempt to learn from the ac-
tions chosen and outcomes realised by past cohorts, and then make 
decisions that produce new experiences observable by future cohorts. 
(Manski, 2004, p. 443)

He also observes that the kind of inference that individuals can make 
about the prevalence of a type of behaviour in the social system depends 
on the position from which they happen to observe it. This consideration 
highlights the relevance of the time structure of the process for detecting 
the mechanisms conveying social infl uence across successive birth cohorts 
of individuals. Because the distinctive feature of a diffusion approach is 
its hypothesis about the existence and the role of social infl uences, a key 
element must be the identifi cation of the set of ‘signifi cant others’ whose 
behaviour is thought to affect the individual’s propensity to cohabit (Cast-
erline, 2001; Coleman, Katz & Menzel, 1967; Greve, Strang, & Tuma, 
1995; Manski, 1993b, 2000; Palloni, 1999, 2001; Strang, 1991; Strang 
& Soule, 1998). Here, we argue that young women faced with the deci-
sion to cohabit may draw information and example from the experiences 
of their peers or from the action chosen and outcomes realised by past 
cohorts. As they grow older, each successive birth cohort of these women 
will be confronted with a cumulating bunch of previous experiences from 
both previous cohorts and peer groups, which are being cumulated over a 
longer period.

In the following sections (3.4 and 3.5) we present two ways in which 
others’ experiences with cohabitation may convey social infl uence that fur-
ther fosters its subsequent adoption. The specifi c time-related structure of 
the diffusion process will aid in distinguishing which others’ experiences 
may be particularly infl uential in affecting women’s perception of a relative 
advantage entailed in cohabiting and/or its ‘appropriateness.’ Event history 
analysis will then help to assess their relative weight, and the shape of their 
effects, along with the diffusion process of cohabitation in each country.
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3.4 KNOWLEDGE-AWARENESS ABOUT THE 
EXPERIENCES OF OLDER COHORTS

In the course of the diffusion of premarital cohabitation within a given soci-
ety, each new cohort of women who enters the phase of being ready for part-
nership formation will encounter an increasingly greater proportion of prior 
adopters from previous cohorts. Each new cohort of women will therefore 
gradually experience premarital cohabitation as a less deviant (or stigmatised) 
and more socially acceptable living arrangement right from the beginning. 
Television, newspapers, magazines, and radio means of communication will 
increasingly disseminate knowledge-awareness on the growing popularity of 
nonmarital cohabitation among older birth cohorts and enhance its social 
acceptability. They will inform the young potential adopters of each new gen-
eration about the rising incidence of cohabitation, about why people increas-
ingly choose to cohabit, about how long their relationships last, and how 
they end. In other words, they will inform the young women about the likely 
benefi ts of the new living arrangement and their costs. They will also transmit 
information on what cohabitation means socially as well as an understanding 
of how cohabitation should be normatively evaluated.

Strang and Meyer (1993) term theorisation the process of transmission 
of information that may help people to understand the new private living 
arrangement of nonmarital cohabitation. The two authors suggest that the 
better theorised an innovative practice is, the less its diffusion will need to be 
relationally structured. Indeed, an easily communicated, eventually legitimate 
new behavioural model would require less persuasion and reciprocal sense 
making than a practice that is hard to comprehend and motivate. Theorisa-
tion shapes and accelerates diffusion in that it ‘translates’ new practices into 
abstract general models. Theorisation eases the transmission of cohabitation 
because it provides a clearer frame to new behavioural models, making them 
more salient, familiar, and compelling to potential adopters (Strang & Soule, 
1998). Interpretative frames and ‘theorised models’ that foster diffusion can 
be provided by previous adopters, through a sharing of their own experience 
with cohabitation. But it can also be provided by any other source of infor-
mation, provided it is reliable in the eyes of potential adopters (favourably) 
commenting on the cultural and social change that is being realised. In the 
case of theorised models of behaviour, the degree of infl uence will depend on 
how compelling these interpretative frames are in the eyes of the future deci-
sion makers.

This consideration highlights the relevance of cultural conditions for dif-
fusion, which is to say the compatibility of the new practice with the domi-
nant values. As Strang (1990) shows, practices that match with cultural 
understandings of appropriate and effective behaviours tend to diffuse more 
quickly than those that do not. Thus, in a cross-national comparison, it is to 
be expected that both cultural and structural factors may contribute to the 
shaping of the diffusion process across different institutional contexts.
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In the literature it is also stressed that new practices are adopted to the 
extent that they appear more effective or effi cient compared to their alterna-
tives (Rogers, 1985). Indeed, the spread of cohabitation seems to meet an 
increasing need for more fl exible family forms across generations (Blossfeld, 
2000), an issue we have already touched on in chapter 2. However, better 
knowledge of the existence and growing popularity of cohabitation through 
mass media information might also itself create motivation for its adoption 
(Gantz, Krendl & Robertson, 1986; Hornik & McAnany, 2001; Kaufer & 
Carley, 1993, 1996). Thus the dissemination of knowledge on cohabitation 
can create needs as well as vice versa.

Knowledge-awareness will generate social learning in that it will offer a 
wider knowledge of all factors that might bear on the decision to cohabit. 
It can imply either direct interactions within a social network and/or the 
transmission of abstract information. It is a mechanism by which the rela-
tive convenience and appropriateness of cohabitation becomes intelligible 
through others’ experiences via examples, stories, or debates. Through social 
learning a new understanding of the phenomena is developed and the degree 
of its acceptability is enhanced. Relatively distant actors12 are thought to be 
more effective in carrying information on what others have done (Rogers, 
1985; Strang & Soule, 1998) because new information tends to better travel 
via weak ties13. This is because strongly related actors tend to share links to 
third parties and thus to share little new information (Granovetter, 1973). 
But, as we have seen, also impersonal sources of information can contribute 
to a better understanding and increased acceptance of cohabitation.

We hypothesise that the cumulative experiences of earlier cohorts with 
cohabitation and the dissemination of their experiences through mass media 
serve as an important mechanism in the transmission of the new form of liv-
ing arrangement. In particular, we expect that the cumulative proportion of 
prior cohabitation adopters from previous cohorts has a positive effect on 
the conveyance of cohabitation in the following generations of women. This 
mechanism refers to the general level of previous experience with cohabi-
tation made by older cohorts, and thus to the rectangular area (Precohort 
adoption) in Figure 3.2.

However, it is well known that abstract information about the existence, 
functioning, and rationality of cohabitation is necessary but not suffi cient 
for its adoption in practice. Adoptive behaviour is highly susceptible to rein-
forcement infl uences, in particular at the beginning of the diffusion process, 
when the degree of uncertainty associated to new behaviours is higher (Ban-
dura, 1977). In the initial phase, women are reluctant to simply embark 
on premarital cohabitation because it still involves a high degree of uncer-
tainty and unknown risks. In particular, women are seldom certain that a 
new practice like cohabitation represents indeed a superior alternative to 
marriage. They neither might know exactly about the possible short- and 
long-term outcomes of such a choice nor about the societal approval asso-
ciated to cohabiting. When cohabitation is not yet widespread, its benefi ts 
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and costs are not necessarily very clear cut, at least not in the eyes of the 
early potential adopters. In the case of cohabitation, social and moral con-
victions are also often violated at the beginning of the diffusion process 
and the practice is stigmatised. Many women will therefore only engage in 
cohabitation after it has been gradually redefi ned in more acceptable terms. 
We thus hypothesise that, at the beginning of the diffusion process, knowl-
edge-awareness about the experiences of previous cohorts should have a 
rather small or negligible impact on the spread of cohabitation. The effect 
of cumulative precohort adoption on the rate of diffusion should be weak 
or not even statistically signifi cant at the beginning of the diffusion while 
increase its effect at later stages.

At an empirical level, at each point in time (t), the ongoing level of knowl-
edge-awareness (Pc) to which each individual is exposed, is measured in this 
study by the cumulative proportion of prior adopters from previous birth 
cohorts at each age:    

   

Pc
i<c j<t

nij

N p t
100

 
where c indicates the birth cohort; t is the woman’s age; nij is the num-

ber of prior adopters among older birth cohorts at age t; and Np(t) is the 
number of women belonging to older birth cohorts at age t. In other words, 
we created an indicator measuring, for each age of the woman observing, 
the percentage rate of practice in previous cohorts up to that moment. This 
is obtained by dividing the sum (∑) of events (nij) in previous cohorts (j < 
c) up to each moment (j < t) by the total number of woman belonging to 
those birth cohorts (Np(t)) at each time. The same set of measures has been 
computed in each country for every combination of (growing) age and birth 
cohorts in the sample for the period of interest.

3.5 DIRECT SOCIAL MODELLING OF PEERS

Especially in an early phase of the diffusion process, young women often 
need to confi rm their beliefs about cohabitation through more direct experi-
ence. They have to be persuaded by further evaluative information about 
the actual benefi ts and possible disadvantages of cohabitation through 
more concrete examples. These examples are most convincing if they come 
from other individuals like themselves who have previously cohabited, and 
whose experiences can constitute a sort of vicarious trial for the newcom-
ers (Bernardi, 2003; Kohler, 2001; Strang, 1991). More similar individuals 
may be more easily and better understood, or identifi ed with, and thus be 
more capable of exercising persuading infl uence. In this latter case social 
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infl uence would operate through ‘direct modelling’ (Bandura, 1977), which 
refers to how young people learn about the attractiveness of cohabitation 
by observing the examples given by their peers’ behaviour instead of, or 
next to, receiving general information via the mass media. According to 
Bandura (1977), in the process of social learning there are three types of 
modelling stimuli: (1) the live models; (2) the symbolic model, and (3) ver-
bal descriptions or instructions. ‘Live models’ comprise family members, 
friends, schoolmates, or work associates and others with whom the individ-
ual has direct contact. The ‘symbolic model’ is a pictorial representation of 
behaviour, whereas the mass media are a source of ‘verbal modelling.’ The 
important aspect of all types of modelling is that behaviour can be acquired 
simply through observation. The potential adopter does not have to practice 
the behaviour herself to be able to explore its potential consequences. What-
ever the stimuli, others’ enacted behaviours achieve infl uencing individuals’ 
choice through modelling via vicarious reinforcement 14. Modelling reduces 
both the burden and the hazards of a direct trial-and-error learning process, 
as well as the risks and costs that might be associated with breaking social 
norms or choosing a less favourable option. At the same time, it also enables 
young women to learn from others’ example what would be (potentially) 
more convenient for them to do, already before they attempt a co-residen-
tial partnership themselves. This way, modelling infl uences produce learning 
through their informative function. The symbolic representations acquired 
serve potential adopters as a guide for appropriate actions. But simultane-
ously, observing the consequences of others’ previous choices also conveys 
information about rewards or sanctions they have been subject to. Others’ 
similarity makes it easier to identify and conveys the expectation to incur in 
similar consequences, should the same choice being taken. Peers’ examples 
thus alter the perception of the relative advantage entailed in the choice of 
cohabitation, and thus the thoughts, feelings, and actions of subsequent oth-
ers (Bandura, 1971): “[B]ecause of benefi ts cannot be experienced until the 
new practices are tried, the promotion of innovations draws heavily upon 
anticipated and vicarious reinforcement” (Bandura, 1977, p. 52).

Studies on the effectiveness of ‘vicarious learning’ (Cox et al., 1999; 
Kanfer & Marston, 1963; Lee et al. 1999) have shown that dialogue and 
refl ection over vicarious experiences are essential components of learning. 
Thus, through observation and ‘listening’ of experts or peers’ discussing 
cohabitation, young people who fi nd themselves in a situation similar to 
that portrait in dialogues or reports can helpfully ‘reuse’ the informa-
tion received. Useful models for vicarious learning can stem either from 
experts (such as in the case of ‘theorisation’ or mass media communica-
tion) or from the observed models of peers with whom identifi cation may 
more easily occur. Vicarious learning has proven to be a powerful tool in 
infl uencing moral judgements towards a practice (Bandura & McDonald, 
1963) and in increasing the adoption of an innovative behaviour (Ban-
dura, Blanchard & Ritter, 1969; Rosekrans & Hartup, 1967).
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However, it is not only conversation and personal contact with one’s 
peers that count but also the perception of the practice, which is ‘proper’ 
to an individual’s position within the social structure. Burt (1987) terms 
it ‘structural equivalence.’ He argues that structurally equivalent actors, 
namely those possessing similar ties to others, attend carefully to each 
other’s behaviour in order to be able to manage the uncertainty entailed 
in innovative practices. The driving force for social infl uence is then 
competition, where individuals use one another to evaluate the relative 
‘appropriateness’ or suitability of cohabitation. Equivalence of roles 
and positions provides them with a ground for easing social compari-
son (Erickson, 1988). Structural equivalence is thus assumed to gener-
ate social pressure towards adoption. In the case of structural equivalent 
actors, interpersonal relationships and primary groups are not the ana-
lytical frame of reference. Rather, the channels of social infl uence are the 
entire social system and feelings of competition, or of relative depriva-
tion, within a status. For example, an account of peers’ behaviour confor-
mity depicted as structural equivalence is that of young people’s common 
relation to—or sensibility to the infl uence of—third parties: namely, mass 
media images of ‘appropriate’ youth behaviour, subcultures, or role mod-
els (Friedkin, 1984; Mardsen & Friedkin, 1993). Cohabitation of peers 
should therefore constitute a particularly valuable trial example of the 
new living arrangement.

This second mechanism for transmission of social infl uence draws on 
the degree of similarity between previous and potential adopters. Ear-
lier studies from social psychology have also widely documented how 
innovative types of behaviour exemplifi ed by similar others tend to be 
more effective in encouraging imitation and conformism15. In the words 
of Strang and Meyer,

The individual’s cognitive map identifi es reference groups that bound 
social comparison processes. Rational mimicking requires prior and 
potential adopters be understood as fundamentally similar, at least 
with respect to the practice at issue. Perceptions of similarity may 
enhance rates of diffusion for additional reasons, as actors fi nd them-
selves enmeshed in competitive emulation. (Strang & Meyer, 1993, 
p. 491)

Reference groups may also be culturally constructed around common sta-
tus and condition rather than dense network of interactions (Strang & 
Soule, 1998). From these considerations originates the need for an age-
defi ned indicator, intended to detect a possible channel for peers’ infl u-
ence. Indeed, belonging to the same culturally defi ned social category 
constructs a tie that is not necessarily relational but may have a direct 
impact on diffusion, in that it produces ‘cultural’ similarity and affects 
the easiness in the spread of information. This is not the same as arguing 
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that age similarity fosters higher levels of interactions between individu-
als or that it might be a proxy for direct relations. Rather, we argue that 
culturally recognised similarities (e.g., belonging to the same age group 
that moves across the same life-course transitions around the same ‘his-
torical’ and ‘cultural’ conditions) favour meaningful communication and 
infl uence between weakly related individuals, as between theorists and 
adopters (Strang & Meyer, 1993).

This mechanism for social infl uence suggests that at the heart of the dif-
fusion process there is direct social modelling (Bandura, 1977) by poten-
tial adopters of their peers who have adopted previously. This mechanism 
relates to the oval area (Peer-group adoption) in Figure 3.2. Through 
this channel, attitudes towards cohabitation are confi rmed through direct 
experiences made by similar others, who constitute concrete examples (a 
sort of valuable vicarious trial). Peer groups should play a particularly 
infl uential role in the diffusion of cohabitation mainly at the beginning of 
the diffusion process because that is when strongly held attitudes have to 
be changed. If young women are exposed to confl icting standards (infor-
mal cohabitation versus formal marriage) exemplifi ed by adult and peer 
models, they more often adopt the new standard of conduct than if adults 
alone set the example (Bandura, 1977).

Thus we hypothesise that cumulative peer-group adoption is an impor-
tant force that drives the diffusion process and is relatively more impor-
tant than cumulative precohort adoption. And further, that the relative 
importance of peer-group adoption compared to precohort adoption 
should even increase over time. Later adopters rely even less on mass 
media because a bank of peer experience has accumulated over time 
(Rogers, 1985).

Empirically the size of direct social modelling (Pg) is measured as the 
cumulative proportion of prior adopters belonging to the women’s own 
birth cohort at each age:

   

P g
i=c j<t

mij

N c
100

 

where c indicates the birth cohort; t is the woman’s age; mij is the num-
ber of prior adopters within the woman’s own birth cohort at age t; and 
Nc is the total number of women in the woman’s own birth cohort. This 
is obtained by dividing the sum (∑) of events (mij) in the same birth cohort 
(j = c) up to each moment (j < t) by the total number of woman belonging 
to that birth cohort (Nc) at each time. Again, these measures have been 
computed in each country for every combination of (growing) age and 
birth cohorts in the sample for the period of interest.
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Over the life course, the women belonging to each birth cohort will 
thus experience different degrees of increase in others’ previous adoption 
of cohabitation each successive year, depending on the ‘popularity’ and 
appeal of cohabiting for each generation of women in each country.

3.6 RESULTS: THE DIFFUSION OF COHABITATION

We now present the fi rst empirical results, starting from a description of 
the diffusion of cohabitation among young women across birth cohorts in 
the six countries under study. As discussed earlier in the chapter, we are 
specifi cally interested in two different mechanisms driving the diffusion 
process: knowledge-awareness (measured as the cumulative experiences 
of older cohorts) and direct social modelling (measured as cumulative 
experiences of peers within the same birth cohort).

Figure 3.3 describes the changes in the cumulative proportions of pre-
cohort adoption across age in fi ve of the six countries studied, for the 
birth cohorts from 1954 to 197316. Unfortunately, given the sampling 

Figure 3.3 Cumulative proportions of precohort adoption. (continued over)
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Figure 3.3 Cumulative proportions of precohort adoption.
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Figure 3.3 Cumulative proportions of precohort adoption.
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structure of the FFS survey in Sweden, it has not been possible to compute 
these measures for this country. In France, East Germany, and West Ger-
many, it is apparent that each successive birth cohort of women encoun-
tered an increasingly higher proportion of prior practice with premarital 
cohabitation right from the beginning of their exposure at age 15. For 
example, in France, women born in 1973, at their entering the window 
of risk exposure to partnering at age 15, witnessed a rate of practice with 
cohabitation around 30% higher than those perceived by women of the 
same age born 20 years before (see Figure 3.3). In East and West Ger-
many, this increase across generations had been of around 20% to 25% 
for women age 15. In other words, across birth cohorts there seems to be 
an increasing level of social acceptance of cohabitation for each younger 
birth cohort so that cohabitation can progressively be considered as a 
less deviant form of partnership. This trend continues to rise during the 
life course of each birth cohort of women, as can be seen from the birth 
cohort trajectories.

Compared to these countries, the diffusion of cohabitation develops 
quite differently in Italy and Spain. Although there is also an increas-
ing proportion of the cohabitation practice, the differences between birth 
cohorts are not very marked, and the increase of cumulative previous 
cohorts experience over the life course is very small. Thus, in Italy cumu-
lative precohort adoption reaches its maximum at about 7%, in Spain at 
11%, whereas in East Germany it reaches it at 36%, in West Germany at 
43%, and in France at 50%. This description suggests that in the South-
ern European countries, even for younger birth cohorts of women, the 
adoption of cohabitation is still an uncommon practice and thus remains 
a kind of deviant behaviour.

Figure 3.4 displays the cumulative proportion of peer-group adop-
tion for the same countries and birth cohorts, measured as the propor-
tion of prior adopters across age within each birth cohort. Starting from 
zero, cohabitation is at fi rst adopted in each birth cohort by only a few 
people who might serve as an example. Then it is adopted at a rapidly 
accelerating rate with increasing age, gradually slowing down and fi nally 
stabilising at a specifi c level. The resulting distribution of cumulative 
adoptions over age can generally be described as taking the form of an 
S-shaped curve. There are, however, important differences in the shapes 
of the curves among birth cohorts and the overall levels reached by the 
younger cohorts in the six countries. The maximum cumulative propor-
tion of peer-group adoption is reached in Sweden with 87%, followed by 
France with 78%, West Germany with about 50%, and East Germany 
with 40%. Spain lags behind with 17% and Italy even further apart with 
about 10%. With reference to the steep of the slopes and the relative dis-
tances of the curves from each other, Figure 3.4 clearly indicates that the 
diffusion of cohabitation seems to have been overall slower and somehow 
blocked in the south of Europe, at least until the early 1990s.
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Figure 3.4 Cumulative proportions of peer-group adoption. (continued over)
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Figure 3.4 Cumulative proportions of peer-group adoption.
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Figure 3.4 Cumulative proportions of peer-group adoption.
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3.7 THE DIFFUSION PROCESS AND 
INSTITUTIONAL CONSTRAINTS

Summing up, we argued in chapter 2 that it is rational for individuals who 
are in uncertain situations to observe and refer to others’ enacted behaviour 
to orient their actions and acquire new information. We then argued that 
the relative advantage entailed in adopting a new behavioural option such 
as premarital cohabitation increases together with the proportion of previ-
ous adopters in a social system. We proposed two rationales by which social 
infl uence should raise the social acceptance of a new behavioural model and 
the convenience of cohabiting together with its ongoing level of previous 
adoption, namely, infl uences related to social learning and social pressure.

As a further step, in this chapter we have also noted that the proportion of 
previous experiences with cohabitation that individuals can observe depends 
on their changing position in the complex time-related structure of the diffu-
sion process of this new practice. We have thus distinguished between two 
possible mechanisms related to the effect of social infl uence: knowledge-
awareness (Pc), measured as the cumulative proportion of adopters from 
previous cohorts, and direct social modelling (Pg), measured as the cumu-
lative proportion of previous experiences among peers. These constructs 
will be used in an attempt to better understand the underlying mechanisms 
governing the changes in the process of adoption of cohabitation. We have 
claimed to expect ‘similar’ others to be more infl uential, especially at the 
beginning of the diffusion process when social norms have to be violated and 
more persuasion is required. We argued that when individuals are ‘similar’ 
in some respect, diffusion should be rapid because of the perceptions built 
into them. In the following phase of the study we will then test the absolute 
and relative strength of these two channels for social infl uence, in affecting 
young women’s likelihood to adopt cohabitation. By simultaneously testing 
these effects in the empirical model, together with socioeconomic factors, 
the multivariate analyses become more than a description of the path of 
diffusion. They will test different hypothesis about the ways of channelling 
social infl uence. The empirical test will explore whether individuals seem to 
be more infl uenced by their peers’ behaviour or by another social effect that 
operates across generations (see Manksi, 1993b). The test of a double speci-
fi cation of possible reference groups allows one to better disentangle social 
dynamics without assuming any specifi c a priori unique channel of social 
infl uence. Additionally, to investigate the shape of the effects played by the 
diffusion related mechanisms, the functional form of these two indicators 
will be fl exibly specifi ed, so as to leave room for a wide range of different 
possible forms (see chapter 5).

However, as discussed in chapter 2, others’ degree of adoption and expe-
rience with cohabitation is only a part of the explanation of rising levels 
of this practice over time: the part connected to the perception of the rela-
tive advantage entailed in cohabiting. However, differently shaped national 
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institutional structures also contribute to defi ning the relative convenience 
of the options available (and feasible) in individual choices. The legal fram-
ing of partners’ and spouses’ obligations and entitlements, the permeability 
of cultural and normative contexts to innovative behaviours and practices, 
housing and labour markets, educational systems, and the gender division 
of roles are among other factors that contribute to the making of a possible 
advantage of cohabiting relative to marrying. Chapter 4 is dedicated to the 
infl uences of these institutionally related factors. Here it is important to 
illustrate the contribution that the approach we propose may bring in addi-
tion to the classical ‘structural’ explanations.

Figure 3.5 Individuals’ adoption of cohabitation and institutional contexts in the 
diffusion process.
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Figure 3.5 sketches a stylised schema of the main components of this 
approach. On the top-left side of the schema, is the part of reasoning linked 
to the diffusion process (darker areas). On the bottom-right part are repre-
sented those socioeconomic factors that contribute to infl uence partnering 
behaviours. Both of these infl uences are thought simultaneously to affect 
women’s perception of the relative advantage entailed in cohabiting: the 
former through social infl uence, and the latter through the setting of ‘struc-
tural’ opportunities and constraints in individuals’ choices. The diagonal 
thick arrows on the top-left part of the schema point to the diffusion pro-
cess per se: The rate of previous adoption of the new practice enhances 
women’s actual likelihood to cohabit, which in turn contributes to foster 
the probability that other women will cohabit in the future. In this respect, 
shading light on women’s likelihood to adopt premarital cohabitation while 
taking into account also the effect of previous adopters means tackling the 
diffusion process at an individual level and helps predict likely future devel-
opments. The multivariate analysis will thus integrate both perspectives as 
explanatory factors in young women’s likelihood of cohabiting.



4 Sociodemographic Factors and 
the Infl uence of Institutional 
Contexts

4.1 THE STRUCTURE OF OPPORTUNITY 
AND CONSTRAINTS: RELATIVE 
ADVANTAGE OF COHABITATION

As anticipated in the previous chapters, in the approach we propose the 
prevalence of practice of cohabitation is not the only factor affecting indi-
viduals’ decision to enter it. The choice to engage in an innovative behav-
iour depends on the degree of its perceived relative advantage with respect 
to other alternative choices. Individuals’ considerations about cohabiting 
take into account the structure of opportunities and constraints set by insti-
tutional contexts while being affected (whether consciously perceived or 
not) by others’ behaviour. We have argued that a diffusion account (social 
infl uence) and a structural explanation (socioeconomic and institutional 
related factors) are two perspectives complementary to each other (Cast-
erline, 2001; Dechter, 2001; Palloni, 2001). This chapter deals specifi cally 
with the impact of the institutional features that might affect individuals’ 
interest in adopting cohabitation rather than marrying. In this chapter we 
discuss those features that might increase or decrease the advantage entailed 
in adopting cohabitation in each of the countries chosen as case studies: 
the conservative-corporatist West Germany and France, the former socialist 
East Germany1, the social-democratic Sweden, and the familialist Italy and 
Spain.

Across Europe there are different sets of opportunities and constraints 
rooted in individuals’ changing socioeconomic circumstances about when 
(and how) to leave the parental family (Jurado Guerrero, 2001) and when 
and how to enter a partnership (by marriage or cohabitation) in each country. 
They depend to a large extent on specifi c institutional contexts. We already 
know from previous studies that the readiness of young women to enter a 
partnership is infl uenced by institutional characteristics of the educational 
and employment systems (Blossfeld, 1990; Corijn, 2001a). The literature 
distinguishes several domains in which social mechanisms can infl uence 
the relative easiness in the choice made between living independently as a 
single person, cohabiting, or marrying2. In the following sections, we discuss 
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in more detail (section 4.2) the different legal frameworks that regulate 
cohabiters’ reciprocal duties and entitlements in each country, (4.3) the role 
of the general normative context, (4.4) the effect of a general educational 
expansion, (4.5) the different labour markets for young women, and, fi nally 
(4.6), the characteristics of housing markets.

4.2 THE LEGAL CONTEXT: LAW REGULATIONS 
ON COHABITING UNIONS

Among the countries analysed, France and Sweden were those in which the 
legal framework reacted fastest to social change, incorporating and recog-
nising cohabitation and making it an accepted alternative to legal marriage. 
In Sweden, for example, cohabiting couples are treated the same way as 
married ones for the purposes of tax and social laws, although there is no 
legal duty to support the partner economically and the rules of inheritance 
rights between spouses do not apply to cohabiters. However, the legislation, 
specifi cally the ‘Cohabitees Act’ (1987), in the case of partner’s death allows 
the surviving party to use and occupy the joint home and further protects 
the survivor by a special rule on the division of property (Saldeen, 1995).

In France, informal family behaviour was already regulated in the Civil 
Code dated 1804, according to which—beside having a chance to be granted 
a share in the couple’s belongings—a cohabitant who had been abandoned 
by his or her partner may obtain a compensation similar to that a legal 
spouse is entitled to in case of divorce. In the case of a partner’s death, where 
spouses share also a relatively weak position in French succession law, 
inheritance rights for the survivor are not granted (Glendon, 1989). Since 
1948, different provisions grant a right of occupation to a cohabitant who 
has been living on the premises for at least one year. For the period analysed 
here, tax law did not take cohabitation into account3, so each partner was 
taxed as if he or she was single. Therefore the tax position may have been 
more favourable for cohabiters than for spouses as far as tax deductions are 
concerned (Guimezanes, 1995). In welfare law cohabiters are instead often 
equalised with spouses, even though their children are deemed illegitimate 
children until their parentage is being established. But once parentage is 
proved, both parents have a duty to maintain their children in the same way 
as married parents.

In West Germany the protection offered by the ‘Federal Constitution’ 
(1949) to the institutions of family and marriage is denied when couples 
choose to cohabit and, in the absence of minor children, the relationship is 
not seen as giving place to a family. Instead, cohabiting partners are free to 
make private arrangements according to the general regulations of the Civil 
Code on contracts, properties, and successions. Cohabiters enjoy a weaker 
status, however, when they could not reach agreement on all issues or did not 
regulate their union through a private contract because they are not eligible 
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for the protection and privileges connected with marriage. Two principles 
seem to dominate the German legal approach: protection of the institution 
of marriage and respect for the presumed intention of cohabiters to avoid 
legal consequences. These conditions still prevent nonmarital unions benefi t-
ing from a range of entitlement and rights accorded to marriage (including a 
far more favourable tax arrangements: the Ehegattensplitting; see Steiner & 
Wrohlich, 2004); and cohabiting unions are left free to develop in a way that 
in case of dissolution the weaker or economically dependent part is more 
exposed to adverse outcomes (Glendon, 1989). Only in 1991 an explicit 
reference to cohabitation (aimed at protecting marital rights) was made in 
the ‘Federal Relief Act,’ whereby relief payments to unmarried cohabiters 
are subject to the same reductions as the payments made to married couples 
(Graue, 1995). Some more legislation came into place in 2006, extending to 
cohabiting unions the legal obligation to support the unemployed partner 
economically, a period not covered in this analysis.

In Italy and Spain the contrast is still greater. Cohabitation in Italy has 
yet not been given any legal recognition, although public debate has recently 
begun about the urge to acknowledge and regulate cohabiting unions. Here 
cohabiters have no mutual rights and duties to live together or to provide 
material and moral support or to be faithful. Cohabitation is thus seen as 
a free and unbinding relationship, which is terminable by either party at 
any time and in which each partner owns and disposes separately of any 
property acquired during cohabitation. In presence of children recognised 
by both partners, both have parental authority and the same rights and 
duties as married parents, in that they have to provide them maintenance 
and alimony. However, cohabiting partners have no legal obligation to pay 
maintenance or alimony to each other; nor do succession rights exist under 
the Civil Code. Cohabitation contracts have only recently emerged, and are 
indirectly acknowledged by the Constitutional Court (Timoteo, 1995).

In Spain too, cohabitation is neither recognised nor regulated, cohabit-
ers do not have the same rights as married couples, and no special family 
proceedings are available in courts. Unmarried parents have parental rights 
and duties, and since 1987 (1991 for Catalan law) they are allowed to adopt 
children. Cohabiters have neither reciprocal maintenance duties nor rights 
to a widow’s pension or succession on the death of the partner, but they may 
be entitled to social security benefi ts (e.g., health assistance) when living 
together with a person or child entitled to such assistance (Alberdi, 1993; 
Roca, 1995).

This set of differently shaped legal frameworks creates advantages and 
disadvantages of a marital union compared to a cohabiting one. Given the 
lower legal constraints, the choice not to marry means, on the one hand, 
avoiding the responsibilities and restrictions imposed on married persons 
but, on the other, forgoing rights to protection and privileges connected 
with marriage. This might be especially important in the eyes of the weaker, 
because more economically dependent, partner. It is thus expected to play a 



72 Cohabitation, Family and Society

greater role for women in those countries where the gender division of paid 
and unpaid labour is more traditional. As described, these legal restrictions 
are more pronounced in Italy and Spain, followed by Germany, France, 
and fi nally Sweden, where marital and cohabiting unions are made virtu-
ally identical. Such restrictions are expected to affect the diffusion process, 
enhancing (in the southern countries) or reducing (in Sweden, France, East 
Germany, and more ambiguously in West Germany) the degree of risk 
entailed in cohabiting unions.

Hypothesis 1: We expect legal frame of opportunities and constraints set by 
national laws to increase the advantage of cohabiting in Sweden, France, 
and East Germany, whereas to decrease its relative advantage in Italy, Spain, 
and to a minor extent in West Germany.

4.3 THE CULTURAL CONTEXTS

Social norms tend to defi ne the range of appropriate and tolerable practices 
with respect to family formation. What kinds of ‘family forms’ are possible 
is defi ned at the societal level by the general normative context of a society. 
During the process of behavioural change that goes along with the diffusion 
of cohabitation, the general cultural framework serves as standard or guide 
for the members of a society and determines the ease with which young 
women can establish themselves in it. For example, their cultural norms sug-
gest the appropriate social and economic circumstances under which young 
people can enter either a marriage or a cohabitation. With regard to cohabi-
tation, beside legal norms, family cultures, traditions, and social norms can 
operate at the level of the nation, religious communities, and local systems 
(Rogers, 1985).

Among the countries studied, Italy and Spain are distinct in having more 
traditional family norms (Barbagli, Castiglioni & Dalla Zuanna, 2003), 
which we might expect to inhibit the early process of diffusion of cohabita-
tion. In fact, practices that match with cultural understandings of appropri-
ate behaviour tend to diffuse faster than those that do not (Strang, 1990), 
whereas cohabiting seems quite distant from a traditional vision of the fam-
ily, often defi ned by the marital contract. The more traditional context of 
these societies should affect the mechanisms of dissemination of informa-
tion because opinion leaders are usually a separate group of individuals 
from the innovators (Barbagli, Castiglioni & Dalla Zuanna, 2003). Here, 
the authorities are not expected to be particularly favourable to a more 
fl exible less binding behavioural innovation and, as a result, society should 
remain comparatively traditional for longer. In a traditional cultural cli-
mate, early innovators will be more likely to hide or underreport cohabita-
tion, and they are also less likely to have their experiences disseminated 
through mass media. As a result, in societies with traditional family systems 
we expect that cumulative precohort adoption of cohabitation should not 
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be a relevant engine in the diffusion process, particularly so in its beginning 
phase. In traditional societies it should also be harder to get cohabitation 
off the ground because social forerunners engaging in the new practice are 
a selective group of the population, and they might not favour an immedi-
ate self-identifi cation by the people in general. If mass media channels are 
not a viable means of transmission of information at the start of the pro-
cess, and if ordinary people fi nd it hard to identify with early innovators, 
cohabitation might rather diffuse further mainly along horizontal networks 
of specifi c innovative peer groups. Furthermore, the strong interdependence 
between family members characteristic of more ‘familistic’ countries might 
also add resistance to such change through more traditional parental values 
(Dalla Zuanna, 2004). Given the limited economic independence from their 
families enjoyed by young people, parents can more effectively limit their 
offspring’s preference for innovative behaviours, even when peer-group 
information is available and has generated a favourable attitude towards 
the new practice in the younger and generally less traditional members of 
society. Accordingly, we might also expect a failure of the diffusion pro-
cess of cohabitation to occur if the innovators do not effectively manage to 
transmit their experiences to weakly connected broader outsiders’ groups 
(i.e., if there is no “strengths-of-weak-ties”; Granovetter, 1973).

With regard to the normative structure of societies, the contrast between 
East Germany and the other countries is another interesting case for the test 
of the diffusion argument put forward in this analysis. The German Demo-
cratic Republic was, in fact, a political system that normatively opposed 
social change. In this former communist country, the whole public system, 
politicians and bureaucrats as well as the mass media in general, did not 
promote social change. This normative structure should therefore have cre-
ated barriers for the dissemination of knowledge-awareness and fostered 
a cultural climate resistant to the diffusion process. In contrast, the situ-
ation in France, Sweden, or West Germany has been different, in that the 
capitalistic economy, society in general, and the mass media in particular, 
have generally been oriented towards social and economic development. We 
therefore expect the rate of cumulative peer-group and precohort adoptions 
to have a smaller effect on the diffusion of cohabitation in East Germany 
than in these countries.

Hypothesis 2: We expect ‘peer-group adoption’ to have a positive effect on 
the diffusion of cohabitation. This effect should be particularly strong at the 
beginning of the diffusion process. The positive effect of ‘precohort adop-
tion’ should be comparatively smaller and rather more infl uential at a later 
stage of the diffusion process when a general level of social acceptance has 
already been reached. The strength of these mechanisms should be lower in 
the former socialist East Germany.

An important normative context with regard to cohabitation is the 
degree to which people are religious. In fact, sexuality, marriage, and 
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childbearing (along with contraception) have long been highly central 
issues for Christian churches. In particular, both cohabitation and 
nonmarital sex therein are highly incompatible with the Roman Catholic 
sacrament of marriage (Wu, 2000), which is there seen as the only possible 
way of establishing a new family. Even after the Protestant Reformation, 
most Christian churches still proscribe premarital sex. Because cohabitation 
acknowledges a sexual relationship and can thus emphasise nonconformity 
to religious doctrine, such churches fi rmly discourage sexual relationships 
within a co-residential informal union (Thornton, Axinn, & Hill, 1992). It 
is thus likely that nonreligious young women are the most likely to endorse 
premarital cohabitation, and that the capacity of religious doctrines to 
infl uence young people’s behaviour is associated with the degree of religious 
practice in a given country. Because most religious groups discourage 
cohabitation and instead place a high value on marriage and procreation 
within a regulated family life, we expect women’s religiosity4 to decrease 
their likelihood to cohabit and increase that of marrying. In fact, young 
religious women are more likely to enter in contact with adult people who 
encourage marriage and thus be infl uenced by the teachings of their churches 
on marriage and cohabiting unions. In this cross-societal comparison we 
particularly expect that religiosity should have a positive effect on entry into 
marriage and a particularly negative effect on the diffusion of cohabitation 
in Catholic Italian and Spanish societies. But in an atheist society like the 
(former socialist) East Germany, religion was fairly unimportant and should 
therefore have neither a strong effect on marriage nor on cohabitation. 
Finally, West Germany should have a position in the middle between East 
Germany and the southern countries. It is a country with mixed religious 
affi liations and a lower degree of religiosity. Given the higher rate of 
Protestantism in West Germany, religion should thus have a positive effect 
on marriage and a weak negative effect on cohabitation. It is not possible 
instead to test any hypothesis for the French and Swedish cases because the 
question on religiosity was not asked.

Hypothesis 3: We expect religiosity to have a positive effect on the likeli-
hood of marrying and a negative effect on the adoption of cohabitation. 
These effects should be stronger in the more religious southern countries, 
especially with regard to cohabitation, and weaker in the more atheist East 
Germany.

Social norms, values, and traditions should also play a role in union deci-
sions in the case of the birth of a child. The event of a pregnancy, for women 
in a relationship that does not entail the sharing of a residence with the 
partner, is expected to accelerate the decision to enter a union (Blossfeld et 
al., 1999; Blossfeld, Manting & Rohwer, 1993; Blossfeld & Mills, 2001; 
Mills, 2000). Single pregnant women may indeed desire to offer their child 
the social and economic protection that accompanies a stable and regulated 
union. The strength of the pressure to enter a partnership is expected to be 
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generally greater in the case of formal marriage than cohabitation (Brien, 
Lillard & Waite, 1999; Goldsheider & Waite, 1986, see also Baizán et al., 
2003, for Spain, and Baizán et al., 2002, for West Germany and Sweden). 
The higher degree of commitment required by marriage5 makes it be gen-
erally regarded as a more stable and guaranteed living arrangement than 
cohabitation. Thus, if a union is seen as the proper setting in which to bear 
children, a pregnancy may precipitate the entry into a fi rst partnership, espe-
cially in the case of marriage6. Differences are expected between countries, 
however, depending on the meaning attached to cohabitation and marriage 
in each country and on the legal frameworks that defi ne and recognise rights 
and responsibilities of the parents, both to each other and to their children. 
If cohabiting couples are no longer a small proportion of unions with a low 
level of social acceptance, being in a union might still be seen as an impor-
tant precondition to bearing children, but there should be less pressure to 
marry (Mulder & Manting, 1994).

In Sweden and France, where cohabitation is widespread and its status with 
regard to children is legally recognised and regulated to a degree comparable 
to that of marriage, we do not expect a substantially different effect. In East 
Germany, the effect on marriage is not expected to be greater than for cohabi-
tation because of the entitlements reserved to unmarried mothers in the social-
ist part of Germany (see section 4.6 on housing). The West German institutions 
are instead strongly committed towards marriage and fail to provide the same 
support to cohabiting and married couples, thus increasing the incentives for 
individuals to marry. In the case of the southern countries, cohabiting parents 
are far from being attributed the same status as married ones, and, given also 
the more traditional context, the effect of a pregnancy is expected to be sub-
stantially greater in the case of marriage. The effect of a pregnancy on union 
formation is expected to decrease after the birth of the child because the pres-
sure on the decision to enter a union has disappeared (Blossfeld, Manting & 
Rohwer 1993). It may, however, be that an intended marriage or cohabitation 
could not take place before the birth on various grounds, and it may thus spill 
over into some months right after the birth. No accelerating effect is expected 
on the choice to leave the parental home in order to live as single.

Hypothesis 4: We expect an ongoing pregnancy to accelerate the entrance into 
a partnership, this effect to be generally greater in the case of marriage, and to 
be especially infl uential in West Germany, Italy, and Spain. Its impact should 
decrease shortly after the birth of the child.

The experience of a parental divorce should also affect partnership decisions 
because it refl ects an unfavourable family climate (Clausen, 1991; Corijn, 
2001b) or one with a lower standard of living (Goldscheider & Da Vanzo, 
1989). Having witnessed divorced parents reentering the courtship process 
and confronting them with nonmarital sex and postmarital cohabitation might 
also modify children’s attitudes towards these behaviours, with marriage 
becoming less important to legitimate intimate relationships (Thornton, 1991). 
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Furthermore, former married parents entering a postmarital cohabitation 
may provide behavioural role models for their children and induce a more 
approving attitude towards cohabitation. Parental separation or divorce may 
also question marriage as a long-binding commitment because the failure of 
the parental marital relationship constitutes an unsuccessful example and may 
increase apprehension about marital success. A more cautious attitude toward 
marriage may slow down its pace of entry and open room for cohabitation, 
either as a trial to gain more confi dence or as an alternative form of relationship. 
Separated or divorced parents may also have a lower capacity to infl uence 
and exercise social control over their children’s behaviours because of the 
shortening of time in which they can interact with, guide, and supervise them, 
and because of their weakened ability to reinforce each other (Thornton, 1991). 
A declined parental infl uence might then enhance children’s sensitivity to peers’ 
infl uences, and thus to the appeal of alternative emerging partnership models. 
This should be especially important in more traditional contexts where social 
stigma is more diffi cult to resist. We thus expect that young women who have 
experienced parental divorce or separation to be more likely to cohabit, leave 
the parental home earlier, and marry less (or later) than those who have not. 
This effect should be stronger in the southern countries, where divorce in the 
parental generation was still a rather rare phenomenon.

Hypothesis 5: Parental divorce is expected to have a negative effect on the 
transition to marriage and a positive effect on the adoption of cohabita-
tion. We expect a particularly strong effect for cohabitation in the south-
ern countries.

With regard to local systems, we expect ecological effects of city size 
and region (Lesthaeghe & Neels, 2002). Small- and medium-size cities 
should be more traditional with regard to family values. Cohabitation 
should therefore diffuse more easily in large cities than in medium ones 
and in medium cities more than in small ones, at least in the initial phase 
of the diffusion process. There might also be differences with regard to 
region in various countries. For example, it is well known in the literature 
that regional differences in countries like Italy are quite pronounced (Bar-
bagli, Castiglioni & Dalla Zuanna, 2003; Billari & Kohler, 2002). The 
south of Italy is much more traditional with regard to religious and family 
values than the northern parts. Moreover, in the south of Italy there is a 
long tradition of a brief ‘escape’ by the young couple from the parental 
families for a few days (‘fuitina’): an extremely short period of cohabita-
tion (often under familial control) aimed at forcing a subsequent mar-
riage or at reducing the costs of a marriage, then only seen as a necessary 
‘remedy’ to preserve the bride’s honour (Barbagli, 1989). In the empirical 
analysis, these differences are controlled.

Hypothesis 6: We expect large urban centres to favour the diffusion of cohabi-
tation more than small cities. We also expect the young women living in the 
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more traditional regions of the centre and, especially, the south of Italy to have 
a greater propensity to marry and a lower propensity to cohabit.

The prevalent gender-role expectations about the household division of 
labour once married might also infl uence individuals’ decision to partner. 
Indeed, in spite of a move towards gender equalisation in the labour market, 
there are still signifi cant aspects of older gender arrangements to be found 
within households, for nowhere has the gender division of labour disap-
peared (Arber & Ginn, 1995; Gershuny, Bittman & Briere, 2005; Kemp, 
1994; O’Connor, 1996; Saraceno, 1993; Orloff, 2002). Across Europe there 
are still pressures for women to subordinate their employment to accom-
modate the responsibility for caregiving unpaid work (see Bernardi, 1999, 
2001a, for Italy; Drobnič, Blossfeld & Rohwer, 1999, for Germany; Sigle-
Rushton & Perron, 2006, for United Kingdom). So that most women (and 
some men) face challenges in reconciling paid work and family life (Becker 
& Moen, 1999; Nazio & MacInnes, 2007; Saraceno, 1987a, 1992). And 
indeed, part of women’s identity is still built around the roles of wife and 
mother, which results in a gender-specifi c investment in reproductive and 
caring activities7. But this reproductive work within the families is gener-
ally underevaluated and is also scarcely compensated when it is paid for 
by externalising it in the labour market (O’Connor, 1996; Orloff, 1993). 
We can thus expect that younger generations of women, who have invested 
many years and resources in education, would want to challenge a tradi-
tional division of labour towards a new role negotiation (Huston &Geis, 
1993). These young women might prefer cohabiting over marrying on the 
basis of a less established and more open gender-role negotiation (Bernardi, 
2003; Prinz, 1995; Sweet & Bumpass, 1990). Cohabitation, moreover, may 
provide the room to explore and observe partners’ attitudes, skills, and pref-
erences to domestic and caregiving activities (Cherlin, 2000; Wu, 2000). It 
thus offers an incentive to both partners to please each other through a more 
equitable contribution to unpaid household labour. In this respect cohabit-
ing may also represent an information-gathering period that might precede 
the decision to marry (Oppenheimer, 2000). We thus argue that the innova-
tive and less binding character of cohabitation—by being less charged with 
traditional norms and expectations—can offer a better setting and more 
room for women to (re)negotiate the gender division of labour.

Thus in what way do young men and women combine market and family 
work in marital and nonmarital unions and to what extent are they able to 
practise more gender-equal behaviours in informal cohabitation than in for-
mal marriage? There is preliminary evidence that gender equality in the divi-
sion of work within the household is greater if couples cohabit (Huinink, 
1995; for West Germany, MacAllister, 1990; Shelton & John, 1993; Bax-
ter 2005; Wu, 2000), whereas marital unions tend to reproduce rapidly 
a traditional division of labour between spouses (Thiessen, Rohlinger & 
Blasius, 1994, for Germany). These results suggest that (in particular work-
ing) women may have an incentive to cohabit instead of marrying. For this 



78 Cohabitation, Family and Society

reason, we generally expect a negative effect of women’s labour force par-
ticipation on the rate of entry into marriage and a positive effect on the 
adoption of informal cohabitation. Particularly in Italy and Spain, there 
might be a more substantial relative advantage of cohabitation compared 
to formal marriage for working women, given the importance of the male-
breadwinner family model and a comparatively more traditional division of 
work within the family. We therefore expect a particularly strong positive 
effect of women’s labour force participation on the diffusion rate of cohabi-
tation in these countries. In the southern countries, however, a traditional 
marriage might still represent a form of reaching security for nonworking 
women, for those who face diffi culties in entering the labour market, or 
those who specialise in caregiving activities within the household (England, 
2000). Previous research has in fact shown that in Spain, where a marital 
union is still the prevalent option for gaining independence from the paren-
tal family, being in a nonworking status enhances the transition to a fi rst 
union for women, although this effect becomes smaller for younger cohorts 
(Simó Noguera, Golsch & Steinhage, 2001).

In dual-earner societies, like the former East Germany or Sweden, wom-
en’s gainful employment has been standard, and the female partner’s income 
has become a signifi cant determinant of the living standard and the ‘lifestyle’ 
of couples and families (Blossfeld & Timm, 2003). Under these conditions, 
women’s labour force participation should have no effect on the rate of 
marital or nonmarital unions. In particular in Sweden, a forerunner country 
in Europe in terms of gender equality, no effect of women’s labour participa-
tion is expected to infl uence the likelihood to enter a fi rst union.

Hypothesis 7: Especially working women are expected to perceive a greater 
relative advantage from cohabiting (positive effect), the more if they belong 
to a country with a traditional gender division of labour. To the contrary, we 
expect a negative effect of women’s work on the likelihood to marry. This 
effect should be much lower in dual-breadwinner countries, such as Sweden, 
East Germany, and (to a lesser extent) France.

4.4 EDUCATIONAL EXPANSION

In Europe, a major change affecting the transition to adulthood was the 
widespread expansion of education in the 1960s and 1970s (Müller & 
Wolbers, 2003). There are at least two consequences of this macro process. 
First, it has increased the duration of young people’s participation in education, 
in particular for young women (Shavit & Blossfeld, 1993). Because attaining 
an education makes it diffi cult to take on long-term binding family roles 
like marriage and parenthood (Marini, 1985) and involves a high degree of 
economic dependency, educational expansion clearly leads to an increasing 
postponement of entry into marriage and parenthood across cohorts. 
Completion of education is an important step in the normative (and economic) 
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conception of the transition to adulthood and in this way, becomes a signifi cant 
marker for entry into marriage. We therefore hypothesise that fi nishing school 
has a strongly positive effect on women’s entry into fi rst marriage. Although 
this relationship should, in principle, also hold for informal cohabitation, this 
type of living arrangement is less binding and more fl exible than marriage. It 
is easier for young women to enter cohabitation as an ‘interim’ strategy when 
they are still at school (Wu, 2000). We therefore expect that the positive effect 
of completion of education on the rate of women’s entry into cohabitation is 
lower than on marriage.

We also expect this effect to be smaller in the case of East Germany, where 
educational participation was not incompatible with family formation and 
where educational attainment quite straightforwardly determined job place-
ment and position. This is because, in the former East Germany, occupations 
in the labour market were highly structured along educational and vocational 
certifi cates (Konietzka & Solga, 1995, Solga & Konietzka, 1999), provided 
less room for occupational mobility, and income differences were rather small 
in the occupational structure (Szydlik, 1994). As a result, a postponed entry or 
a temporary withdrawal from employment would not have strongly harmed 
women’s career prospects, creating little reason to postpone family formation. 
Furthermore, policies made it easier to combine child-rearing activities with 
paid employment because of a much higher provision of public day care and 
women-tailored working schedules (designed to allow women to combine 
their domestic responsibilities with paid employment, which were not nec-
essarily shared more equitably with men), so that educational participation 
should not have been particularly at odds with family plans and prospects 
(Kreyenfeld, 2000).

Hypothesis 8: Educational expansion is expected to translate into a dual 
effect: an ‘enrolment’ effect and an ‘attainment’ effect. Firstly, we expect 
women’s enrolment in education to produce a postponement of partnership 
formation (negative effect), which should be particularly strong in the case of 
marriage. This effect should be weaker in East Germany and in the case of 
cohabitation.

However, because more highly qualifi ed young people postpone the 
beginning of family formation longer, there is a growing probability that 
they will then quickly ‘catch up’ with their contemporaries after leaving 
school (Blossfeld, 1995; Blossfeld & Huinink, 1991). Thus, if the ‘post-
ponement’ effect produced by a prolonged educational participation is 
controlled in the analysis, we expect that women’s rate of partnership for-
mation should increase with the increasing level of education. Because it 
is easier for young women to form an informal partnership during school, 
we expect that this effect of educational attainment should be smaller in 
the case of cohabitation.

With regard to the effect of women’s educational attainment level on the 
adoption of cohabitation, Becker’s theory implies that women’s growing 



80 Cohabitation, Family and Society

economic independence should reduce the benefi ts of all types of unions, 
at least as long as they are based on a traditional gender division of work 
within the family (Becker, 1981). However, education does also imply a 
cultural dimension, and thus openness to new behavioural options, as 
well as readiness to get and process messages about the new arrangement 
(beside a potentially higher advantage for graduates to cohabit; see Ermisch, 
2005). Thus we could also expect that (an increasing number of) women 
with higher educational attainment levels tend to be more liberal and would 
therefore be more inclined to adopt new living arrangements. Furthermore, 
because cohabitation is often coupled with less rigid gender-role expecta-
tions (Huinink, 1995), highly educated women should be more interested 
in adopting this type of arrangement. These different explanations point 
to both negative and positive effects of educational attainment level on the 
adoption rate of cohabitation. As a result, the outcome of these competing 
forces is an empirical question.

Hypothesis 9: Educational attainment should produce a linearly increasing 
positive effect (due to the ‘catching up’ after an increasingly prolonged post-
ponement), once enrolment is controlled.

4.5 WOMEN’S EMPLOYMENT AND INCREASING 
UNCERTAINTY IN THE LABOUR MARKETS

Another fundamental change affecting family formation in Europe since 
the 1960s has been women’s increasing participation in the labour mar-
ket. However, despite women’s growing investment in human capital and 
new job opportunities, the responsibilities for social reproduction have 
still remained in charge of young working women (Borchorst, 1993; Olst-
ner, 1994; Olstner & Lewis, 1995). Saraceno (1992, 2003a) stresses how 
women solve this ‘double-burden’ confl ict between (‘their’) care responsi-
bilities and paid job, with lower average working hours than men, coupled 
instead with an overall longer time spent in paid, plus unpaid work (see 
also Arnalaug, 1990; Finch & Groves, 1983; Hochshild, 1989; Zighera, 
1992). It is thus important to refl ect on the national-specifi c degree to which 
women’s paid employment is hindered by domestic and caregiving respon-
sibilities, along with both marriage and, even more markedly, childbirth 
(Jenson, 1997; Lorber, 1994; Orloff, 2002; Picchio, 1992). This is espe-
cially a problem in the Southern European countries where, although new 
generations of women increasingly combine paid with unpaid work (Daly, 
2000a; Hochshild, 1989; Marin Muñoz, 2003), they often still withdraw 
from employment for child rearing (Saraceno, 2003a). In Table 4.1, some 
indicators of women’s activity in the selected countries for the period under 
study are presented.

Table 4.1 shows the steep increase in women’s activity rates in all the 
countries studied, paralleled by a relative decrease in men’s rates (originated 
especially by early retirement). Such an increase has been correlated with 
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Table 4.1 Selection of Key Employment Indicators for the Period Under Analysis

 Men Women Total

 ‘75 ‘85# ‘94 ‘75 ‘85# ‘94 ‘75 ‘85# ‘94

% activity rate (15–64)

S 88.7 85.4 80.9 67.4 77.8 76.0 78.2 81.6 78.5
F 83.1 71.9 67.1 48.5 49.3 51.7 65.5 60.4 59.3
D 87.5* 84.9* 81.8 51.0* 54.1* 62.6 68.8* 69.2* 72.4
E 92.9 80.5 77.8 33.1 34.1 45.7 57.0 44.0 46.6
I 81.6 77.1 74.9 32.9 38.2 43.1 56.6 57.2 58.8

% proportion active in the service sector (15–64)

S 42.4 na 56.3 77.1 na 86.8 57.1 na 71.0
F na 49.4 57.7 na 73.6 80.8 51.1 59.4 67.9
D 40.1* 44.7* 48.1 60.2* 68.1* 75.8 47.8* 53.8* 59.7
E 34.7 44.7 50.8 52.7 69.3 77.7 39.7 52.0 60.0
I 42.8 51.5 54.6 53.3 64.0 70.4 45.7 55.5 60.2

% unemployment rate (15–64)

S   1.5   3.0 10.8 2.1   2.8   7.8 1.7   2.9   9.4
F   2.8   8.3 10.5 5.9 12.6 14.5 3.9 10.2 12.3
D   3.0*   6.2*   7.2 3.8*   8.7* 10.1 3.5* 7.2*   8.4
E   4.9 20.1 19.8 3.1 25.0 31.4 4.4 21.6 24.1
I   3.4   5.8   8.8 8.8 13.2 15.8 4.7   8.3 11.4

% youth unemployment (15–24)

S na   4.3 13.3 na   4 10.0 na   4.2 11.7
F na 12.3 10.2 na 14.0 11.4 na 13.2 10.8
D na   5.9* 5.0 na   6.4*   4.5 na 6.1*   4.8
E na 24.3 19.3 na 19.7 19.5 na 22.0 19.4
I na 12.9 12.9 na 13.9 12.5 na 13.4 12.7

Employed part-time (% total employment)

S na   6.8   9.1 na 46.6 42.2 na 25.6 25.0
F na   3.2   4.6 na 21.8 27.8 na 10.9 14.9
D na   2.0*   3.2 na 29.6* 33.1 na 12.8* 15.8
E na   2.4   2.6 na 13.9 15.2 na   5.8   6.9
I na   3.0   2.8 na 10.1 12.4 na   5.3   6.2

% Employed on fi xed term contracts

S na na   7.3 na na 14.4 na na 12.5
F na   4.8   9.7 na   4.6 12.4 na   4.7 11.0
D na   9.2*   9.8 na 11.1* 11.0 na 10.0* 10.3
E na 14.4 31.4 na 18.4 37.9 na 15.6 33.7
I na   3.6   6.1 na   7.0   9.3 na   4.8   7.3

Source: European Commission (2000), data from the Labour Force Survey since 1983 (1986 
for Spain) and from National Statistics for Sweden (Eurostat).

* These data do not include East German Länder
# Data on fi xed-term contract refer to the year 1987
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the expansion of the service sector. The table also shows that unemploy-
ment rates have increased during the period and that they tend to be higher 
for women than for men, despite women’s already lower participation rates 
compared to men (with the exception of Sweden). Although unemployment 
is concentrated among young people, it is here that gender differences are 
smaller, a fi rst sign that gender differentiation in the labour market might 
be coupled with family formation. From the table we can also see that part-
time employment is an option almost exclusive to women (again less so for 
Sweden), and that its extension varies greatly across countries, making up 
over 40% of women’s employment in Sweden, followed by West Germany 
(around 30%), France (over 25%), and with much lower levels in the south-
ern countries (well below 15%).

The generally lower levels of women’s activity relative to men’s, together 
with women’s overrepresentation in the service sector and part-time employ-
ment shown in Table 4.1, suggest how caregiving work has a signifi cant 
impact on women’s employment choices. These fi gures also reveal how part 
of this burden may shift from the family (and here the women) to other 
institutions (i.e., the market and/or the state) in distinct ways in the Nordic 
countries favouring women’s paid employment8. Spain and Italy stand out 
as the countries with the highest female unemployment rates (overall and 
youth unemployment, also relative to men’s rates), accompanied moreover 
by the lowest women’s activity rates. France, Sweden, and Germany, by con-
trast, have a higher proportion of part-time employment among women (see 
also Fagan & Rubery, 1996; Rosenfi eld & Birkelund, 1995). These crude 
measures already refl ect how, due to their commitment to caring responsi-
bilities and reproductive duties, women are far more likely than men to limit 
(interrupted employment or inactivity) or reduce (part time) their partici-
pation in paid work, so as to concentrate on more ‘women-friendly occu-
pations’ (i.e., the service sector) (see also Jenson, Hagen & Reddy, 1988). 
Indeed, a large share of women’s integration into the labour market has 
occurred in the service sector, through their employment in reproductive 
and caregiving occupations, namely healthcare services, education, and wel-
fare (Esping-Andersen, 1993; Ungerson, 1997).

But a note of caution in reading the fi gures on women’s employment 
from Table 4.1 comes in that crude measures of participation rates hide 
the real intensity of women’s employment and their relative contributions 
to paid and unpaid labour over the life course (Blossfeld & Hakim, 1997; 
Daly, 2000a). For this reason, Figure 4.1 presents additional fi gures on 
women’s labour force participation, calculated as age-based average mea-
sures9 (Thévenon, 2003).

Figure 4.1 again shows how Italian and Spanish women are consistently 
less often employed, enjoy less fl exible working-time arrangements, and suf-
fer more from unemployment than their German or French counterparts10.
In Sweden, men and women have similar rates of participation, although a 
substantial share of the latter work part time. Here, however, part-time jobs 
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tend to be relatively well paid and allow for long hours, which reduces the 
gender-related earning gap (Borchorst, 1994a, 1994b). Although younger 
women increasingly work full time, occupational sex segregation is compar-
atively high (Borchorst & Siim, 1987; Charles, 1992, 2003; Wright, Baxter 
& Birkelund, 1995), but the status gap between the sexes classifi es Sweden 
as the most egalitarian in terms of occupational prestige, suggesting that it 
may be easier than in other countries for women to undertake a career or 
enter prestigious occupations.

France is characterised by a relatively high presence of women in the 
labour market, just below that of the Scandinavian countries. Here, part-

Figure 4.1 Age-based average measures of women’s employment.
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time work is rather frequent for women too, with long part-time hours and 
a generally high level of job security. Here as before, women’s job attach-
ment tends to be continuously pursued over the life course (Figure 4.1). 
Contrary to the Swedish case, however, in France the gender gap in pay is 
greater (Daly, 2000a) but occupational sex segregation tends not to be as 
high (Fagan & Rubery, 1996; Rubery & Fagan, 199511).

West Germany belongs to a distinct cluster of countries in which medium 
levels of female labour force participation are coupled with distinctive 
women’s and men’s pattern of work over the life course (Arber & Ginn, 
1995). These differences are due to a reduction in women’s working hours 
(part time) and interruptions of the working career at childbirth and for 
child rearing (Saraceno, 1997) (Figure 4.1). Maternity leaves are compara-
tively long and well subsidised (Kreyenfeld, 2003), and part-time activity is 
strongly regulated and enjoys the same benefi ts and protection as full-time 
work, although a proportionately minor compensation (Kurz & Steinhage, 
2001; Kurz, Steinhage & Jolsch, 2005).

In the former socialist East Germany, there was a statutory right to work 
(Kreyenfeld, 2000), and full lifelong employment was the norm for both 
men and women, whereby women’s economic independence received strong 
support from the state. Women could enjoy guaranteed employment, exten-
sive reproductive control (including free abortion), and state support for 
the integration of employment with family responsibilities (extensive family 
leave and free child care) (Adler, 1997; Strohmeier & Kuijsten, 1997). Here, 
the norm prevailed that all women, including mothers, should participate on 
a full-time basis in paid employment while responsibility for childcare was 
assigned to the public domain12 (Duggan, 1993, 2003; Kreyenfeld, 2000; 
Rosenberg, 1991). The German Democratic Republic supported children’s 
well-being through their mother’s protection, independently of their marital 
status (Olstner, 2001). Motherhood was generally supported through direct 
and indirect assistance and incentives: that is, through interest-free loans 
with debt reduction for each child, housing subsidies and fl at grants for 
each birth, housing preferences for large families and single parents, paren-
tal leave, and child allowances (see Winkler, 1990). In addition the gender 
pay gap was smaller than in West Germany (Sorensen & Trappe, 1995; 
Trappe & Rosenfeld, 1998, 2000), increasing the share of family income 
coming from women’s employment.

The lowest levels of women’s employment are to be found in Italy and 
Spain (Bernardi, 1999; González, Jurado & Naldini, 2000; Miguel Castaño, 
1991). Here, we fi nd the wider tradeoff between family and paid employ-
ment for women in the period studied, resulting in a polarisation of wom-
en’s employment patterns: Women tend either to have a full-time job or not 
to participate in paid employment at all. The gender pay gap (Altieri, 1992; 
Daly, 2000a; Peinado, 1991) and gender segregation (Bianco, 1993; Del Boca 
& Fornengo, 1992; Luciano, 1992; Maruani, 1991) are high, and women’s 
working careers are often interrupted or abandoned over the life course 
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(Arber & Ginn, 1995; Bettio, 1988). Moreover, Italy and Spain, together 
with other Southern European countries, are characterised by the highest 
incidence of irregular employment and self-employment (Esping-Andersen, 
1995; Mingione, 1995). Via informal employment relationships, women are 
still incorporated into the labour market but with less social protection such 
as maternity leave, sickness benefi t, or contribution to retirement schemes 
and enjoy less protection against loss of employment (e.g., dismissal when 
pregnant) or guarantee of reinsertion after childbirth. In this respect, the 
extent of informal economies in Italy and Spain further weakens women’s 
position in the labour market relative to men’s.

Some scholars emphasise and value women’s choice and willingness to 
withdraw (totally or partially) from employment in order to attend to their 
families (e.g., Becker, 1981; Hakim, 1997, 2000). Others stress that those 
‘choices’ are at least in part the product of adaptive preferences inscribed 
in the context of opportunities and constraints still strongly structured by 
gender13. Gary Becker (1981) claims that women’s rising earning power 
(through higher educational investments and improved career opportuni-
ties) lead to a decreasing gain from gender specialisation of work within 
the family. This would make marriage a setting that is less attractive for 
both sexes, undermine the stability of ongoing marriages (Wu, 2000), and 
make young men and women more cautious and reluctant to enter into a 
marital union. However, Becker’s theory implies two contradictory expecta-
tions with regard to the diffusion of cohabitation. On the one hand, delayed 
entry into marriage and increasing divorce rates should increase the relative 
advantage of informal cohabitation as an interim or generally less binding 
arrangement (Oppenheimer, 1994, 2000; Wu, 2000). On the other hand, 
women’s growing economic independence and income potential should 
reduce the benefi ts of all kinds of union relationships. Thus not only marital 
but also nonmarital unions should be negatively affected by women’s edu-
cational attainment level and labour force participation.

However, the traditional gender-role specialisation becomes an increas-
ingly risk-taking strategy without the perspective of a lifelong secure and 
satisfactory employment and partnership (England, 2000). Oppenheimer 
(1994) stresses how single-breadwinner nuclear unions are particularly vul-
nerable to the temporary (through unemployment, illness) or permanent 
(through separation, death) loss of a unique individual who provides an 
essential function—at home or in the labour market. From this perspective, 
women’s employment can be viewed as a highly adaptive family strategy 
in a modern society, rather than as a threat to the union as a social institu-
tion (Oppenheimer, 1977, 1997a). And indeed, women in nonmarital and 
marital unions increasingly work, so that modern societies are progressively 
transformed from male-breadwinner into dual-earner societies (Blossfeld & 
Drobnič, 2001; Daly, 2000a).

However interpreted, women’s lower attachment to the labour market 
via part-time and interrupted employment create different circumstances for 
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women and men with respect to current and future economic status and 
dependence on others’ familial (most often the partner’s) source of income. 
First, it undermines women’s capacities to claim employment-based benefi ts 
in the present and in the future14. Second, it also creates higher economic 
frailty, which makes women more vulnerable to the risk of poverty and 
dependence on protection offered by their family circumstances: a lower 
degree of defamilisation. ‘Defamilisation’ is a concept proposed by Lister 
(1997) and Saraceno (1997), and later adopted by Esping-Andersen (1999, 
p. 51), to refer to the degree of household responsibility for its member’s 
welfare. Like ‘decommodifi cation’15, defamilialisation refers to individuals’ 
capacity to afford and maintain an autonomous living independently from 
their family and kin support. In this respect, the forms of partnership young 
women have entered—either cohabitation or marriage—can constitute very 
different settings for their future degree of protection against the loss of 
employment or of their partner16. Orloff (2002) identifi es Italy and Spain 
as the countries where there is less support for women’s work and where it 
is most diffi cult for women to form an autonomous household; Germany 
is supportive of men’s breadwinner position and their wives’ caregiving 
responsibilities (less support is given to women outside marriage); whereas 
France and Sweden are supportive of women’s employment as the basis of 
household formation.

Women’s relative strength and continuity of attachment to the labour 
market thus suggests that cohabitation be relatively more attractive in Swe-
den and France (where job attachment is more continuous and protected 
and caring responsibilities are partly externalised) and less so in the south 
(where women’s activity is still low and their protection comes either from 
the family of origin or through her husband’s employment; see also Daly, 
2000b). West German women should be found closer to South European, 
given the higher legal protection enjoyed in marital unions and a tax system 
that favours married couples by offering the possibility of Ehegattesplit-
tung, a (lower) joint taxation (Steiner & Wrohlich, 2004), in the most com-
mon case of one partner earning a lower income than the other.

Hypothesis 10: Because low activity and high unemployment means strong 
dependence on the partner’s income, we expect more convenience for Ital-
ian and Spanish women for the ‘protection’ offered by marriage. This effect 
is expected to hinder the diffusion process in the southern countries, and 
it should be lower in the case of West Germany because of unemployment 
benefi ts and welfare protections. We expect no difference between work-
ing and nonworking women’s willingness to adopt cohabitation in France, 
East Germany, and Sweden, where double breadwinning arrangements are 
the norm.

Yet, what happens when young people’s careers begin to be increasingly 
fragile? Over recent decades, employment careers and opportunities have 
suffered from growing instability for both men and women, particularly 
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among young labour market entrants (Blossfeld et al., 2005). This has been 
due to several structural changes that have occurred in the labour markets 
of modern societies since the mid-1970s and have affected the patterns of 
female activity described earlier (Blossfeld et al., 2005). Although changes 
in economic and social life have become faster and less predictable (Sennet, 
2001), young people seem to feel the consequences of this growing uncer-
tainty more directly (Mills & Blossfeld, 2001). On the one hand, they are 
much more exposed to them because they are still unprotected by seniority 
and working experience. On the other hand, they are also in a formative life 
phase where they have to make several long-term self-binding commitments 
(Blossfeld, 2003).

Based on these increasingly confl icting demands on young people, Oppen-
heimer (1988) interprets the increasing tendency among young adults to opt 
for cohabitation as a rational response to growing uncertainty. Women’s 
feelings of general economic insecurity and their diffi culty envisaging their 
potential partners’ future career prospects may affect their decision making. 
This uncertainty may render women more reluctant to commit themselves 
to a long-term binding partnership such as marriage, thereby increasing the 
perception of a relative advantage entailed in a more fl exible living arrange-
ment such as cohabitation.

Recent research has shown that uncertainty in early careers has grown 
particularly sharply in Italy and Spain (Blossfeld et al., 2005; Mills, Bloss-
feld & Klijzing, 2005). In Italy young people have suffered the consequences 
of a progressive erosion of employment protection for new entrants into the 
labour market and a persistently high rate of unemployment (see also Figure 
4.1 and Table 4.117). Aiming to reduce unemployment levels, two reforms in 
1977 and 1984 introduced incentives for fi xed-term training contracts for 
young people (Gualmini, 1998), and in 1987 limitations to the general use 
of fi xed-term contracts were relaxed (Bernardi, 2000; Bernardi & Nazio, 
2005). These reforms have contributed to the emergence of an insider/out-
sider labour market that, to a certain extent, overlaps with a cohort divi-
sion: Members of older cohorts still enjoy permanent contracts and the 
strong employment protection guaranteed by regulation from the 1960s 
and 1970s, whereas younger cohorts of entrants in the labour market are 
more likely to be either unemployed or employed with fi xed-term precarious 
contracts, with lower retributions and lessened entitlements to social protec-
tion. Furthermore, in Italy fi rst job seekers and the self-employed are not 
eligible for any unemployment benefi ts (Dell’Aringa & Lodovici, 1996).

Since the fall of the regime in 1975, Spain has experienced a fast and 
intense process of modernisation, accompanied by a sharp increase (and 
persistency) in unemployment levels concentrated among women and youth 
(Dolado & Jimeneo, 1997; Maravall & Fraile, 1998). Here, as in Italy, to 
facilitate an increasingly diffi cult access to the labour market since 1984, 
labour policies have introduced measures of deregulation and fl exibility 
in employment. A reform of the Workers’ Statute (‘Ley de Estatuto de los 
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Trabajadores,’ from 1980) introduced and allowed for a pervasive use of 
new fi xed-term contracts (Cousins, 1994; Morán Carta, 1991) that offset 
the regulation protecting against dismissal. This measure facilitated a fi rst 
entry into the labour market but at the price of increasing instability and 
precariousness, which were not accompanied by targeted measures of social 
protection (Iannelli & Bonmatí, 2003; Simó et al., 2000; Simó et al., 2001). 
Thus in Spain, like in Italy, the parental family remained the main institu-
tion responsible for supporting young adults until they reach (at increas-
ingly advanced ages) a stable economic independence (Jurado Guerrero, 
1995, 2001; Naldini, 2003).

In West Germany, the deregulation of the labour market was fi rst intro-
duced in 1985 by the Employment Promotion Act (‘Beschäftigungsförde-
rungsgesetz’) in the form of fi xed-term contracts. Kurz and others (2005) 
identify a phase of diffi cult labour market prospects in Germany during 
the 1980s, followed by an upward trend from the end of the 1980s up to 
the early 1990s, and by a tightening of the conditions for labour market 
entrance and establishment in the 1990s again (Kurz & Steinhage, 2001; 
Kurz, Steinhage & Jolson, 2005).

This general process of deregulation of the labour markets resulted in 
increasing uncertainty about future working prospects and economic inse-
curity for young women in the stage of family formation, thus potentially 
increasing the relative advantage of cohabitation in the eyes of young women 
(Oppenheimer, 1988, 1994). However, the impact of uncertain labour mar-
ket on young people’s capacity to form autonomous households should have 
been different depending on the part played by respective national institu-
tional contexts (Blossfeld et al., 2005). We might expect that the growing 
economic uncertainty of young people in Italy and Spain (Iannelli & Bon-
matí, 2003), coupled with the still low women’s labour market participation 
and the rigidities of the housing market, should translate into a barrier for 
the diffusion of cohabitation as well as for one-person households among 
the younger generation (Jurado Guerrero, 1995), a barrier further increased 
by the governmental shift of the responsibility for the support of the youth 
to families and kinship networks (Esping-Andersen, 1999; Hobson, 1990; 
Jenson, 1997; Naldini, 2003; Saraceno, 1994, 1997, 2003b). This lack of 
defamilisation, by producing a postponement of young people’s autonomy 
from their parental families, should restrain the diffusion of cohabitation 
among the younger generation. In West Germany and France instead, where 
affordable housing is available for the young generation and female employ-
ment is almost universal among young women, cohabitation should turn 
out to be an increasingly attractive living arrangement, which allows for 
the postponement of a long-term self-binding decision such as marriage 
(Oppenheimer, 1994).

With regard to labour market uncertainty, the situation in the former East 
Germany was different in the 1970s and 1980s. In the period studied, the 
socialist German Democratic Republic was characterised by a comparatively 
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high level of individual certainty and life-course predictability (Adler, 1997; 
Dahlerup, 1994; Rosenberg, 1991; Szydlik, 1994). Secure and permanent 
employment allowed East German citizens to marry at comparatively 
younger ages (Huinink & Wagner, 1995; Hullen, 1998, Kreyenfeld, 2000). 
Because the risk of unsubsidised unemployment did not especially threaten 
East German women’s perspective of their future circumstances, we expect 
that the fact of being currently employed or not should have been quite an 
unimportant factor for the adoption of cohabitation or marriage in East 
Germany, at least up to the German unifi cation.

Unemployment has been quite low (not exceeding 3.5%) in Sweden too, 
up to the beginning of the 1990s. Here, the rise in women’s participation 
in the labour market took place from the late 1960s and, despite strong 
gender segregation in employment, women’s and men’s participation rates 
have become very similar. Previous results have shown that in Swedish dual-
earner society, uncertainty relates more to women’s fi rst entry into the labour 
market or inactivity during the early phase of a working career. In Sweden, 
it is a lack of attachment to the labour market, more than unemployment, 
which results in a lower propensity to start a fi rst union for women (Bygren, 
Duvander & Hullen, 2005). It follows that the effect of being employed 
before the formation of the fi rst union is expected to have a positive effect 
on entry into cohabitation, it being the most common form of union.

Hypothesis 11: Employment uncertainty is expected to increase the relative 
advantage of cohabitation in France, Sweden, and West Germany. It should 
have no effect in the former socialist East Germany and is expected instead 
to hinder the diffusion of cohabitation in Italy and Spain.

4.6 AFFORDABLE HOUSING: THE RENTAL 
MARKETS AND HOME OWNERSHIP

Because independent housing is generally a basic asset for household 
formation, it can have a strong impact on partnership decisions (Ermisch 
& Di Salvo, 1997). The choice to take a partner, for example, might be 
postponed when couples cannot yet afford to buy a house and there is scarce 
availability of dwellings for rent. In particular, the relative attractiveness 
of the choice to cohabit as opposed to marry is strongly infl uenced by the 
size of fi nancial investment and degree of commitment required by house 
rental or purchase. Whereas a rental contract can be rescinded at any time, 
buying a house means a consistent shared long-term fi nancial investment, 
which is scarcely compatible with a more fl exible form of partnership such 
as cohabitation (Baizán, 2001; Barbagli, Castiglioni & Dalla Zuanna, 
2003). It is more marriage than cohabitation, in fact, that encourages the 
accumulation of pooled savings and joint capital investments by providing 
greater long-term economic security (Oppenheimer, 2000). Moreover, when 
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familial fi nancial aid is required for young people to afford the purchase of 
an autonomous dwelling, the decision to marry may be also infl uenced by 
the greater parental willingness to help in the case of a formal marriage.

At the individual level, therefore, the relative convenience of different 
tenure modes is infl uenced by institutional factors such as the relative size, 
degree of regulation and control of the rental sector; the trends in real prices 
of houses and the circumstances of national mortgage markets; as well as 
by the existence of tax incentives and the availability of ‘social housing’ for 
newly formed young families.

With respect to the prevalent tenure mode in the housing market, in the 
early to mid-1990s the proportion of owner-occupiers varied substantially 
across the selected countries, ranging from 39% in Germany (43% in the 
West, 31% in the East in 1999), up to 85% in Spain, with Sweden (53%), 
France (58%), and Italy (69%) in the middle of the continuum. Conversely, 
the share of rented dwellings in the total stock of housing in the same period 
accounted for 14% in Spain, 25% in Italy, 40% in France, 44% in Sweden, 
58% in West Germany, and 74% in East Germany, respectively (Direction 
Générale de l’Aménagement du Territoire, du Logement et du Patrimoine 
[DGATLP], 2002, p. 34). ‘Social’ housing18 in those years accounted for a 2% 
and 6% of the total housing stock in Spain and Italy, respectively, followed 
by France and West Germany with 17% and Sweden with 22% (DGATLP, 
2002, p. 35). In France and Sweden, ‘social’ housing is thus a relevant share 
of the rental sector as opposed to Italy and Spain, where the percentage of 
social housing in the rental sector in the early 1990s was the smallest (Consejo 
Económico y Social, 2002). However, all these cross-sectional fi gures are only 
the outcome of a falling trend in the supply of rental over owner-occupied 
accommodation, which has taken place in most European countries over the 
past 40 years (see Figure 4.2). Exceptions to this pattern are Sweden, West 
Germany, and, to a lesser extent, France. In the cases of Italy and Spain, this 
decline has been rather sharp and is mainly attributable to the strict regulation 
of rental regimes until the late 1980s (European Central Bank, 2003). Thus, 
particularly in these southern countries, the weight of the rental market is 
now rather marginal and, we argue, this affects both the timing and mode of 
access to dwellings for newly formed families. That is to say, that young Ital-
ians and Spaniards are confronted with a housing prospect where a squeezed 
and expensive rental market, together with low and decreasing capital interest 
rates, makes the option of buying a far more attractive option. In fact, when 
the rental price to pay exceeds the amount due for the down payment of a 
mortgage for the same dwelling, it seems rational to opt for purchase. When, 
moreover, an increase in real housing value is foreseeable (as it has been over 
recent decades), purchase appears as an active form of investment, despite the 
degree of commitment that it involves, even when renting would incur much 
the same, or slightly lower, costs.

Indeed, Spaniards and Italians usually buy property at the very beginning 
of their autonomous life, in most cases directly after having left (or by 
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leaving) the parental home (Chiuri & Jappelli, 2000), an investment 
generally supported by familial economic aid (Baizán, 2001; Bettio & Villa, 
1998). This appears as a distinctive feature of the Southern European housing 

Figure 4.2 Housing tenure of occupied dwellings (Census data, time series 1950–
2000).
Sources: Statistics Sweden (Sweden), CES 2002 – INE: Censo de Poblaciòn y Vivi-
endas (Spain), Bernardi and Poggio 2002 – ISTAT (Italy), Housing Statistics in EU 
2002 (others).
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system (Cabré Pla & Módenes Cabrerizo, 2004; Ferrera & Castles, 1996), 
in which young people wait longer to acquire a dwelling and to form a 
new family, through extending their stay in the parental home (Barbagli, 
Castiglioni & Dalla Zuanna, 2003; Naldini, 2003). Spain and Italy share a 
similar history of strong regulation of the rental sector, followed by a late 
and progressive liberalisation, which (together with tax deductions and low 
interest rates on mortgages) favoured home ownership and resulted in a 
particularly tight and expensive rental market.

As it can be seen from Figure 4.2, this trend toward home ownership in 
the Southern countries is a phenomenon of the last few decades. Before the 
1960s, homeownership was out of the reach of most families in Spain, when 
a law (‘Ley de Propiedad Horizontal,’ 1960) created the legal basis for mas-
sive investment in new buildings to be sold as separate fl ats and apartments. 
In the 1950s, other legal measures were taken to allow for the sale of a big 
share of publicly owned dwellings to their permanent tenants at very attractive 
prices. Since then, home ownership has been boosted by rural migration, lack 
of effective regulations on urban planning, and substantial price infl ation that 
facilitated mortgages or down payment of loans. To dampen the trend towards 
purchase, terms and prices for rentals were totally liberalised in 1985 (‘Decreto 
Boyer’), resulting in a steep increase in rental prices. At the same time, the gen-
eralisation of direct income taxation to the whole population introduced the 
possibility of tax deductions for mortgage payments (Cabré Pla & Módenes 
Cabrerizo, 2004). Tax systems, traditionally more favourable to owner-occu-
pied houses19, are partly responsible of the shrinking of the rental sector across 
Europe, especially in the southern countries. In Spain, for example, there are 
substantial fi scal advantages that encourage home ownership, reduced only 
recently20. Under these circumstances, it is clear that young families will fi nd 
home ownership (supported by tax deduction) more attractive than renting.

In Italy too, owner-occupation incidence increased from 40% in the early 
1950s to about 70% in 1998 (ISTAT, 1999), growing remarkably during the 
1970s and 1980s until stabilising during the 1990s (see Figure 4.2). Again, 
one explanation behind this pattern is the substantial lack of urban planning 
constraints during the economic boom of the 1950s and 1960s when extensive 
activities of new house building took place (Bernardi & Poggio, 2004). Only 
from the 1980s onwards, the common practice of unauthorised self-devel-
oped building was strongly restricted. Like the Spanish case, public invest-
ments contributed to the expansion of home ownership by means of public 
dwellings’ privatisation throughout the 1950s and 1960s (Bernardi & Pog-
gio, 2004). Moreover, as in Spain21, in 1978 the Fair Rent Act introduced a 
regime aimed at controlling rent increases (‘Equo Canone,’ then completely 
abolished in 1998) that initiated the collapse of private rental. Some of the 
unintended effects of this law were to produce numerous evictions at the end 
of contracts22, reduce the supply of houses for rent, and promote an infor-
mal, unprotected, and rather expensive rental market (Tosi, 1990). As a result, 
nowadays, only about 20% of the housing stock is rented (4% to 5% of which 
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is in the social sector), and around 10% is occupied free of charge, mainly 
allocated within the family or informal networks (see Figure 4.2, last column). 
In Italy, social housing supply has always been marginal in the period anal-
ysed here, and targeted in recent decades only to extremely poor households, 
when little investment has added to its already small size23. As a result, young 
families have completely been excluded from this option (Bernardi & Poggio, 
2004; Bernardi & Nazio, 2005). In both these southern countries, despite the 
presence of regulatory mechanisms and a recent general liberalisation, rental 
markets have remained effectively segmented and rationed with a part of the 
market, mainly new prospective tenants, facing increasingly tighter conditions 
and rapidly rising rents.

In contrast, in France, the proportion of homeowners has remained con-
sistently stable until the 1990s, after having only slightly grown in the 1970s 
and 1980s. During the 1950s, tax advantages were responsible for favouring 
ownership24, but by the 1990s, access to home ownership became less attrac-
tive. France also enjoys a generous system of housing allowances paid to ten-
ants as the product of different policy measures25. Overall, around a quarter of 
households are entitled to some type of housing benefi t (Balchin, 1996). Here 
the ‘public’ rental accommodation represents a big share of the total rental sec-
tor (DGATLP, 2002). This country has a long history of strong state involve-
ment in housing, both in renting and owner occupation, through subsidies, 
tax deductions, land use policies, and fi nancial market controls, which has 
produced a varied amount of types of grants and benefi ts (for a detailed treat-
ment, see Balchin, 1996). Social housing was estimated to host around 18% 
of households in 2000, whereas sales of social dwellings increased signifi cantly 
only after the mid-1990s (after the period covered in this analysis). Here, rents 
of existing dwellings are not ‘free’ to grow, in that they must not exceed a 
level established by the comparison to similar dwellings26 (Donner, 2000). This 
feature has kept the increases in both the private and social rental sectors to 
a moderate level and helps explain the limited growth of owner occupation. 
Here, in fact, average real rents have been increasing at about the same rate as 
general price infl ation, in contrast to the owner-occupied sector where prices 
have risen far more rapidly. To younger generations of French people facing 
increasing economic uncertainty, the convenience (often subsidised) of renting 
offers the advantage of fl exible, fairly priced accommodation without having to 
incur the expense and long-term commitment of buying (Meron & Courgeau, 
2004). Despite housing prices not having risen dramatically, and the presence 
of certain fi scal advantages, buying a dwelling does not seem to be particularly 
attractive in the French context, characterised by a housing system in which 
many households have a convenient rental alternative to ownership.

In the former socialist East Germany in the 1950s and 1960s, it was very 
diffi cult for young people to get access to housing if they were not married. 
Public housing was planned on the basis of the population needs and provided 
in accordance to the needs of newly formed families. Formerly, marriage was a 
precondition to apply for housing so as to leave the parental home and to form 
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an independent household. However, this policy changed in the early 1970s 
when the German Democratic Republic suffered decreasing fertility rates and 
launched a programme of social policies that included special measures for lone 
mothers (Huinink, 1995; Huinink & Wagner, 1995). To increase fertility, the 
socialist state increasingly allowed unmarried couples to get access to housing 
and generously supported young unmarried women with children (Huinink & 
Wagner, 1995; Konietzka & Kreyenfl ed, 2002; Kreyenfeld, 2004; Kreyenfeld, 
2003, quoting Trappe, 1995, and Cromm, 1998), thus creating some incen-
tive to postpone or avoid marriage in the 1970s and 1980s. It is understood 
that these measures contributed to an increase in the proportion of nonmarital 
births, the large majority of which occurred indeed among cohabiting couples 
(Konietzka & Kreyenfl ed, 2002).

In Sweden, substantial subsidies and tax breaks were given to all tenures 
between the 1950s and the 1990 to promote new house building and to 
enable all households to live in their chosen tenure (Ball, 2003). The housing 
market, however, is still limited by state constraints, specifi cally related to 
land supply and rent regulation. Sweden, in fact, has one of the most restric-
tive systems in rent control, allowing no place for individual negotiation with 
prospective tenants (European Central Bank, 2003). Here the rents in the 
private sector (only half of the rental) are freely negotiated but set in the 
context of average local rents, which are generally determined in the social 
sector through collective negotiation27. In the 1980s, the home ownership 
rate expanded a little in the context of a newly liberalised mortgage fi nance 
market, but—as in France—the rental sector still accounts for a major source 
of housing for Swedish citizens. A peculiarity of the Swedish housing sys-
tem is its four-tenure option: private owner-occupation (houses), cooperative 
ownership28 (apartments), and private or public rental29. The slight increase 
in owner-occupied dwellings has mainly concerned the cooperative segment, 
which now constitutes around a third of the stock of owned dwellings, and 
a similar share to social housing (around a fi fth of the total dwelling stock). 
In addition, low-income households may receive allowances towards the pay-
ment of their rents, a measure mainly provided to support young people and 
families with children. In sum, thanks to state support and a strongly regu-
lated housing market, young Swedes enjoy an affordable and easy access to 
independent dwelling.

West Germany has one of the most active and liberal rental markets, with 
no appreciable difference between total rent change charged under (regularly 
updated) sitting tenants’ contracts and new contracts. Here, social hous-
ing does not refer only to a specifi c set of nonprofi t housing providers or 
accommodations but also to a specifi c subsidy system. In addition to housing 
provided by publicly owned property companies30, belonging to social hous-
ing are all those receiving both means-tested rent allowances and support to 
low-income home ownership. Social housing institutions are treated as profi t-
making entities since the early 1990s, and as their housing stocks gradually 
stop receiving social subsidies they will expand the private rental stock31.
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Given the high fi nancial investment that house purchase requires, how can 
young families about to be formed fi nance their residential independence? The 
European Mortgage Federation (1997) estimated ‘outstanding mortgage loans 
as a share of GDP’ on average between 1986 and 1996 as 56.5% for Swe-
den, 40% for Germany, 22% for France, and, respectively, 15% and 5.5% 
for Spain and Italy32. These fi gures point to how the mortgage market has not 
traditionally been a relevant source in funding home ownership in the southern 
countries as compared to Central and Northern Europe (DGATLP, 2002). The 
relatively low mortgage taken up at the national level in Italy and Spain seems 
to contradict the evidence of a much higher proportion of home ownership. 
It is counterintuitive given that a sizeable share of the property value must be 
reserved for down payment by those couples who want to buy themselves a 
dwelling. This is a relevant amount of money, especially for younger couples 
who have hardly saved up enough for the down payment33 and are confronted 
with an increasingly uncertain labour market where longer time is required to 
establish the conditions to afford a loan. The capability of young couples to 
nevertheless access housing, despite a low takeup of mortgages and a progres-
sively weakening position in labour market conditions and chances of entrance, 
suggests the existence of fi nancial help coming from parents. In Italy and Spain, 
it is intrafamiliar exchange that most often provides economic support (Bar-
bagli, Castiglioni & Dalla Zuanna, 2003; Bettio & Villa, 1998). It is so that in 
Southern Europe increasing house prices (Banco de España, 2002; European 
Central Bank, 2003) translate into a higher dependence by young people on 
familial fi nancial aid, which in turn may produce partnership postponement 
and a diffi cult takeoff for cohabitation. Conspicuous familiar resources are, in 
fact, more easily activated to support children’s decision to ground a ‘secure’ 
and ‘stable’ family, which is to say a marriage (see also Barbagli, Castiglioni & 
Dalla Zuanna, 2003, pp. 94–104). Parental pressure to marry may indeed be 
higher in Italy and Spain because it is often accompanied by children’s fi nan-
cial dependence for reaching residential autonomy. Incentives toward marital 
union would thus not only be exercised by parents’ (possibly) more conserva-
tive views (Castiglioni & Dalla Zuanna, 1997; Dalla Zuanna, 2004) but also 
by the contractual nature of marriage, which constitutes a better guarantee for 
the parental investment in their children’s housing.

Summing up, a high incidence of home ownership in Southern Europe was 
the product of institutional characteristics, which made the rental sector unat-
tractive while favouring investment in housing purchase. The most important 
institutional characteristics have been the functioning of the housing and credit 
markets, the (lack of) effective housing policies and social housing, and the role 
played by family support. The outcome has been a reduced rental market that, 
we argue, acts against the early emancipation of young people and produces 
a decrease in the degree of advantage of more fl exible forms of partnership 
such as cohabitation. Thus a major barrier for the diffusion of cohabitation 
in Southern Europe has been the diffi culty with which young people could 
establish themselves in the housing market. Because of extended educational 
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participation and growing diffi culties on the labour market, more and more 
young people therefore stay longer in the parental home (Billari & Ongaro, 
1999; Billari et al., 2002; Jurado Guerrero, 2001). In other words, in Italy and 
Spain living longer in the parental home while striving for a secure position in 
the labour market and saving for the purchase of a dwelling seems to be more 
advantageous compared to its alternatives (living independently, cohabiting, 
or entering a formal marriage). In fact, buying a house involves a huge shared 
investment and represents (both psychologically and fi nancially) a long-term 
binding commitment that is not only better disciplined in a marital contract 
but is also highly inconsistent with more a fl exible and reversible arrangement 
such as cohabitation (Baizan, 2001; Rafóls Esteve, 1998; Saraceno, 2003b; 
Tosi, 1994). Thus, especially in Italy and Spain, the lack of alternatives to the 
buying of a dwelling, in combination with the prevalence of a more traditional 
view of the family, mutually reinforce each other in making marriage a more 
convenient option for young people.

In West Germany, France, and Sweden, as in other countries of Northern 
Europe, a signifi cant increase in the number of single households and cohab-
itation has been observed when young people are attending upper second-
ary school and universities as well as immediately after graduation (Kuijsten, 
1996). In countries with a strong control on rent increases and a high share of 
social housing, such as France and Sweden, home ownership has not been gen-
erally favoured, and affordable rental alternatives are easily available. Here, 
fi nding independent housing that is fi nanced through parental support, own 
(part-time) work, or with the help of subsidies of the welfare state seems to 
have been less of a problem for young adults (Bygren, Duvander & Hultin, 
2005, Corijn, 2001b; Galland, 1997). We therefore expect that in these coun-
tries starting informal cohabitation in an independent fl at has been compara-
tively easy, so that the relative advantage of cohabiting compared to marrying 
should have been substantial.

Furthermore, residential independence should have two other positive 
effects on the diffusion of cohabitation. First, living apart from the paren-
tal family lowers social control, especially in the fi rst phase of the diffusion 
process when the behaviour is still stigmatised or barely accepted. Second, 
it signals having already overcome housing obstacles, such as the rent or the 
purchase of a dwelling. In this sense living independently is expected to have a 
positive effect on entry into cohabitation and should score particularly strong 
in the Mediterranean countries. On the contrary, residential independence is 
expected to have a negative effect on marriage entry, insofar as marriage is no 
longer seen as a means, or a necessary step, for reaching autonomy from the 
parental family.

Hypothesis 12: Having acquired residential independence from the parental 
home (‘living independently’) is expected to have a positive effect on the diffu-
sion of cohabitation and a negative effect on the entry into marriage. Due to 
the much tighter conditions of the southern countries’ housing markets, this 
effect should be particularly strong in Italy and Spain.
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4.7 SUMMARY OF MAIN HYPOTHESES

To summarise, we have suggested a set of 12 hypotheses regarding the 
effects of individuals’ characteristics and the institutional contexts on the 
adoption of cohabitation rather than marriage. Given the articulated nature 
of the hypotheses formulated, in Table 4.2 we provide a summary of the 
expected effects.
Table 4.2 summarizes the effects for the different countries. Positive effects 
are signalised with “+,” “++” when their magnitude is expected to be bigger 
and “(+)” when they are expected to exercise a moderate or weaker effect. 
The same convention applies to expected negative effects “–.” When no 
effect is expected a “=” sign is found in the table, whereas “n.a.” is used 
when an indicator for the testing of the respective hypothesis was not 
available.

Table 4.2 Summary of Research Hypotheses with Regard to the Diffusion of 
Cohabitation

 
Italy Spain

West 
Germany

East 
Germany France Sweden

H1: Legal frame-
works

-- -- - = + ++

H2: Peer group 
adoption

++ ++ + (+) + +

Pre-cohort adoption (+) (+) (+) (+) + n.a.

H3: Religiosity -- -- - = n.a. n.a.

H4: Pregnancy ++ ++ ++ + + +

H5: Parental divorce ++ ++ + + + +

H6: Residence 
(rural)

Region

   - 
- Centre/

South

- - - - -

H7: Gender roles 
(employed women)

++ ++ + = = =

H8: Educational 
enrolment

-- -- -- (-) - -

H9: Educational 
attainment

+ + + + + +

H10: Employment - - (-) = = =

H11: Employment 
uncertainty

- - + = + +

H12: Housing 
markets

-- -- + ++ + ++



5 Research Design
Combining Micro and Macro in a 
Comparative Perspective

5.1 TIME AND DIFFUSION PROCESSES

The methodology chosen for empirical research strictly depends on the the-
oretical approach and the object of study. Given the nature of the research 
questions, we employ a comparative case study approach that includes six 
countries1, chosen for their differences both in the diffusion process (timing, 
development, and stage) and in institutional characteristics. The analyses 
undertaken explore the transition out of the parental home, the entry into 
marriage, and the diffusion of cohabitation at the individual level using event 
history analysis. Because our focus is on the rise in cohabitation (and decline 
in marriage) over time in a dynamic population of potential adopters, we must 
adopt longitudinal methods, which can explicitly recognise and handle the 
complex time structure behind the diffusion process. Indeed, a key method-
ological problem in previous diffusion studies has been that time is an essen-
tial, although often overlooked, dimension of these processes:

Time of adoption is often the dependent variable in an analysis, and be-
cause the infl uences on adoption of innovations may occur over time, 
researchers must deal with time-varying independent variables and co-
variates. An additional problem is ‘right censoring,’ which occurs when 
the data are collected before the diffusion has extended to all members of 
the community under study. Because of the diffi culty of observing such a 
complex process over time, most diffusion studies have relied on cross-sec-
tional data, which reduce confi dence in their results to explain diffusion as 
a process through time. (Reed, Briere & Casterline, 1999, pp. 8–9)

The fundamental role of time makes cross-sectional measures and standard 
regression techniques unsuitable instruments of analysis. In fact, cross-sec-
tional measures and statistical models tend to miss both the time order of the 
events (only previous events can possibly infl uence later ones) and the time 
complexity of the process (Blossfeld & Rohwer). We illustrate the latter point 
with a fi ctitious example.
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In Figure 5.1 we consider an ideal case in which we are interested in fol-
lowing the life trajectories of a set of young persons (let us imagine from 15 
to 39 years of age). Let us assume that person A turns 15 and thus enters 
the period of interest after a few years since the beginning of the observation 
window. She remains single and exposed to the risk of taking a partner for 
a while, then meets a suitable candidate and cohabits for a short time, after 
which she marries. We cannot observe her until 39 because the observation 
window ends before. Person B follows a similar route (single, cohabiting, 
and than marrying) but belongs to an earlier birth cohort and thus enters 
our observation window earlier, takes less time to enter her fi rst partnership 
(thus enters it at a younger age), and we do observe her for a longer time 
span. Person C is the youngest among those shown in Figure 5.1 and expe-
riences two cohabitations with a time spell as single in between. She is still 
cohabiting when we stop observing her. If we are interested in a particular 
process, for example, entrance into cohabitation, and this event has not yet 
taken place by the end of the observation window, the history we observe 
is conventionally termed ‘right censored’ because we do not observe if (and 
when) the event of interest will eventually happen. We only know with cer-
tainty for how long this event has not happened (yet), like in the case of 
person C by year 1985. Case D enters a cohabiting union, later transformed 
into marriage, and a second short cohabitation after the dissolution of her 
fi rst partnership. The last three persons observed, E, F, and G, are already 
older than 15 when begun to be observed, and we are not aware of previous 
spells of cohabitation they might have had (a case known as ‘left trunca-

Historical time e.g. year 1985 

A

B

C

D

E

F

G

 Single Cohabiting Married 

Figure 5.1 Cohabitation experiences and time frame of observation.
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tion’2). Person E enters marriage directly, F is already cohabiting (we cannot 
observe for how long, which is termed ‘left censoring’3) and converts her 
union into a marriage shortly after we begin to observe, and we see G’s mar-
riage dissolving in a divorce or widowhood.

To summarise, in any society by any calendar date there is a composition 
of individuals of different ages in each partnership state, who belong to dif-
ferent birth cohorts, some of whom partner at younger ages than others. 
Each individual follows a different path and remains in each state differing 
lengths of time. Under these circumstances, what can we say about how 
many persons are cohabiting at any given point in time? If we, for example, 
would interview these subjects in year 1985 (vertical line in Figure 5.1), 
we would observe that only 1 person out of 7 is currently in a consensual 
union, and 4 are married and 2 are single. Thus, hypothetically, a seventh 
of the individuals observed are cohabiting. What could we conclude this 
fi gure really means in terms of underlying processes driving the diffusion of 
cohabitation, when compared to an estimate taken in a different point in 
time? In other terms, what could we expect to happen if an increasing delay 
in partnership formation across birth cohorts would underlie the behaviours 
of the individuals observed? At the aggregate level this would result in a 
higher age at partnership entrance, thus in a lower proportion of individuals 
to be found in a partnership at any point in time. But what would be if this 
phenomenon was to affect marriage differently than cohabitation? Probably 
a relative increase in the rate of cohabiting union was to be expected among 
the younger individuals, which would result in a higher relative proportion 
of cohabitations over marriage in the fi gure to be estimated. Or, as a resul-
tant, both partnership forms might be delayed, but with differing strengths, 
which could obscure or make more pronounced individuals’ likelihood to 
enter cohabitation over marriage, net of the postponement process. Along 
these lines, what would be instead if cohabitation would increasingly be an 
option for younger people at any point in calendar time? Or if the age struc-
ture of the population would change across time, affecting the age composi-
tion of the individuals at risk of entering a partnership? In general terms, 
it is very diffi cult, if not impossible, to disentangle these phenomena with 
cross-sectional data.

It is also important to notice the distinction between how many are or 
have ever been cohabiting between 15 and 39 years of age at any point in 
time. Observing Figure 5.1 in this different perspective would lead us to 
answer ‘at least’ 5 out of 7 by year 1985, not knowing entirely the previ-
ous history of the bottom three cases. This is the direction in which this 
work will move, concentrating on the experiences with cohabitation as a 
way to form the fi rst (if ever) partnership. We will concentrate on the fi rst 
partnership to better capture the novel character of premarital cohabitation 
and the uncertainty associated to its fi rst adoption by each women. Thanks 
to retrospectively collected data, which allow a complete reconstruction of 
respondents’ partnership histories, this study also avoids the problem of left 
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censorship and left truncation (like in the case of the last three bottom cases 
in Figure 5.1).

With some important exceptions and until recently, previous analyses 
have tended to miss the dynamic nature of cohabitation and have made use 
of cross-sectional multivariate techniques. However, such techniques may 
produce biased estimates because they do not take account of the way the 
length of time that individuals spend cohabiting may vary. At each time 
individuals with long-term spells of a given behaviour have more prob-
ability than others (with short- or medium-term spells) to show up in a 
cross-sectional sample (Allison, 1984; Blossfeld & Rohwer, 1995b; Duncan, 
2000; Duncan & Kalton, 1987). As we saw in Figure 5.1, at any single point 
in time (whatever chosen) it is more likely to observe people married than 
cohabiting simply because marriage spells generally have a longer duration. 
The shorter the duration of cohabiting unions with respect to marriages, 
the less likely to capture them through aggregate measures computed on 
cross-sectional observations. This is a bias that cannot be avoided by pool-
ing together different cross-sectional data samples, which do not capture 
the evolution of a process for the same persons across time. Adding together 
independently taken ‘snapshot’ observations allows more robust inference 
by enlarging the sample size (see Kiernan, 1999, 2004a, reporting estimates 
on a pooled sample of a series of Eurobarometer data) but does not help 
reducing the bias of those estimates. Because marriages tend to last longer 
than consensual unions, a cross-sectional analysis tends to underestimate 
the real number of cohabitations by capturing fewer of them at any point 
in time.

Additionally, longitudinal data are much better able to capture social 
change than cross-sectional data (Blossfeld & Rohwer, 1995b, 1997; Mayer, 
1997, 2000; Mayer & Müller, 1996). Cross-sectional data lack variables 
whose values may change over time and of controls for which event pre-
cedes or follows which other. As we have illustrated, this renders them inap-
propriate to assess theoretical connections accurately between the statistical 
tools and causality in the social world. In this respect, the advantages of 
event histories techniques’ ability to deal with time varying variables and 
censored processes4 help us to draw causal inference. Their properties facili-
tate explanation by unearthing the mechanisms behind the changes being 
observed (Blossfeld, 1999; Blossfeld & Rohwer, 1995b, 1997; Hedström 
& Swedberg, 1996a, 1996b). Indeed, “[T]he explicit aim of life course 
research is to capture the processes by which social change operates to infl u-
ence the development and life chances of individuals and by which these 
developments fi t into the reproduction and change of whole social systems” 
(Diewald, 2001, p. 21).

Longitudinal analysis is required to understand the dynamic relation-
ship between dependent variables and covariates that exists in the diffusion 
process being studied. In doing so this analysis wants to provide “a bridge 
between quantitative and qualitative social research” (Mingione, 1999). 
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This study thus attempts to exploit time-varying covariates and the time order 
of events along time-depending processes across birth cohorts and over a long 
period of time to better address causal analysis (Mayer, 2000).

Time dependence is also intrinsic to the process of cohabitation itself. 
Firstly, the decision to enter a partnership can potentially be taken at any 
point time in the life course, which means that the pool of potential adopters 
is highly dynamic over time. Secondly, the length of individuals’ exposure to 
others’ practices grows along with their growing older, so that, for example, 
they observe increasing levels of cohabiting unions over their life course (as 
we observed in Figures 3.3 and 3.4). Furthermore, often censored histories5 
can be observed in the empirical data. And fi nally, what are thought to be the 
‘explanatory variables’ are also subject to change with time: for example the 
progressive educational upgrading and school leaving, the transitions in and 
out of the labour market, the (possible) transition to residential independence, 
the (possible) event of a pregnancy, which are considered to be among the most 
infl uential factors conditioning women’s choice to either marry or cohabit.

Thus a specifi city of the analysis presented here is its highly dynamic 
approach that allows for changing in individuals’ characteristics and their con-
texts and comprises a changing population of potential adopters. In this book 
an individual-level diffusion approach within an event history framework6 is 
taken because of both the theoretical approach and because of the dynamic 
nature of the process under study. Only with a dynamic approach is it pos-
sible to disentangle the complexity of the intertwined effects of changes on 
the micro and macro levels of individuals and contexts that infl uence young 
women’s choices to cohabit. As we argued, indeed, institutional and social 
changes at the macro level, together with the system of values regarding the 
practice of cohabiting and its degree of legitimisation, change as its adoption 
becomes more widespread. In turn, this makes the decision to cohabit easier 
for women as this practice becomes more and more widespread.

In sum, several elements point to the need of event history analysis tech-
niques: namely, the existence of time-varying variables capturing individuals’ 
changing characteristics and positions in their social context, the right censor-
ing of the process, the key role of temporal ordering in the life course, and the 
focus on individual decision making. This framework specifi es both individual 
and aggregate characteristics as time-varying covariates. Their relationship to 
individuals’ risk of adoption of cohabitation is time dependent because both 
individuals’ characteristics, the population at risk of adoption, and the preva-
lence of the practice with cohabitation do change over time.

5.2 TIME AND VARIABILITY IN INDIVIDUALS’ 
CHARACTERISTICS AND CONTEXTS

A further aspect already touched on in chapter 3 is that ‘structural’ and 
‘diffusion’ explanations cannot be considered as separate accounts of the 
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phenomenon. This is a point that has obvious implications for the choice of 
an analytical model, which should be able to disentangle these effects from 
one another. In chapter 3 we argued that the (uneven) rise in cohabitation 
could be attributed to both structural changes and to the diffusion process. 
Structural transformations are the engine of an increasing need for an alter-
native (and more fl exible) partnership form such as cohabitation. Diffusion 
may sustain and speed up its emergence and spread by altering the degree 
of perceived advantage at the individual level, raising awareness about its 
being a viable or more convenient alternative option to a direct marriage 
(through social infl uence), as well as by setting the ground for further struc-
tural transformations in adjustment to its prevalence (feedback effect).

As illustrated in chapter 3, the adoption of cohabitation (before entry 
into marriage, if it ever occurs) is a very specifi c type of diffusion pro-
cess for two reasons. First, because it takes place in a relatively short life-
course window into which different generations co-transit at differing 
ages. Second, because the pool of potential adopters is highly variable: 
Younger birth cohorts progressively enter this life-course window while 
older cohorts exit it, each cohort with different speeds and proportions, 
depending on their mating processes. In particular, we hypothesise and test 
two different mechanisms that drive the diffusion of informal cohabitation 
in the population: ‘knowledge-awareness’ and ‘direct social modelling.’ 
At each point in time, knowledge-awareness is measured by the cumula-
tive proportion of prior adopters from previous birth cohorts at each age, 
and direct social modelling is measured as the cumulative proportion of 
prior adopters belonging to the women’s own birth cohort at each age (as 
described in chapter 3).

Detecting and testing the mechanisms driving diffusion processes is a 
challenging task. The fi rst major diffi culty arises from the presence of feed-
back effects7, which require the disentangling of the distinct roles of social 
infl uence and structural changes on the adoption of cohabitation. This 
problem is also connected with the diffi culty of observing, and measuring, 
the impact of social infl uence on people’s behaviours directly8 (Palloni, 
2001). Thus a fi rst methodological obstacle in the analysis of the diffu-
sion processes lies in the measurability and in the interdependence of the 
various elements that may have an effect on the rate of adoption of an 
innovative practice over time (Rogers, 1985). In the model proposed, we 
tackle this issue through taking into account the complex time structure 
of the diffusion process and link it to individuals’ changing characteris-
tics in predicting their behavioural choices. We model individuals’ like-
lihood to adopt cohabitation through time-varying variables capturing 
their (changing) individual characteristics, interpreted in the light of their 
respective institutional contexts. In a second step, we than test the effect of 
behavioural models and reinforcement infl uences through the two diffu-
sion covariates illustrated, which describe what might be relevant others’ 
previous experiences with cohabitation on individuals’ decisions.
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A second recognised diffi culty in the study of diffusion processes is the 
role of unmeasured heterogeneity in producing a negative effect on the time 
dependence of the process9. This means that those women whose unmea-
sured characteristics are associated to a lower propensity to cohabit (or 
marry) will tend to stay longer in the risk set while others will progres-
sively exit. Staying longer in the pool of potential adopters translates in an 
increasing proportion of “more resistant” women. This reads as if the risk 
of cohabiting would decrease over time, rather than a progressive concen-
tration of women within the risk set who were less likely to cohabit in the 
fi rst place. However, this is a concern that affects more those transition rate 
models trying to account for individuals’ heterogeneity while estimating the 
hazard rate of the population-level diffusion process within a fi xed popula-
tion of potential adopters. Instead, in the diffusion model proposed here, 
it is individuals’ changing likelihood to adopt cohabitation over time that 
is modelled as being (socially) infl uenced (also) by others’ people previous 
behaviours. In the case of the diffusion process of cohabitation, which is 
characterised by a highly dynamic pool of potential adopters and is mod-
elled in a competing risk framework10, the bias caused by unobserved het-
erogeneity producing a negative time dependency on the hazard rate should 
be much less severe. In fact, those women more resistant to opt for cohabi-
tation may nevertheless exit the risk set by marrying while new potential 
adopters will increasingly enter the risk set with the infl ow of new birth 
cohorts getting ready for partnering across time.

We thus argue that a dynamic event history analysis covering a seemingly 
long time span, comprising several consecutive birth cohorts and framed in a 
cross-countries comparative study, may help in overcoming at least some of 
these diffi culties. Indeed, the proposed model offers the capacity to account 
adequately for the complex time structure of the process while maintaining 
the focus on individuals’ decision-making processes and incorporating the 
effects played by both different (and changing) institutional contexts, social 
infl uences exercised by other’s behaviours, as well as differing individuals’ 
characteristics.

5.3 SELECTION OF COUNTRIES: SAMPLE AND DATA

This cross-national comparative diffusion analysis is based on retrospective 
life history data from the Fertility and Family Surveys (FFS) project (Festy & 
Prioux, 2002; Klijzing & Cairns, 2000; Klijzing & De Rose, 1999), which 
contain information on the timing of recorded past life histories of sampled 
individuals. These databases cover 24 industrialised countries and provide 
internationally comparable data, which are to a large degree based on a 
common questionnaire (Klijzing & De Rose, 1999). Common problems in 
retrospectively collected data are that information is collected only on sur-
vivors and nonmigrants, and that misreporting might result from memory 
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or recall problems of past life events. However, despite retrospective col-
lected information suffer from a higher recall bias than panel data11, we 
believe this drawback is more serious with respect to short spell duration 
(like job careers) than the partnership histories that are the object of interest 
here. We do so because the low number, the psychological meaning, and the 
organisational impact on people’s lives, as well as the ceremonies attached 
to family-related events, play an important role in remembering the date 
of these events12. Checks with external data sources have shown that FFS 
data are quite reliable in producing estimates about fertility rates (Festy & 
Prioux, 2002). Overall, retrospective collected information offer the great 
advantage of providing comparable information on an entire set of birth 
cohorts for the period of interest across different countries covering a rather 
long spell of time (around 30 years).

We separately reconstructed the different parallel careers of each woman 
(i.e., partnership, fertility, educational, and working histories) in a way that 
rendered them comparable across countries13. The different careers were 
merged together in the creation of a single fi le for each country, in which 
all the histories and trajectories contributed to the making of a unique epi-
sode fi le with time-varying covariates capturing variation in women’s cir-
cumstances along all dimensions of interest (Table 5.1 reports the number 
of spells14 created after the splitting in this last fi le.) The age- and cohort-
specifi c diffusion measures developed were then correspondingly matched 
to the records of this fi le. In other words, we created a series of data sets 
that tracked sequentially all the key educational, partnership, fertility, and 
labour career events in respondents’ lives. We than matched the diffusion 
indicators to each of the records of these data sets correspondingly to the 
country, age, and birth cohort of the individuals in each spell.

As already mentioned in the previous chapters, six different institutional 
contexts are studied making use of the national FSS data sets: West Ger-
many, East Germany, Italy, Spain, France, and Sweden15. The period covered 
in the analysis ranges from the late 1960s to the early 1990s, a time span 
when major changes in family formation through cohabitation took place 
in Europe with the exception of the Nordic countries, where the diffusion of 
cohabitation began somewhat earlier.

A common sample of women born between 1954 and 1973 was selected 
in each country, whose educational, employment16, fertility, and partnership 
histories were observed for each birth cohort from age 15 up to an event of 
entry into cohabitation or, for right-censored cases, up to the date of entry 
into a marital union or the date of interview or age 39, whichever occurred 
fi rst. East and West Germany were treated as two distinct countries because 
of their different political history between 1949 and 1990.

The fi eldwork took place in the early 1990s in all the selected countries: 
between May and September 1992 in Germany, between October 1992 and 
May 1993 in Sweden, between January and April 1994 in France, between 
June and October 1995 in Spain, and between November 1995 and January 
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1996 in Italy. The age span of the national samples also vary a little (Festy 
& Prioux, 2002), which led to the selection of a common sample of women 
aged 15 to 39 and born between 1954 and 1973 in each country. After birth 
cohort selection, cleaning and consistency checks, the histories of 2,597 
Swedish, 2,144 French, 2,497 West German, 2,555 East German, 2,735 
Spanish, and 3,234 Italian women were retained for analysis (Table 5.1).

In each column of Table 5.1, the number of events experienced by the 
selected common samples of women are shown (columns 2 to 4), for each 
destination state in the two transitions analysed. In between brackets, in 
the second column, are also shown the number of spells created for the 
analyses. The second column reports the number (and percentage) of transi-
tions to the single state when leaving the parental home (between brackets, 
in the last two columns, are the absolute numbers of direct moves into a 
partnership). The right-hand columns report the number and proportion of 
entries into cohabitation or marriage. So, for example, of the 2,597 Swedish 
women in the sample, 1,500 (62%) exited the parental home by the time of 
interview, out of which 819 for a direct entry into a cohabiting union, 97 
for marrying, and 584 (the remainder) to be living independently as single. 
Overall, in Sweden by the time of interview, 2,133 women had entered a 
cohabitation (92% of the women in the sample who formed a fi rst partner-
ship) and 183 (8% of the ever partnered) a marital union.

Besides partnership histories, the FFS data contain detailed fertility, occu-
pational and educational trajectories, as well as information on religiosity 
(with the exception of France and Sweden) and, in the case of Italy, region 
of residence. These data sets thus allow us to conduct a comparative indi-
vidual-level study of the process of diffusion of cohabitation among succes-
sive generations of young women in these countries.

Table 5.1 Selected Sample Individuals and Number of Events for Each 
Destination State

Sample
(spells)

Single
(% exit)

Cohabitation 
(direct) 

(% 1st part.)

Marriage
(direct)

(% 1st part.)

Sweden 2597
(26059)

1500 
(62%)

2133 (819)
(92%)

183 (97)
(8%)

France 2144
(21399)

749 
(39%)

1287 (697)
(70%)

560 (453)
(30%)

West 
Germany

2497
(25750)

1031 
(52%)

895 (485)
(58%)

638 (448)
(42%)

East 
Germany

2555
(30068)

726 
(36%)

868 (512)
(44%)

1092 (788)
(66%)

Spain 2735
(31369)

344 
(15%)

257 (143)
(12%)

1914 (1725)
(88%)

Italy 3234
(37643)

374 
(16%)

214  (136)
(9%)

2072 (1856)
(91%)
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5.4 EVENT HISTORY ANALYSIS AND 
DIFFUSION APPROACH: THE MODELS

In the past, diffusion processes have been generally formulated in terms of 
population-level ‘epidemic’ models (Diekmann, 1989, 1992; Mahajan & 
Peterson, 1985). This type of analysis assumes that all members of the population 
are exposed to the same level of previous adoption at each point in time. It 
also assumes that individuals have the same chance of infl uencing and being 
infl uenced by each other (Strang & Tuma, 1993). However, the assumption of 
homogeneous mixing, whereby every individual are equally infl uenced by any 
other previous adoption, does often not hold in empirical applications (Strang, 
1991; Strang & Tuma, 1993). Moreover, a dynamic population, whereby 
entries and exits from the risk set take place at different times, implies differing 
exposure to the diffusion process. In other words, not all individuals in each 
given year are witnessing the same levels of cohabiting unions. They will instead 
be exposed to different rates of previous experiences with cohabitation among 
different reference groups17. For these reasons we propose not to estimate 
population-level models but to turn to individual-level models of diffusion as 
suggested by Strang and Tuma (1993)18. In these models, the individual’s rate of 
adoption of cohabitation can be estimated as a function of other actors’ prior 
adoptions in the social system. In methodological terms, this type of model is 
particularly attractive for our analysis because it allows us to incorporate the 
effects of time-constant and time-varying individual heterogeneity that may 
affect the ‘intrinsic’ propensity of women to adopt cohabitation. Thus they 
allow for heterogeneity both within the pool of potential adopters and for this 
to change over time. We also can test ideas about structures of communication 
and structural equivalence (see Strang & Tuma, 1993) or, more precisely, the 
effects of knowledge-awareness and direct social modelling (as discussed in 
chapter 3). A simple individual-level based diffusion model might be formulated 
in the following way (Strang & Tuma, 1993, p. 619):

1   

where rn(t) is the propensity that an individual moves from nonadoption to 
adoption at time t, α represents an individual ‘intrinsic’ rate of adoption by 
effect of individual characteristics or of common environmental infl uences 
(that can alter women’s willingness to adopt cohabitation), S(t) consists of the 
theoretically relevant set of prior adopters, and ß is the effect of the intrapopu-
lation diffusion process on the rate of individual adoption. Thus this type of 
model combines both individual heterogeneity and the contagious infl uences of 
previous adopters on nonadopters and allows us to model diffusion within an 
event history framework.

As detailed in chapter 3, the decision process to adopt cohabitation 
(before entry—if ever—into marriage) is the resultant of a very specifi c 
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type of diffusion process. A fundamental characteristic of this process is 
that for each birth cohort the time span of potential adoption is highly con-
centrated in the life phase of transition from youth to adulthood. Across 
historical time there is a continuous succession of birth cohorts moving 
through this life-course window. In our analysis the observation of the dif-
fusion process begins for each birth cohort of women at age 15 and ends 
with the event of entry into cohabitation, or for right-censored cases, with 
the date of entry into a marital union or the date of interview or age 39, 
whichever occurs fi rst.

Over the life course of young women, the readiness to enter a union 
is highly time dependent and governed to a large extent by women’s age 
and by organisational rules and institutional structures of the educational 
and employment systems (Blossfeld, 1990; Marini, 1984, 1985). In our 
model these infl uences are controlled for with a series of time-constant and 
time-dependent covariates affecting the intrinsic propensity of women to 
partner. In particular, we take into consideration women’s changing age, 
their time-dependent enrolment in the educational system, the associated 
progressive upgrading of their educational attainment levels, their changing 
employment participation (and acquired work experience), as well as events 
in other domains of their lives such as experiencing a pregnancy or gaining 
residential independence from the parental home. The α term defi ned in equa-
tion (1) is therefore substituted by α′x(t) in (2), incorporating time-constant 
and time-varying individuals’ heterogeneity at the micro level, which might 
affect women’s likelihood to adopt cohabitation.

By the combination of a diffusion perspective in the event history analy-
sis framework, we want to allow for the combination of heterogeneity in 
individual-level characteristics with the social infl uence exercised by others’ 
previous adoptions of cohabitation (Braun & Hengelhardt, 2002; Palloni, 
2001). As described in chapter 3, we assume two different mechanisms, 
which are driving the diffusion of informal cohabitation in the population: 
knowledge-awareness and direct social modelling. At each point in time 
t, knowledge-awareness (Pc) is measured in this study by the cumulative 
proportion of prior adopters from previous birth cohorts at each age, and 
direct social modelling (Pg) is measured as the cumulative proportion of 
prior adopters belonging to the women’s own birth cohort at each age. The 
essence of these indicators is to capture the proportion of previous experi-
ences with premarital cohabitation made by young women’s peers and by 
older generations. We argued that these experiences can convey social infl u-
ence in that they provide information about the spread and rationale of 
cohabiting, the social stigma associated to doing it, and about its potential 
outcomes.

To allow for the nonlinearity in the relationships between these indica-
tors and the rate of adoption over time, we made use of a third-degree 
polynomial19 (see also Nazio & Blossfeld, 2003). This specifi cation was 
selected among various functional forms as the theoretically most satisfying 
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and statistically best one (in terms of likelihood ratio tests, see Blossfeld & 
Rohwer, 2002, p. 98). We can then replace the ß term of (1) by the following 
combination of these two factors:

2   

This individual-level diffusion model does not require the assumption 
that diffusion occurs only through interpersonal contacts. As discussed in 
chapters 2 and 3, it is not only direct conversation and immediate personal 
contacts to near peers that count but also the perception of what consti-
tutes an appropriate practice for people of the same age (‘structural equiv-
alence’; see Burt, 1987). There is accordingly no assumption of a complete 
mixing of social members that would imply that there is a generalised, 
direct pairwise interaction between prior and potential adopters. Rather, a 
distinction between individuals is made on the basis of their age and birth 
cohorts in defi ning the diffusion covariates in the model (as detailed in 
chapter 3). This model also does not make the assumption that there is a 
constant and permanent ceiling on the number of potential adopters in the 
social system20. The number of potential adopters is rather changing over 
time because there is a continuous infl ow of new birth cohorts of women 
entering into the risk set. In addition, there is no implicit assumption that 
the innovative behaviour does not change its meaning over the diffusion 
process. Instead, we assume that the meaning and character of cohabita-
tion is subject to change along with the diffusion process (Manting, 1996) 
and that knowledge-awareness and direct social modelling might thus 
change their effects over time.

A piecewise constant exponential hazard rate model21 was chosen, in a 
competing risk framework, because cohabitation and marriage constitute 
alternative choices in the process of family formation. This means that 
both women’s marriage rate and women’s rate of adoption of cohabitation 
were estimated and that women were simultaneously considered at risk 
of making either choice until they entered their fi rst partnership. Using 
the same covariates, we can compare the effects of these variables on the 
marriage rate and the rate of adoption of cohabitation between transitions 
and across countries.

In the case of fi rst partnership, the dependent variable is the monthly 
hazard rate at which a union will be entered into an infi nitesimally small 
age interval, given that it has not yet occurred before the start of that 
age interval. Multivariate models, among which hazard ones, point to 
the effect of each variable onto the instantaneous probability of a change 
occurring onto the dependent variable (the event of interest), net of (taking 
account of) the effects of other independent variables tested in the model. 
A positive estimated coeffi cient indicates a higher risk of experiencing an 
event associated with a unit change in the value of that variable; the bigger 
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the coeffi cient, the higher the risk of an event occurring. A negative coef-
fi cient, on the contrary, points to a lower risk of experiencing the event 
of interest. A higher risk might either indicate a slower entry (postpone-
ment) or a fi nal overall lower probability of an event occurring (Bernardi, 
2001b). Despite this semantic ambiguity, however, because we know the 
vast majority of young women will eventually enter their fi rst partnership 
(see also Figures 2.1 and 6.4), we suggest interpreting the estimated coef-
fi cients as pointing more likely to postponement effects.

With respect to the adoption of cohabitation, we have chosen to present 
the main results in two separate models (see Table 6.4 in the next chapter). 
In model 1, we regressed22 the event of entry into cohabitation on women’s 
time-varying characteristics, without controlling for their social embed-
dedness through other people’s examples of practice with cohabitation. In 
model 2, we introduced the variables capturing others’ previous adoptions, 
thus testing for the effect of the decision to enter in cohabitation with ref-
erence to social infl uence. The estimates proved rather robust across the 
two models. The introduction of both covariates was meant to consider 
simultaneously both sources of social infl uence (Greve, Strang & Tuma, 
1995) and provided an easy way to establish some evidence concerning 
the strength and importance of the two mechanisms onto individuals’ rate 
of adoption. Alternative models23 proved that results maintained robust 
across different specifi cations.

5.5 INTERDEPENDENT PROCESSES

A causal approach to data analysis seeks to determine the effect of the 
occurrence of an event in one career on the rate of occurrence of another 
event in a different career. The micro-level investigation of the outcomes of 
individuals’ decision making under changing circumstances aids the under-
standing of those mechanisms and processes that, through individual action 
and interaction, shape the changing characteristics of societies (Blossfeld, 
1999). By focussing on individuals’ decisions under changing circumstances, 
we strive to detect those mechanisms that affect the emergence of cohabita-
tion among groups of individuals and/or at the societal level (Blossfeld et 
al., 1999).

In fact, certain events in people’s life, like in our case partnership forma-
tion, may be infl uenced by happenings in other life domains. For example, 
an unplanned pregnancy may accelerate entry into co-residential union with 
the partner or marriage (for an analysis of ‘shotgun weddings,’ see Mills, 
2000). Indeed, nonmarital conceptions have historically precipitated mar-
riages (Akerlof, Yellen & Katz, 1996; Brien, Lillard & Waite, 1999; Gold-
scheider & Waite, 1986). It is important to uncover and control for these 
mechanisms to reduce the bias in estimates. In the statistical models, we also 
control for the interdependent processes of entrance in a union and fertility 
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by estimating the direct effect of an ongoing pregnancy on the rate of entry 
into a fi rst partnership (a similar approach was implemented by Blossfeld, 
Manting & Rohwer, 1993; Blossfeld et al., 1999; Blossfeld & Mills, 2001; 
Mills, 2000). A pitfall of this approach is that it does not account for inter-
dependent processes being governed by unmeasured characteristics (e.g., 
specifi c individuals’ values and attitudes or constant determinants shared by 
the two events) or by a further intervening process (e.g., enrolment in edu-
cation or participation in the labour force) on which they might be jointly 
dependent (Mills, 2000). A very recent statistical approach to the study of 
interrelated behaviours suggests the estimation of ‘simultaneous (hazard) 
equation models’ to solve this problem. These models can explicitly take 
account both of the heterogeneity across individuals, due to unmeasured 
factors, and of the correlation across processes (Brien, Lillard & Waite, 
1999; Lillard, 1993; Lillard &Waite, 1993). This method accounts for the 
simultaneity of a set of related processes, explaining the endogenicity of 
each outcome in estimating its effect on the others, and it can account for 
processes of self-selection into specifi c states (Lillard, Brien & Waite, 1995). 
In other words, these models take into account that certain events are endo-
geneity related to each other. That is to say that one event can have a direct 
effect on the likelihood of the other event taking place or that both events 
may be codetermined by (unobserved) individuals’ traits.

For example, for some women an exit from the labour market may be 
endogenous to a childbirth event and, reciprocally, the decision to give birth 
may be affected by her readiness or willingness to leave the labour mar-
ket. Estimating these two processes simultaneously would help account for 
individuals’ unobserved heterogeneity and point to a potential bias in the 
parameter estimates of each single process24. In the processes of interest 
here, we could think that individuals more prone to early parenthood may 
be less strict with their contraceptive choices, more likely not to terminate 
an unexpected pregnancy, and also more likely to marry directly rather than 
cohabit. Alternatively, we could imagine those couples more keen to accel-
erate entry into a union to be more willing to relax the measures aimed at 
avoiding undesired pregnancies or to favour less reliable methods.

However, in this study, given the already high degree of complexity of the 
model proposed, we only concentrate on the direct effect of a pregnancy on 
union formation, relying on the time order of the events to explore causal-
ity (Blossfeld & Rohwer, 1997). We interpret the effect of a pregnancy on 
the decision to enter a union because the effect of a pregnancy on entrance 
into a partnership has a very limited and specifi c time frame (between its 
discovery and the birth of the child). Given the time lag from conception to 
the moment when a woman realises she is pregnant, and given the minimum 
(also legal) time required for the organisation of a marriage or adaptive 
housing arrangements, the coeffi cient estimates for these control variables 
for the fi rst 2 months since conception should be read with caution because 
they may be biased25.
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5.6 THE VARIABLES EMPLOYED

The analyses used monthly time-varying controls at the individual level for 
age, being enrolled in education (before leaving the educational system), 
changing educational attainments, being employed (against being unem-
ployed or inactive)26, labour force experience (cumulated number of months 
of employment since fi rst job), an indicator for the presence of a nonmis-
carried pregnancy (Blossfeld et al., 1999), and a control for the state of 
residential independence from the parental home (‘living independently’ 
distinguishes the time after having left the family of origin). To introduce 
these time-dependent measures into the rate equation, we used the method 
of episode splitting (Blossfeld et al., 1989, Blossfeld & Rohwer, 1995b).

Several time-constant controls were also inserted: birth cohort, religious 
affi liation (not available for France and Sweden), region (in the case of Italy), 
size of the locality where brought up (at age 15), and an indicator for hav-
ing been brought up in a broken family (Clausen, 1991; Corijn, 2001b). The 
following paragraphs describe the variables used in the hazard rate models in 
more detail.

Because age is a variable clearly related to the risk of entering a partner-
ship, we chose a powerful and fl exible control for the age effect. We can imag-
ine the risk of partnering associated to age as bell shaped: increasing since the 
entrance into the risk set at age 15, for reaching a maximum at a certain age 
after which it levels off and decreases at an accelerating rate. This is because 
with growing older there is an increasing number of potential mates getting 
ready for partnering and because the effi ciency of successful completion of 
partner selection increases with time and the accumulation of mating experi-
ences. However, after a certain age, the longer the time, the more likely are 
nonpartnered individuals to remain those less willing or able to partner. At 
the same time, the availability of attractive and suitable candidates in the mar-
riage market will have shrunk accordingly, lowering the risk of union forma-
tion. We used a combination of two variables to control for this well-known 
nonmonotonic age dependence of the rate of entry into fi rst marital and non-
marital partnerships (Bloom, 1982; Coale, 1971). Accordingly, the rate of 
entering fi rst union was expected to increase with age up to a certain point 
and then decrease (Lillard, Brien & Waite, 1995). This approach assumes 
that women are at risk of entering fi rst marriage or premarital cohabitation 
between the ages 15 and 39 and specifi es the following two time-dependent 
covariates (Blossfeld & Huinink, 1991; Blossfeld & Rohwer, 1995a):

log(current age—15),

log(39—current age).

These variables, introduced as time-dependent covariates in the rate 
equation, model the typical bell-shaped curve of the rates of entry into 
fi rst union. This curve is symmetric around age 27 when the estimated 
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coeffi cients have an equal magnitude, right skewed when the former 
exceeds the latter (union formation is clustered more around older ages), 
and left skewed in the reverse case (partnership entrance is clustered below 
the mean age).

Religiosity was measured through a dummy variable, which takes value 
’1’ if the woman declared herself as being either ‘very’ or ‘little’ religious 
as against ‘not’ being religious. Controlling for religiosity aims at account-
ing for the decline in organised religion and rise in secularisation witnessed 
in many countries (Surkyn & Lesthaeghe, 2004), which might contribute 
to a rise in the adoption of cohabitation. Religion is generally found to 
be negatively associated with cohabitation and positively with marriage 
(Thornton et al., 1992). However, the estimates of this variable should 
be interpreted with caution because it was only measured at the time of 
the interview (see also Manting, 1996). A similar caution must be applied 
with regard to region, which in the case of Italy was also recorded at the 
time of the interview (the north is the reference category in this case).

We also used the variable place of residence at age 15, to control for the 
size of the urban centre: The reference category is rural or up to 10,000 
inhabitants, middle-size city comprises between 10,000 and 100,000 
inhabitants, and an urbanization above this size is defi ned as large city. 
These dummy variables are used to capture social control and the effect of 
urban contexts on the spread of cohabitation. Living in a more populated 
area affords more opportunity for alternative lifestyles and, possibly, less 
social control (Glick & Spanier, 1980), whereas having been brought up 
in a smaller or rural area may result in a lessened exposure to innovative 
behaviours and thus a more traditional lifestyle or a lower tolerance to 
alternative living arrangements.

To study continuous changes across birth cohorts, we introduced a 
set of yearly based dummy variables in the transition rate models. In 
the Swedish case, due to the sampling strategy adopted (Festy & Prioux, 
2002), only four selected birth cohorts were available for comparison.

To measure the accumulation of women’s qualifi cations in the school, 
vocational training (in the case of Germany), and university systems, we 
updated time-dependent dummy variables indicating women’s educational 
attainment level at specifi c school durations (see Blossfeld & Huinink, 
1991). Educational attainment levels were reconstructed along different 
educational careers on the basis of the average length taken to achieve each 
of the respective subsequent attainments. This strategy has been argued to 
produce valid, accurate, and comparable indicators (Selden, 1992). For 
each country, the recording of educational episodes has been coherently 
modelled on its corresponding national specifi c educational system. The 
upgrading of the attainment levels is triggered by the successful completion 
of the corresponding level, whereas the spells of education that were not 
successfully terminated by the respondent (abandonment or failure to 
attain a certain level) do not originate upgrading. When the month of 
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completion of an educational episode was not recorded, the fi nishing date 
of the educational spell for that year was set at June. When the date at 
which a completed educational episode was not given, it was estimated 
and reconstructed backwards from the information about the level being 
reached27. For those individuals whose part, or all, of their educational 
history was missing, the career was retrospectively reconstructed from 
information on the highest level attained, or from the date at leaving the 
educational system, on the basis of the average number of years required 
to obtain the corresponding qualifi cation (Blossfeld & Rohwer, 1995b).

In the FFS data sets, educational levels are recorded using the ISCED-
97 code (OECD, 1999). To facilitate cross-country comparison, three 
educational attainment levels were distinguished in the model28: compul-
sory education (reference category, 8 to 10 years of schooling), secondary 
education (11 to 13 years) and tertiary education (14 to 18 years).

Enrolment in the educational system was controlled by the time-depen-
dent dummy variable ‘enrolled in education,’ which indicates whether or 
not a woman is still studying at a specifi c age. This variable was coded ’1’ 
while a woman was still enrolled in education, and it switched to ’0’ from 
the time she left the educational system.

Women’s labour force participation was included with a time-depen-
dent dummy variable indicating in each month whether she was employed 
(value ’1’) or not (being out of the labour force or unemployed) at a spe-
cifi c age. In the case of France, however, not all the employment career 
was recorded through the interview. Only information referred to the 
initial and last (at the time of the interview) episodes of women’s labour 
career were available. For this reason, a different specifi cation was cho-
sen with the introduction of a control for the missing information. As a 
result, the reference category for this variable shifts from “not working” 
(either unemployed or inactive) to “never having worked” in the French 
case.

The introduction of a further indicator related to the working career 
permitted us to test for the effect of accumulated employment experience 
thorough the life course. This was done through the inclusion of a vari-
able measuring the cumulated number of years of total employment in 
any job held before the current spell. This indicator does not reset at each 
beginning of a new employment episode and holds constant (but posi-
tive) for periods of unemployment or inactivity between successive jobs. 
Although it is expressed on a year basis in the model, it was measured and 
built at a monthly level. This indicator aimed to capture the opportunities 
women face in the labour market and their degree of investment in it as 
represented by the length of their attachment.

To model the time lags between the effect of a nonmiscarried pregnancy 
and the entrance into a fi rst union, a series of time-dependent dummy 
variables was created. As described in the previous section, they were 
aimed at capturing the direct effect of a woman’s fertility career on union 
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formation. Reference categories for this set of dummy variables are those 
periods before a pregnancy took place (and then again from 6 months after 
a childbirth for subsequent pregnancies). These dummies are based on the 
entire fertility history of the women under analysis, before the entrance 
into a fi rst union, and thus updated at any subsequent pregnancy29.

With respect to interdependent careers, women can leave the parental 
home while single persons or to enter a partnership. This decision can be 
driven by a desire for independence or be linked to reasons pertaining to 
other interwoven life-course domains (such as pursuing a specifi c edu-
cational opportunity or entering a job). Those women who continue to 
live in the parental home may be more traditional because of a process of 
self-selection or else they may be more exposed to the norms and values 
of their parents. On the contrary, living alone affords more autonomy 
and freedom from parental views (Barbagli, Castiglioni & Dalla Zuanna, 
2003; Dalla Zuanna, 2004; Goldscheider & Waite, 1986). However, Lief-
broer (1991) argues that entering a partnership (including marriage) may 
also be a route to independence for those living in the parental home. 
This might be especially the case in more traditional societies, where liv-
ing as a single person is not encouraged, particularly for women. The 
dummy variable ‘Living independently’ was constructed as a time-vary-
ing indicator of women’s residential autonomy from the parental home. It 
was assigned the value of ’1’ starting from the month after the exit took 
place and was meant to capture, on the one hand, the effect of greater 
independence and economic autonomy and, on the other hand, to be used 
as an indicator of having overcome possible housing diffi culties. Because 
the transition out of the parental home and entrance into fi rst partnership 
may often coincide in the same ‘event,’ to avoid bias in the estimates it 
changes value only after residential autonomy has taken place. In addi-
tion to this indicator, a variable controlling for the number of years (mea-
sured in months) from the acquisition of fi rst residential independence 
was introduced in the models.

Table 5.2 reports some descriptive statistics for the dependent and 
independent variables used in the statistical models for the six countries. 
Statistics for time-varying variables are calculated at the time of entrance 
into fi rst partnership or at time of interview (or age 39) when right cen-
sored. Relative proportions (percentages) are given for the frequency of 
each dummy variable (and set of dummy variables) inserted in the models. 
For metric variables, arithmetic mean and standard deviation (in brack-
ets) are indicated instead of percentages.

Now we are proceeding to the testing of the model and in chapter 6 
the results will be illustrated for the transitions out of the parental home, 
the entry into marriage, and the diffusion of cohabitation in each of the 
countries studied. We will discuss and compare the empirical evidence as 
against the effects expected on the basis of the set of hypotheses devel-
oped in the previous chapter.
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6 Living Independently, 
Marrying, and the Diffusion of 
Cohabitation

In this chapter we present the results of a series of multivariate hazard rate 
models aimed at predicting young women’s likelihood of exiting the paren-
tal home and that of forming a fi rst partnership. In particular, we will be 
testing a diffusion model for adopting premarital cohabitation. The fi rst 
part of the chapter discusses the transition out of the parental home (section 
6.1) and its interrelationship with changes in the prevalence of marital and 
cohabiting unions across birth cohorts (6.2). In section 6.3 we focus more 
specifi cally on the description of the changes occurred across cohorts in 
union formation. To follow, we discuss the results of the explanatory models 
for the transition to residential independence (6.4.) and for entry into mar-
riage (6.5). Sections 6.6 and 6.7 fi nally concentrate on the diffusion process 
of cohabitation and its driving mechanisms. The last section (6.8) provides 
a summary of the main fi ndings about the diffusion of cohabitation.

In this chapter we show how the empirical results indicate that increas-
ing rates of cohabiting unions are (also) driven by others’ previous adop-
tions. We will fi nd that the diffusion process seems to operate primarily 
through the vicarious experiences of peers. Each new birth cohort starts 
with selected groups of innovators with a specifi c interest in the adoption 
of cohabitation, whereby peers’ examples appear to constitute an infl uen-
tial behavioural model for young women. This effect increases even further 
when, along with the accumulation of peer-group experiences, the diffusion 
spills over to broader parts of the entire birth cohort population. We will 
illustrate that after country-specifi c threshold points, peer-group infl uence 
becomes one of the most important driving forces for the individual adop-
tion rate of cohabitation.

However, we will also show that the effect of peer groups’ experiences 
on new adoptions decreases when cohabitation becomes the mainstream 
behaviour. When traditional social norms favouring marital unions lose 
ground in favour of an increasing social acceptance of cohabitation, it is 
rather the more general knowledge-awareness that seems to sustain the pro-
cess within the entire population. We will also offer empirical evidence that, 
when cohabiting becomes increasingly more common over time and it is 
chosen by more broader groups of the population (which might not even 
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have a specifi c interest in its adoption), the effect of an individual’s back-
ground characteristics may become less infl uential than social infl uences in 
explaining further adoptions and differentials in its takeup.

6.1 LEAVING THE PARENTAL HOME OTHER 
THAN BY ENTERING A PARTNERSHIP?

As we discussed briefl y in chapter 4, there are profound differences in the 
extent to which different countries facilitate young people’s independence from 
their parental family. The degree of defamilisation varies across countries and 
is intertwined with the labour market systems, welfare provisions, and the 
gender division of labour. The Southern European countries do not offer spe-
cifi c support either to young people or to the employment of women, thus 
indirectly sustaining a high dependency for women on parental and/or marital 
support (Guerrero & Naldini, 1996; Orloff, 2002).

Young women’s reduced autonomy from their parental families can have 
a dual effect on family formation patterns. On the one hand, the need for 
economic support hinders the process of residential independence for young 
women, making it conditional upon entrance into a partnership for which 
familial resources are more easily mobilised (Barbagli, Castiglioni & Dalla 
Zuanna, 2003). On the other hand, women’s greater dependency on the 
spouse’s income should lower the relative advantage of cohabiting over marry-
ing. This is because women’s generally greater investment in unpaid caregiving 
activities is better acknowledged and secured through an institutionalised mar-
riage. Thus the advantages of greater fl exibility offered by cohabitation can be 
indirectly offset by less defamilisation. These explanations may account for at 
least a part of the strong connection between leaving home and entrance into 
a partnership to be found in Italy and Spain (Barbagli, Castiglioni & Dalla 
Zuanna, 2003; Billari, Philipov & Baizán, 2001a; Corijn & Klijzing, 2001).

As we show in the following pages, the diffusion of cohabitation has helped 
to alter the relative proportions of women who leave the parental home and 
who enter a partnership, as well as the timing of these transitions. But increas-
ing willingness to cohabit seems to have affected the transition to independent 
living to very different extents across countries.

6.2 RESIDENTIAL INDEPENDENCE BEFORE 
PARTNERING: CROSS-NATIONAL DIFFERENCES

When studying the transition out of the parental home, it is important to 
distinguish among destinations because different individuals’ characteristics 
and institutional features may be associated with different modes of reach-
ing residential independence (Cherlin, Scabini & Rossi, 1997; Corijn & 
Klizijng, 2001; Ermisch & Di Salvo, 1997; Iacovou, 1998, 2001; Ongaro, 
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2001). The analyses undertaken here thus distinguish, for each country, 
among three possible destinations: (1) women leaving as single, leaving 
with a partner for (2) direct entrance into cohabitation, or (3) into marriage 
(Table 6.1 summarizes the results of the corresponding pseudo-survival 
functions1 for different birth cohorts).

Consistently with previous studies, age at leaving seems strongly associ-
ated with the proportions to each destination. In Italy and Spain, where 
young women tend to leave home later (see Figure 6.1), this event coincides 
most often with partnership entrance. In contrast, in those countries where 
exit occurs earlier, women usually leave the parental home when single, 
rather than to enter a partnership. A partial exception is the case of East Ger-
many, where access to housing was strongly controlled by a central planning 
policy and thus subjected to institutional strict regulation of entitlement. 
This preliminary fi nding points up the importance of the interrelationship 
between the transition out of the parental home and into a fi rst partnership. 
It suggests that part of the later, and increasingly delayed, home leaving in 
the southern countries could be explained by the frequent coincidence of 
residential independence and partnership (generally marriage) entrance (see 
also Barbagli, Castiglioni & Dalla Zuanna, 2003).

The comparatively late ages at which young people leave the parental 
home has strong roots in Italian history (Barbagli Castiglioni & Dalla 
Zuanna, 2003; De Sandre, 1988; Rossi, 1997). It is generally explained 
in terms of different cultural models and traditions (Dalla Zuanna, 2004; 
Rehrer, 1998) or of young people’s uncertain economic conditions (Aassve, 
Billari & Ongaro, 2001; Becker, et al., 2002). In a review of the studies 

Country Leaving the parental home Entering 1st partnership 

overall single cohabitation marriage overall cohabitation marriage

Italy later const. const. later later const. later

Spain later later earlier later later earlier later

East Germany const. earlier earlier later later earlier later

West Germany const. earlier (earlier-later) later later (earlier-later) later

France const. const. earlier later const. earlier later

Sweden const. const. const. const. const. const. later

       Pos. (+) 

        Neg. (-)  

Table 6.1 Changes in the Timing of the Transitions Across Birth Cohorts (1954–73)
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on leaving the parental home, Jones (1995) distinguishes between the 
northern countries, where this transition tends to take place earlier but 
returns are more likely, and in southern countries, with a later pattern of 
exits, mainly in connection to marriage (Billari, Philipov & Baizán, 2001a) 
and returns are less likely to occur. Indeed, at least in France, situations 
of semiautonomy with repeated exits are found to be rather common 
(Villanueve-Gokalp, 2000). Also Goldscheider and Da Vanzo (1985; see 
also Goldsheider, Thornton & Young-DeMarco, 1993) found that the kind 
of ‘semiautonomous’ arrangements that favour an earlier exit in the north 
of Europe (student accommodations, shared apartments) are indeed more 

Figure 6.1 Survival functions for leaving the parental home.
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likely to lead to later returns. Early educational and labour market careers 
are then identifi ed as the strategic factors in the stability of independent 
leaving in Sweden, especially for women (Nilsson & Strandh, 1999).

Iacovou (2001) also stresses the presence of different links between 
young people’s and their families’ economic resources and the timing of 
their reaching an independent living across countries. She fi nds that in 
those countries where home leaving occurs relatively early, young people 
are more likely to leave to a rented accommodation (particularly in the 
public sector) as singles rather than as part of a couple. The determinants 
of home leaving thus seem to vary according to the destination on leaving 
home and according to the chosen housing tenure. Indeed, it is easier for 
young people to rent because homeownership is more associated with the 
higher income typically reached at a later stage in the working career. In 
line with this, Laferrère and Bessière (2003) in a cross-sectional analysis 
of the French case found a positive effect of children’s income on leaving 
the parental home, accompanied by a smaller nonlinear effect of parents’ 
income (positive only for richer families) and a negative effect linked to the 
quality of the parental dwelling. Galland (1997, 2000) has suggested that 
since the late 1980s, the new generations of young French people tend to 
stay increasingly longer in the parental home because of a rising trend in 
youth unemployment, longer education, a delayed entry into marriage, a 
greater degree of comfort, and a higher standard of living enjoyed there. A 
similar argument is also proposed by other scholars accounting for young 
southern Europeans’ late emancipation from the parental home (Dalla 
Zuanna, 2004; Mingione, 2001; Rossi, 1997), with particular stress on 
the poor economic opportunities for young people (Cordon, 1997; Ghi-
doni, 2002). However, as seen in Figure 6.1, the data used in this study 
do not show a signifi cant delay in French women’s exit from the parental 
home across subsequent cohorts, at least not with reference to the selec-
tion of birth cohorts studied here.

Among the countries under analysis, a delay across birth cohorts in exit 
from the parental home is displayed rather markedly only in the cases of 
Italian and Spanish young women (Figure 6.1), who are already distinc-
tive for having the latest pattern of departure from the older birth cohorts 
onwards. As shown in Figure 6.1, by age 23 (the 96th month since age 
15, set as the origin of the X-axis) around 50% of the women are still 
living with their parents in the southern countries, against a proportion 
of around or below 20% in all the other countries under analysis. For 
Italian and Spaniards, these fi gures then grew around a further 20% for 
the youngest cohorts considered in this study (1970–1973), witnessing 
how the vast majority of young women still co-reside with their parental 
families at 23 years of age.

Figure 6.2 presents the proportions of women in each country having 
exited the parental home by the time of interview, distinguishing between 
destination states2.
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Similarly, Figure 6.3 reports the destination states of the selected cohorts of 
women upon entering their fi rst partnership, whereby a proportion of the sin-
gle women from the light-coloured part of the bars in Figure 6.2 have entered a 
union3. By comparing these two fi gures, we can see that there appears to be an 

Figure 6.2 Destination states for the transition out of the parental home, selected 
sample.
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association between a more widespread fi rst transition to residential indepen-
dence when single (lighter part of the bars in Figure 6.2) and a higher propor-
tion of cohabiting unions at later entrance into fi rst union (darker part of the 
bars in Figure 6.3). In other words, those who exit as single seem more likely to 
opt for cohabitation than those exiting by forming a partnership directly. Thus 
preliminary evidence suggests that the more young people reach residential 
independence as single, the more widespread will be the turn to cohabitation.

This fi rst observation points to the importance of exploring further the 
effect of a period of residential independence on the likelihood of adopting 
cohabitation in the multivariate analyses. As suggested in chapter 4, in fact, 
living independently from the parental family (‘living independently’) affords 
more scope for the adoption of innovative behaviours (less control) and sig-
nals the enjoyment of greater economic autonomy.

6.3 EFFECT OF THE DIFFUSION OF 
COHABITATION ON EARLY FAMILY FORMATION 
PATTERNS: CHANGES ACROSS COHORTS

Before discussing in detail the results of the hazard rate models, it might be 
interesting to explore and illustrate the changes in timing of the transition to 
partnership across birth cohorts so as to get some more insights into the role 
played by cohabitation. Did cohabitation make up entirely for the progres-
sive delay (and decrease) in marriage?

As described in chapter 2 and explored in the previous section, there are 
several distinctive features among the countries examined with regard to their 
prevalent family formation patterns. Southern European women are distin-
guished by a comparatively later departure from the parental home and its 
close connection with partnership formation (through marriage for the far 
greater majority; Bernardi & Nazio, 2005; Simó Noguera, Castro Martí & 
Bonmatí, 2005). In contrast, in France, Sweden, West Germany, and, to a 
smaller extent, East Germany, the time span between the acquisition of an 
autonomous residence and the formation of the fi rst partnership is much lon-
ger (Blossfeld & Rohwer, 1995a; Hoem, 1995; Leridon & Toulemon, 1995).

However, with reference to a broader and more detailed set of birth 
cohorts than those considered in chapter 2, it appears that the time span 
between the two transitions does not remain constant in all countries across 
generations or, even in that case, its constancy may result from different 
compositional effects. Because cohabitation represents an emerging addi-
tional behavioural option, its rise can affect independently both changes 
in leaving the parental home and in the formation of fi rst partnerships. In 
other words, the rise in nonmarital unions may even impact in contrasting 
ways on the timing in which the two transitions take place.

Indeed, a fi rst partnership can be formed either when the transition to 
residential independence has already been achieved through the single state 
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(as for a great number of youngsters in Sweden, France, West Germany, and 
East Germany) or when the young women are still living with their parental 
family (as in the case of most Spanish and Italian women). This difference 
must be taken into account because the choice to cohabit may assume dif-
ferent meanings for its adopters depending on whether or not it is linked 
to the acquisition of residential independence. This is especially relevant in 
an early phase of the diffusion process because living autonomously means 
individuals are subject to a lower social control from the family of origin 
while being somewhat economically independent and having already over-
come possible housing diffi culties.

At a descriptive level a clear example is the French case (see also Figure 2.2 
in chapter 2), where the computation of survival functions by birth cohorts 
for the two transitions (Figure 6.1 and 6.4 top line) shows an overall stabil-
ity of both curves, and thus of the gap between the two. This stability results 
from the absence of change in the timing of residential independence to the 
single state, combined with a progressively increased substitution of mar-
riage with cohabitation among those who exited through a direct entrance 
into a union4 (see middle and bottom lines of Figure 6.4; a result also found 
by Corijn, 2001b).

By contrast, in Sweden almost two thirds of the women in the selected 
sample have gained residential independence moving into the single state by 
the time of interview (followed mostly by entrance into cohabitation) and 
about a third by a direct entrance into a cohabiting union (see Figure 6.1). 
This pattern does not change across cohorts, resulting again in the stability 
of both curves through time (see Figures 6.1 and 6.4). However, cohabitation 
is largely predominant, whereas marriage for these birth cohorts is already 
a minority phenomenon and, as such, its relative decrease or postponement 
seems not to affect the overall pattern of home leaving across cohorts.

In East Germany, as in France, exiting as single (by the interview) was an 
option for around a third of the women in the sample. In this former com-
munist country, contrary to Sweden, this fi gure is the result of a (relative) 
increased incidence through cohorts (see Table 6.1)5. Exit from the parental 
home appears not to be signifi cantly postponed by the younger generations 
(Figure 6.1), but its modality has changed in a strongly diminished number 
of direct marriages and a relative increase in the proportion of both single 
people and cohabiters (Table 6.1). On the contrary, the transition to part-
nership overall is delayed, in that an increase in cohabiting unions only 
partially compensates for a sharp decrease in marriage. We thus observe an 
increase in the gap between the two survival curves due to the postponement 
of partnership formation combined with an overall stability in the timing of 
residential independence (see Table 6.1). This means an increasing number 
of young women are experiencing prolonged periods of their life course liv-
ing independently as a single person.

Quite similar is the case of West Germany, where over half of the 
women have had experience of living independently as single by the time of 
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interview. Across cohorts, more and more women exited the parental home 
as single, whereas an exit via direct marriage was increasingly delayed, 
with a resulting null net effect on the timing of this transition (Table 6.1). 

Figure 6.4 Survival and pseudo-survival functions for entrance into fi rst partnership. 
(continued over)
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Figure 6.4 Survival and pseudo-survival functions for entrance into fi rst partnership. 
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Entry into partnership was instead overall deferred by a greater delay in 
marriage (as compared to East Germany), which was not compensated 
by a proportional increase in cohabiting unions among the younger birth 
cohorts. Thus, as compared to East Germany, the already longer time 
span between the two transitions increased even more markedly.

With regard to residential independence, Italy and Spain again share 
a rather similar pattern of strong postponement of an already compara-
tively late exit, which mostly takes place through a direct entry into mar-
riage (it is the case for around three quarters of the women in the sample). 
In other words, a strong postponement of marriage, coupled with only a 
small increase in cohabitation and a constant small proportion of women 
living alone, produces a parallel delay of both the transitions (Table 6.1). 
In the Italian case, however, the delay is even more pronounced due to 
the scarcer presence of women who exit as single or enter a consensual 
union.

Table 6.1 sums up the fi ndings of the series of pseudo-survival func-
tions already discussed. Reference to an earlier (or more frequent) and to 
a later (or less frequent) transition across birth cohorts may either mean 
an overall fi nal higher level or an anticipation (versus postponement) of 
the pattern across birth cohorts (on this ambiguity, see also Bernardi, 
2001b).

The positive effect of autonomous living before union formation on 
the likelihood of adopting cohabitation and the negative effect on enter-
ing into a marriage (with the exclusion of Italy and Spain) found in the 
multivariate analyses (Tables 6.3 and 6.4), are drawn below Table 6.1. 
The arrows synthesise the effects played by ‘living independently’ (already 
achieved residential independence) onto the subsequent choice to enter a 
partnership, found in the hazard rate models. It is interesting to notice 
that the magnitude of this effect, with respect to cohabitation, is much 
greater in the southern countries (Table 6.4), where living autonomously 
as a single person it is much less frequent (a result further discussed in 
section 6.6). This fi nding is highly consistent both with the hypothesis 
of housing constraints in Italy and Spain (see Hypothesis (H) 12 in sec-
tion 4.6) and with previous results (Iacovou, 2002), which pointed to the 
existence of a positive relation, across countries, between the age of leav-
ing the parental home (and entry into partnership) and the proportion of 
homeowners.

6.4 TRANSITION OUT OF THE PARENTAL HOME.

Moving from a descriptive to an explanatory ground, we now discuss the 
most interesting results of event history analyses for the transition to resi-
dential independence (for the entire set of results, see Table 6.2). These anal-
yses show that in all countries but Italy there is no effect of school enrolment 
in the transition to living independently as single. Thus being a student does 
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not generally appear to be incompatible with the formation of an autono-
mous household when single. In Italy, however, the strong negative effect of 
enrolment in education points to a peculiar characteristic of the Italian con-
text: Even after completing their studies, young women wait longer in the 
parental home. This may constitute a strategy to allow for the accumulation 
of resources (e.g., a stable entry in the labour market and some initial capi-
tal) needed to afford residential autonomy while enjoying economic security 
(see also Barbagli, Castiglioni & Dalla Zuanna, 2003). The reasons might 
lie in the comparatively longer time required to become established in the 
labour market (Bernardi, 2000; Bernardi & Nazio, 2005), coupled with the 
diffi cult housing market and with family responsibility in providing welfare 
to its members, given the absence of state support for young unemployed 
and job seekers (also discussed by Aassve et al., 2002; Becker et al., 2002; 
Dalla Zuanna, 2004). Another explanation for Italy may be that living as a 
single person is connected with geographical mobility adopted by students 
to gain access to university, especially for those living in small cities6. In the 
case of students and young employed adults, some authors have referred to 
this situation, in the Italian case, as a ‘fuzzily’ living with one’s parents (Bil-
lari et al., 2001b). In Italy, Spain, and Sweden, in fact, the relatively bigger 
likelihood of exiting the parental home when single for those who live in 
small cities could point to a migration process on the grounds of study or 
work. The negative effect of school enrolment on the likelihood of leaving 
the parental household for entering a partnership, either by cohabiting or 
(even stronger effect) marrying, is everywhere in line with the expectations 
that being a student is an obstacle to family formation.

The impact of women’s educational attainment is not linear, and its effect 
is event specifi c. The transition to the single state is the more favoured the 
higher the women’s educational attainment in Italy, Spain, and France and to 
a smaller extent in Sweden. This also seems to be the case for cohabitation in 
West Germany. A tertiary education speeds up exit through cohabitation in 
East Germany and Spain. With the exception of East Germany, middle or high 
educational levels seem to discourage direct exit through marriage beyond 
that postponement due simply to the longer period spent in education.

It was argued that attachment to the labour market should enhance 
women’s economic independence and thus have a positive effect on the tran-
sition to singlehood or cohabitation. The dimension of economic autonomy 
is captured by the cumulative number of years already worked (indepen-
dently from the current employment status), the employment experience. 
The effect of the current working condition is represented instead by the 
variable being employed. As expected, being employed helps young women 
to leave when single or allows direct entry into cohabitation while it delays 
marriage in Sweden, without any effect of the length of previous experience 
in paid employment. The two southern countries have somewhat different 
profi les. In common they have a negative effect produced by having a job, 
which combines with a positive infl uence of working experience, as related 
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to the direct entrance into marriage, both stronger in the Spanish case. This 
result suggests that an undeniable amount of savings is required to achieve 
residential independence, and that southern women have traditionally 
tended to practice a strong gender-role specialisation within marriage7. In 
both cases this effect shows a lesser impact on the transition to a cohabiting 
union. In Italy the accumulated working experience seems to favour cohabita-
tion irrespective of the current working status. Whereas in Spain, although the 
amount of previous experience also has a statistically signifi cant positive effect, 
the restraining effect of having a job impacts negatively, albeit with a lesser 
strength than on the transition to marriage.

In contrast, the effect of employment on exit when single is quite differ-
ent for young women in Spain. Whereas in Italy there is no effect on its tim-
ing, in Spain having a job per se accelerates the transition to being single, at 
least in the initial stage of a career until some job experience is accumulated 
(5 years is the accumulated experience that would reverse the overall effect). 
Again, this result is consistent with the hypotheses that having reached some 
economic autonomy may change Spaniards’ preference for a later exit as 
homeowners, whether it being as a single person or in a union. In West Ger-
many being employed supports cohabitation, whereas in the dual-earning 
East Germany there is only a small infl uence on the transition to marriage. 
France is a particular case because the variable was constructed differently8, 
and the positive effect registered on women’s employment status across all 
transitions has to be interpreted as a greater likelihood of exiting for work-
ing women in comparison with those who have never worked. Here, eco-
nomic independence translates into both a faster residential independence 
and a more rapid union formation.

The cohort trends observed in the empirical analyses also refl ect 
what was presented in the descriptive part earlier. A postponement of 
marriage—although with different timing and strength—is to be observed 
everywhere but in Sweden, a country where marriage was already a minority 
phenomenon for the oldest cohort. Once individual characteristics are controlled 
for, the residual cohort trend points to the rise of exits due to cohabitation in 
the younger generations, especially in France, East Germany, and, to a much 
lesser extent, in Spain.

6.5 THE INCREASING POSTPONEMENT OF MARRIAGE

As detailed in chapter 5, in this and the following sections we synthesise the 
main statistically signifi cant results of a piecewise constant exponential model 
with time-varying covariates in a competing risks framework. The two pos-
sible destination states comprise women’s entry into fi rst partnership through 
marriage (for detailed results, see Table 6.3) and the transition to cohabitation 
(here two models are reported, an equivalent model as for marriage and an 
improved one by insertion of the illustrated diffusion covariates; all results are 
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compiled in Table 6.4). As explained in chapter 5, all the models include con-
trols for the nonmonotonic age dependence of the marriage rates in the data 
(see Blossfeld & Huinink, 1991).

In chapter 4, two different kinds of effects of education on entry into part-
nership have been distinguished from a theoretical standpoint: educational 
attainment level and enrolment in education. The ‘new home economists’ claim 
that the decline of the family as a social institution is the result of women’s ris-
ing earning power given their increasing investment in higher education and 
improved career opportunities (Becker, 1981). This leads to the expectation 
that there is a monotonically increasing negative effect of educational attain-
ment level on entry into fi rst marriage (H9). However, as Table 6.3 shows, 
the infl uence of educational attainment level on entry into fi rst marriage is 
not as straightforward as this suggests. In none of the countries under study is 
there a clear monotonically increasing negative pattern. Only the Spanish and 
Italian cases might be considered as a partial confi rmation of the economic 
theory of the family. In both countries we fi nd a delaying effect of secondary 
education on entry into marriage consistent with previous fi ndings from other 
studies (Billari et al., 2002; Pinelli & De Rose, 1995). This indicates that the 
‘liberating effect’ of women’s educational attainment on entry into marriage is, 
if at all, only working within more traditional family systems (also found by 
Blossfeld, 1995).

The other key variable for entry into marriage is educational enrolment. 
Because attaining an education makes it diffi cult to adopt long-term bind-
ing family roles (Blossfeld, 1995; Marini, 1984, 1985) and involves a high 
degree of economic dependence, school enrolment should lead to an increasing 
postponement of entry into marriage (H8). Table 6.3 shows that the variable 
enrolled in education indeed has a strong negative effect in all the countries, 
although it is much lower in East Germany. Finishing education seems thus 
to be an important precondition for entry into marriage in these countries. In 
addition, its comparatively much smaller effect in East Germany points to the 
institutional setting that made it easier to combine the role of a student with 
the formation of a family (see chapter 4).

The indicators being employed and employment experience are used as 
proxy variables for women’s growing (economic) independence. They are 
particularly relevant in societies like Spain and Italy, where the traditional 
view that men are still considered to be the main providers for the family 
proves hard to change (Blossfeld & Drobnič, 2001)9. We expected a nega-
tive effect of women’s labour force participation on entry into marriage in 
these two countries, where the role of working wife still confl icts more with 
traditional expectations and the load of domestic and care work associated 
with it (H7). For countries characterised by a dual full-time earner family 
model, such as East Germany, France, and Sweden, we expected that this 
effect should disappear. The results for the variable being employed reported 
in Table 6.3 support these expectations. There is a clear-cut negative effect 
of women’s labour force participation in Spain and Italy and no signifi cant 



Living Independently, Marrying, and the Diffusion of Cohabitation 141

effect of the employment status on women’s rate of entry into marriage in 
East and West Germany. Quite surprisingly, in Sweden the marital commit-
ment seems to be in confl ict with an employment career. In our analyses, 
this result may depend on the limited number of events or point to a specifi c 
attraction of marriage for the (minority of) Swedish women who do not 
work. Unfortunately, no distinction could be made between unemployment 
and inactivity in the data, so that further research is needed for interpreting 
this result. Considering that the vast majority of Swedish women engage in 
continuous paid employment throughout their adult life course, and that 
only a minority opts for a direct entry into marriage, this result might also 
suggest that those women who postpone marriage on the ground of their 
employment commitment might be a highly selected group of women.

In Italy and Spain, the negative effect of having a job is counterbalanced 
by the effect of accumulated employment experience. It seems to be the 
case that for women who have a longer attachment to the labour market 
(at least 6 to 7 years) and whose economic autonomy is more established, 
the confl ict between marriage and a working career becomes less severe (a 
similar result with respect to fi rst motherhood has been found by González, 
2002, in Italy, Spain, and West Germany). This is a relevant fi nding because 
it suggests that southern women who are in the labour market seem to wait 
until they have a relatively secure position before making the decision to 
enter a union. This effect may result from a more diffi cult and slow change 
to a dual-earning family model in these countries, in which women’s paid 
employment strives to get acknowledged inside marriage. Working women 
who want to pursue a labour career seem required to make a substantial 
career investment and establish themselves in the labour market before they 
enter a union. Reciprocally, economically dependent women seem to have 
few incentives to postpone or avoid marriage (H10).

Alternatively, this effect may point to a more uncertain position of young 
women in the labour market and/or to a bigger amount of resources needed 
to reach residential autonomy and a stable economic independence. Again, in 
these analyses we could not distinguish the effect of unemployment from that 
of inactivity. Equally, it was not possible to control for the type of employment 
relationship (distinguishing dependent from temporary employment and self-
employment), the earnings, the employment sector, working hours, or the 
degree of uncertainty in the employment prospects. Despite these limitations, 
this fi nding points to the distinctive pattern of family formation in the 
southern countries, where young working adults continue to live with their 
parental family until an exit via entrance into a union (generally a marriage) 
can take place (Alberdi, 1999; Barbagli, Castiglioni & Dalla Zunna, 2003; 
Billari, Philipov & Baizán, 2001a; Dalla Zuanna, 2004). The same is not 
true in Sweden, where all the indicators relating to women’s resources, both 
educational and in terms of employment (status and experience), have a 
negative effect on entry into marriage. The coeffi cient for France cannot be 
directly compared or interpreted along the same lines. Here, ‘being employed’ 
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signals the greater likelihood to engage in a union (it scores positive for both 
entry into marriage and cohabitation) for those women who have already 
accessed the labour market (as opposed to those who have not yet entered 
employment), and thus begun to acquire economic resources.

The models include a variable indicating whether or not a woman lives 
in her parental home, and one reporting the length of time since the acqui-
sition of an autonomous residence. Having already acquired residential 
independence from the parental family was expected to have a negative 
effect on entry into marriage because it lowers the pressure of speeding 
up union entry as a way to acquire autonomy (H12). Furthermore, as an 
intermediate stage in the transition to adulthood, living autonomously as 
single can afford more time in the process of family formation. Living 
independently has indeed everywhere, but in Italy and Spain, a strong 
negative infl uence on the likelihood of women to marry. The effect on an 
achieved residential autonomy is further enhanced by its duration only in 
France.

With respect to the infl uence of religiosity on union formation, we 
expected a positive effect of being religious on women’s entry into mar-
riage in West Germany, Italy, and Spain, and we assumed that religiosity 
would play a negligible role in the atheist East Germany (H3). Again, the 
fi ndings in Table 6.3 support these expectations.

We argued that having experienced a parental divorce is also an event 
that might induce marriage postponement. Its effect is strong and nega-
tive as expected (H5), being greater in Sweden, followed by France and 
West Germany. In Spain and East Germany, its effect is still negative but 
smaller and not statistically signifi cant (surprisingly, given the high pro-
portion of divorced parents witnessed in the German Democratic Republic 
as reported in Table 5.2), whereas in Italy it does not seem to have any 
remarkable infl uence on the choice to marry.

As discussed in chapter 4, the event of a pregnancy is often regarded as 
an important factor in young women’s decision to marry (H4). Indeed, it 
seems to be one of the strongest predictors in the empirical analyses. As 
expected, its effect is greater everywhere before the birth of a child and 
strongest in the period between the third and fi fth month since the begin-
ning of the pregnancy (see also Blossfeld & Mills, 2001). Because women 
are mostly unaware of the pregnancy in the fi rst month and the organisa-
tion of a wedding may take longer than a few weeks, the positive effect 
in the very fi rst period cannot be directly interpreted as a reaction to the 
pregnancy. It may rather be that those women who already had plans to 
marry and to have children had already begun to relax their contracep-
tive measures shortly before the wedding was celebrated (Baizán et al., 
2002, 2003). However, apart from the smaller positive effect found in 
the 2 months following conception, we believe a direct causal effect of 
a pregnancy onto the acceleration of entry into marriage may instead be 
attributed to the subsequent periods.
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We do not fi nd strong effects of community size on women’s transition 
rate to marriage in Italy or Spain (Table 6.3), where marriage is still a ubiq-
uitous phenomenon (H6). However, regional differences are confi rmed in 
that marriage seems to take place slightly earlier for women living in the 
centre and south of these countries, a fact already observed in previous 
research. In West Germany and France, we observe that women who grew 
up in large urban areas marry signifi cantly later (or less often) than women 
who grew up in rural environments or small towns. The explanation can be 
the lower degree of traditionalism and social control in large cities, the more 
heterogeneous marriage market, or the wider range of activities available 
to unmarried young people in larger metropolitan areas. In Sweden, on the 
contrary, having been brought up in a large urban centre increases the likeli-
hood of marrying. This fi nding, though, is based on a rather selected group 
of women, and it may result from a saturation of the diffusion process of 
cohabitation (see the opposite effect for cohabitation in Table 6.4) or on the 
higher presence of immigrants in bigger cities.

Finally, a series of cohort dummy variables are included in the model, 
where the reference category is the oldest birth cohort of women born 
in 1954. Across birth cohorts, we fi nd a monotonically increasing nega-
tive effect on entry into marriage in all countries but Sweden. This pat-
tern across cohorts begins earlier in West Germany, followed by East 
Germany, France, and Italy, and fi nally by Spain (only for the youngest 
cohorts observed). Because women’s educational enrolment and attain-
ment levels as well as participation in the labour force and accumulated 
work experience are controlled for, these differences across cohorts cannot 
be explained in these terms. Instead, the increasing delay of entry into the 
fi rst marriage across younger generations of women must be attributed to 
other sources of cohort-specifi c infl uences. As mentioned earlier, one pos-
sible explanation is the growing uncertainty generated by the economic 
systems among young adults in modern societies (Blossfeld et al., 2005). 
Based on these structural changes, it is increasingly diffi cult for each 
younger cohort of women to make long-term binding commitments early 
in their life course (see Aassve et al., 2002; Becker et al., 2002; Bernardi & 
Nazio, 2005; Kurz & Steinhage, 2001; Kurz, Steinhage, & Golsch, 2005; 
Mills et al., 2005). This argument leads us to the analysis of the diffusion 
of cohabitation.

6.6 THE DIFFUSION OF COHABITATION

In this section the results of the application of the proposed diffusion 
approach are discussed. This means an exploration of the impact of oth-
ers’ past behaviour on the individuals’ choice to adopt cohabitation as a 
means of entering their fi rst partnership. The effect of individual, time-
varying characteristics is also included.
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We have chosen to present our main results in the analysis of this tran-
sition in two separate statistical models (see Table 6.4). In model 1, we 
regress the event of entry into a cohabiting union on individuals’ charac-
teristics only, without controlling for their embeddedness in a time-specifi c 
social context. In model 2, we introduce the diffusion variables described: 
peer-group and precohort adoption. Thus Table 6.4 presents a compet-
ing risks model for women’s rate of entry into cohabitation (model 1) 
that corresponds to the marriage model of Table 6.3, and an individual 
level diffusion model for women that explicitly incorporates theoretically 
important measures thought to drive the diffusion process (model 2). Both 
models include controls for age dependence, as in the model for marriage 
(see Blossfeld & Huinink, 1991).

With regard to educational enrolment, we hypothesised that still being a 
student not only has a negative effect on the decision to enter into marriage 
but also on the adoption of cohabitation (H8). However, because informal 
cohabitation is less binding and more fl exible than marriage, we claimed 
that the effect should be generally smaller on the adoption of cohabitation 
(see also Wu, 2000). A comparison of the effects of this variable for entry 
into marriage and cohabitation shows that, in all countries, this effect is 
indeed smaller for cohabitation than for marriage. However, the differences 
in the magnitude of this effect across countries are remarkable. They range 
from two to three times lower in Sweden, France, and Germany. In con-
trast, in Italy and Spain, educational enrolment hinders both marriage and 
cohabitation (for which transition the effect is only slightly smaller). This 
result seems to refl ect coherently the specifi c characteristics of the housing 
and labour markets and the strong dependencies of young people on eco-
nomic support from the family in the case of both forms of union (Aassve 
et al., 2002). Staying longer in the parental home appears therefore to be 
the best solution for many young women in southern Europe, due to an 
extended participation in education, an increasing uncertainty in the labour 
market for young people, and a lack of welfare support for students, the 
unemployed, and fi rst-job seekers (Bernardi, 2005; Naldini, 2003; Sara-
ceno, 1994).

Table 6.4, once again, shows no clear pattern of educational attainment 
level having any bearing on the adoption of cohabitation. Thus the empiri-
cal results do not clearly support either the claim that educational resources 
made women less willing to enter any type of unions or the idea that more 
highly educated women have it easier (or fi nd it more advantageous) to 
cohabit (H9). Further research, with better measurements of various educa-
tional attainment dimensions, is needed for evaluating further these compet-
ing dimensions of education.

Regarding the effect of being employed, we only fi nd a signifi cantly 
positive effect on the rate of adoption of cohabitation in Sweden (the effect 
in France is not strictly comparable). Working women do not only seem to 
postpone or avoid marriage in Sweden, but they also have a higher propensity 
to adopt cohabitation (H11). For both marriage and cohabitation, albeit 
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in opposite directions, these effects are strengthened by that of the ‘length 
in employment.’ This means that the stronger the women’s attachment 
to the labour market, the lower their likelihood to enter a marriage and 
the higher to adopt cohabitation. Spain is the only country displaying a 
signifi cant negative effect (a similar result was found by Simó Noguera, 
Castro Martín & Bonmatí, 2005). This result may capture the particularly 
strong diffi culties faced by young Spanish women in the early stage of their 
working career (Polavieja, 2003), as discussed in chapter 4 with a description 
of unemployment rates and temporary contracts (H11). In Italy, however, 
being currently employed has no great effect on the adoption of cohabitation, 
in contrast to the negative effect found for the transition to marriage. This 
can be explained by the fact that cohabiting unions are still considered a 
‘modern’ type of living arrangement in Italy, whereby traditional gendered 
expectations are not clear cut. Thus, in cohabiting unions, working women 
might expect to have more room for gender-role negotiation with their 
partners (H7). However, it is worth noticing that in both Spain and Italy the 
length of attachment to employment signifi cantly induces an acceleration of 
both forms of unions. This result points to how, in the southern countries, 
the length of previous employment experience is likely to be a key factor in 
allowing young people to jump the hurdle of housing constraints and reach 
residential autonomy. As expected, there is no signifi cant effect in socialist 
East Germany and in West Germany (H10).

The effect of religiosity on the adoption of cohabitation is negative and 
signifi cant in three of the four countries for which this indicator was imple-
mented and does reduce the adoption rate of cohabitation signifi cantly, espe-
cially in catholic Italy and Spain (see Table 6.4). In atheist East Germany 
this effect is negative too, although it is not highly statistically signifi cant (at 
a signifi cance level of around 92%). It might therefore seem that religiosity, 
to some extent, is a good proxy variable for traditionalism, even in an athe-
ist environment. As expected, the magnitude of the effect of religiosity is far 
greater in the southern countries (H3).

In contrast to the transition to marriage, having experienced parental 
divorce or separation has a similar positive and signifi cant effect in all 
the countries analysed. This is in line with the hypothesis (H5) that hav-
ing witnessed an unsuccessful marriage in the parental home could raise 
doubts about the institution of marriage and thus support the choice for 
an alternative, less binding form of union (see also Corijn, 2001b). A fur-
ther explanation may also be that cohabitation tends to take place earlier 
among the daughters of divorced parents because they might be seeking 
a source of relative emotional stability but without incurring (yet) any 
marital commitment.

Given the degree of personal autonomy and signals of economic indepen-
dence that having reached an autonomous residence implies (living inde-
pendently), a positive effect was expected on entrance to a cohabiting union 
(H12) (Liefbroer, 1991). This is indeed the case in all the countries, with a 
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particularly greater impact in Italy and Spain, where access to an afford-
able, independent dwelling for young people is blocked by the structure of 
the housing market and the lack of welfare support (Barbagli, Castiglioni 
& Dalla Zuanna, 2003; Saraceno, 1994). In the southern countries, where 
cohabitation is not yet widespread and still stigmatised (Ermisch, 2005), and 
where housing constitutes a particularly big hurdle for youngsters, having 
succeeded in moving out from the parental home seems to be a crucial vari-
able in favouring cohabitation. Its effect is between 3 and 10 times greater in 
the southern than in the other countries (depending on the country of com-
parison). This means that the relative risk of entering cohabitation is almost 
6 times greater in Italy and over 8 times greater in Spain (as calculated from 
model 2) for women having acquired residential independence with respect 
to women still living with their parents in the same country. We would sug-
gest that such a strong effect hints at the diffi culties faced by young Mediter-
ranean people in affording an autonomous living other than by marrying, 
rather than to deep-rooted cultural differences. Cultural differences might 
be part of the explanation too, but it is diffi cult to imagine that they could 
account alone for the big magnitude of the cross-country differences in this 
effect. If, on the one hand, it is expected that living independently allows a 
greater autonomy and less social control (a greater ‘readiness’ to cohabit in 
a wider range of available behavioural option), on the other hand such an 
effect should result in a positive but smaller effect like in the other countries. 
Instead, Southern European women seem to be far more willing (or able) 
to take up a more fl exible union arrangement than their other Europeans 
peers (whose relative risks range from 1.2 to 1.6 for autonomously living 
rather than co-residing with their parents) once the housing obstacle has 
been overcome. In this respect, it must be remembered that the southern 
countries are characterised by a remarkable (and increasing) delay in leav-
ing the parental home, as shown in Figure 6.1. The remarkable difference 
in effects may also be attributed (at least in part) to the achievement of less 
normative control and less economic dependence from the parental family 
but also to a lessened need for their contribution to the provision of hous-
ing10. This result thus supports the claim that the strong family ties and a 
high degree of reciprocal interdependencies in the southern family systems 
(Saraceno, 1994), by favouring a prolonged stay of young adults in the 
parental home, might indirectly have a negative impact on the diffusion of 
cohabitation (Barbagli, Castiglioni & Dalla Zuanna, 2003).

Beside this strong positive effect, a much smaller counterbalancing 
negative effect linked to the length of period of residential independence is 
found in all the countries with the exception of East Germany and Sweden. 
This indicates that the higher opportunity or convenience of cohabiting over 
marrying, which accompanies the achievement of residential autonomy, 
reduces over time. In other words, once residential independence has been 
established, there seems to be a small (although signifi cant) reduction in the 
likelihood of entering a cohabiting union, which grows with the length of 
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the independent living period. This reduction in the strength of the effect 
over time, once residential autonomy is controlled for, could also point to a 
selection into ‘independent single living’ of those women less willing or able 
to enter a partnership. This counteracting negative effect is true for entrance 
into cohabitation in four of the countries studied, although signifi cant only in 
France for the transition to marriage. However, it is worth noticing that this 
effect is much smaller and it does not cancel out that of living autonomously 
per se, which would be counterbalanced only after 8 or 12 years in West 
Germany and France, respectively, and 20 or 30 years in Italy and Spain. 
Overall we register a positive effect of independent living onto the diffusion 
of cohabitation, paralleled by a negative effect in entering marriage instead. 
This hints at the lower social control offered by an autonomous living and 
to the weakening of the perception of marriage as a means to gain residential 
independence from parents.

Based on earlier research (e.g., Lesthaeghe & Neels, 2002), we expected 
to fi nd ecological effects depending on the size of the city to have a bearing 
on the adoption of cohabitation as well (H6). Because bigger cities are less 
traditional with regard to family values, cohabitation was expected to diffuse 
faster among individuals brought up in bigger cities. Table 6.4 shows that 
only in the more traditional environment of Italy is there indeed a positive 
effect of a large city of residence that supports this hypothesis. This suggests 
that here large urban centres exert signifi cantly less social control and offer 
a broader range of tolerable behaviour with regard to new forms of family 
formation, and thus tend to favour the spread of innovative practices, espe-
cially in the early stage of the diffusion process. The case of Sweden, where in 
large cities (i.e., Stockholm) entrance into cohabitation is postponed, points 
instead to the later stage the diffusion of cohabitation has reached there. In 
an environment where living independently is the norm and where, for most 
people, entering a union means entering cohabitation, being brought up in 
an urban area postpones somewhat the entry into a partnership.

Because regional differences are known to be very pronounced in Italy 
(Billari & Kohler, 2002), we introduced controls for region in the empirical 
analysis. The south of Italy was expected to be more traditional with regard 
to family values and norms of conduct (H6). We have already seen that 
women who live in the more traditional centre or south of the country tend 
to marry earlier than those living in the north (Table 6.3). The contrary is 
true in the case of cohabitation. The negative coeffi cients, as expected, point 
to a lower likelihood to enter cohabitation in the centre and south of the 
country with respect to the north, which reaches the chosen level of statisti-
cal signifi cance for the south of Italy (Table 6.4; see also Billari & Kohler, 
2002; Ongaro, 2001).

An ongoing pregnancy has a positive effect on the likelihood of entering a 
consensual union as previously seen in the transition to marriage, although 
its effect is everywhere lower than in the former case (H4). A second differ-
ence is that in France, Sweden, and West Germany, it precipitates the decision 
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to cohabit only in the period before the birth, especially in the few months 
preceding the event. In East Germany, Spain, and Italy, it tends instead to 
spill over into the few months following the birth. Whereas the explanation 
in East Germany lies in the specifi c institutional arrangement that distinctly 
favoured ‘single mothers,’ for the southern countries the reason may be more 
linked to the traditional context and the visibility of the parental status. In 
the familialist Italy and Spain (Naldini, 2003), it may be the social norms that 
induce the parents of a newborn child to move in together “as if” they were 
married, had they not done so before the birth took place.

Surprisingly, with the exception of France, we do not get a clear-cut posi-
tive cohort trend for women’s rate of entry into cohabitation in model 1 of 
Table 6.4, as documented in the description of precohort adoption in Figure 
3.4. This suggests that the monotonic upward shifts of the curves of accumu-
lative precohort adoption across cohorts to be seen in Figure 3.4 are, to a large 
extent, the result of a compositional effect. After controlling for cohort differ-
ences in educational participation and attainment levels as well as for women’s 
participation in the labour force (and other important social background fac-
tors) in model 1, there is no clear autonomous partial cohort trend left. This 
suggests that the rising postponement of entry into marriage across cohorts 
was not simply compensated for by a monotonically increasing cohort trend 
in the adoption of cohabitation. A more detailed analysis of the mechanisms 
behind the diffusion process of cohabitation is therefore important.

6.7 MECHANISMS AT PLAY

A second model (model 2 in Table 6.4) replaces the cohort dummy variables 
of model 1 by two indicators linked to theoretically informed diffusion 
mechanisms. In statistical terms, this diffusion model is better than model 
1 because it basically produces the same fi t (in terms of the log likelihood11) 
for a more parsimonious model while all the described effects remain stable 
in substantive terms. Furthermore, when introducing the cohort dummy 
variables again into this second model (not shown), the overall fi t of the 
models does not improve signifi cantly in any of the countries12. This suggests 
that the indicators developed are a statistically effi cient and theoretically 
meaningful substitution for the dynamic changes occurring across birth 
cohorts. The diffusion process can, in fact, account for the increasing 
practice of cohabitation across birth cohorts without attributing the change 
to a generic and unspecifi ed historical or cultural change that increasingly 
affected the behaviour of successive generations of women. This is in itself an 
important result, which supports the existence of a meaningful mechanism 
linked to social infl uence in the process of diffusion of cohabitation (as 
we argued in chapter 2). It also means that individual characteristics are 
not suffi cient to account for the changes in young women’s propensity to 
cohabit (observed both over the life course and across birth cohorts), but 
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that an element linked to the individuals’ embeddedness in a changing social 
and cultural context is required. The proposed indicators seem not only to 
capture the diffusion process of cohabitation effi ciently, but the empirical 
results also suggest that the model we propose is a meaningful explanation 
of changes in levels of cohabitation over time.

In chapter 3 we argued that the accumulated experiences of earlier 
generations with premarital cohabitation and the abstract dissemination 
of these experiences through the mass media might serve as an important 
mechanism in the transmission of cohabitation from one generation to the 
next. In particular, we expected that the accumulated proportion of prior 
cohabitation adopters from previous cohorts would have a positive effect 
on the conveyance of cohabitation on later birth cohorts. To capture these 
effects, we included the variable cumulative precohort adoption in the model 
(see Figure 3.4) for fi ve of the countries. Specifi cally, as detailed in chapter 5, 
we used a third-degree polynomial in model 2 to capture possible nonlinear 
relationships between cumulative precohort adoption and the individual 
rate of adoption. However, only in France does the linear component of 
the three cumulative precohort adoption covariates have a high statistically 
signifi cant effect. In France it is precohort adoption, rather than peer-group 
adoption, that is the prevailing force in driving the diffusion process. It thus 
seems that, after a certain threshold has been reached, it is not the direct 
examples of peers that fosters new adoptions but the general acceptance of 
the practice and more general communication, as refl ected by the overall 
level of practice from previous cohorts. This suggests that the dissemination 
of knowledge-awareness about the experiences of previous cohorts through 
the mass media only has an important infl uence on the diffusion of 
cohabitation in an advanced stage of the process (H2). Better knowledge 
of the existence of cohabitation diffused through the mass media might be 
important, but such abstract ‘theorisation’ (Strang & Meyer, 1993) about 
the existence, functioning, and rationality of cohabitation alone is obviously 
not suffi cient for the adoption of new living arrangements in practice at an 
early stage, when strongly held attitudes and traditional behaviour has to 
be modifi ed. Unfortunately, it was not possible to compute this indicator 
for Sweden so as to further test this result in the case of the country furthest 
along the diffusion process. Results for Sweden cannot be directly compared 
because the effect of peer-group adoption is estimated in absence of the 
second diffusion indicator, precohort adoption. This remains an issue that 
needs to be better explored in future research.

In line with our hypothesis (H2), compared to the effect of cumulative 
precohort adoption, cumulative peer-group adoption (Figure 3.5) appears 
to be a much more important driving force for the diffusion of cohabitation 
in those countries that, because of a lower speed, are at an earlier stage 
of the process. As we expected, in the beginning, cohabitation is likely to 
attract a selective subgroup of the population, more ready or willing to 
overcome traditional social norms likely because of an higher interest in the 
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potential advantages thought to be associated with the new practice. But the 
uncertainty linked to the functioning and consequences of cohabitation is 
greatest at the beginning of the diffusion process. Because social norms also 
have to be violated in the initial stage, adoption is likely to require stronger 
reinforcement infl uence to be undertaken. As we can see, the effect of the 
third-degree polynomial of cumulative peer-group adoption is rather strong 
on the individual’s adoption rate of cohabitation in West and East Germany, 
Spain, and Italy. In the Swedish case, this indicator scores signifi cant too, 
but it is not introduced together with the second mechanism described as is 
the case in the other countries and thus cannot be directly compared13.

The effect pattern of the polynomial of cumulative peer-group adoption 
in Table 6.4, however, is hard to interpret because it describes a quite com-
plex relationship between the individual rate of adoption and the cumula-
tive proportion of peer-group adoption. A clearer picture of this relationship 
is therefore given in Figure 6.5. Here we plot the overall effect of the three 
terms of peer-group adoption on the hazard rate, against the observed 
cumulative percentage of peer-group adoption in each country.

Figure 6.5 shows that the examined countries tend to cluster together 
around their stage along the diffusion process. Similarities are indeed to be 
found in the diffusion process between Italy and Spain and between East 
and West Germany. Given their higher levels of practice with cohabitation, 
similarity is also expected between France, where precohort adoption proves 
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a much stronger force, and Sweden, where this other indicator could instead 
not be tested. The relationship between the individual adoption rate and the 
cumulative peer-group adoption is generally S-shaped and monotonically 
increasing. The overall slope of the curves is greater in the southern coun-
tries, for reducing in West and East Germany, and even more so for France, 
as the diffusion process progresses.

We interpret the effect of peer-group adoption as the degree of social 
infl uence exercised by the experiences of cohabitation increasingly made by 
peer-group practitioners, along with the diffusion process. Each new cohort 
seems to start with selected groups of early innovators with a specifi c interest 
in the adoption of cohabitation. When cohabiting couples are still a minor-
ity within each birth cohort, peers’ examples of practice with cohabitation 
seem to constitute an effective and infl uential behavioural model for young 
women. Then, with the accumulation of peer-group experiences, the diffu-
sion spills over from these highly receptive specifi c groups to broader parts 
of the entire birth cohort population. At the level of about 15% (in Spain), 
30% (in West Germany) to 40% (in East Germany) of cumulative peer-
group adoption, the peer-group effect increases at an accelerating rate. After 
these threshold points, cumulative peer-group adoption clearly becomes one 
of the most important driving forces for the individual adoption rate of 
cohabitation, with the exception of Italy, France, and Sweden.

For the period under consideration, France and Sweden are the two 
countries in which the spread of cohabitation has already reached the 
entire population, and it is not confi ned to subgroups of women anymore. 
Even the older birth cohorts of women observed in this study have already 
adopted cohabitation up to 80% in Sweden and over 40% in France by age 
30 (Figure 3.5). In these countries, already beyond their initial stage of dif-
fusion, the further spread of cohabitation impacts on an already changing 
set of practices and social norms (Manting, 1996). Once the reservations 
and diffi culties posed by a generally low level of practice are overcome, the 
adoption of cohabitation does not seem to require as much reinforcement 
infl uence from peer-group examples (H1). Indeed, in France and Sweden 
the effect of peer-group adoption is much fl atter and is characterised by the 
lack of a hurdle, after which cohabitation starts to interest the entire popu-
lation. Peer-group infl uence has a decreasing impact on a behaviour that 
has become mainstream behaviour. This suggests that the contagious infl u-
ence of peer examples loses its centrality the more cohabitation becomes 
practised. In France, after the initial stage where general interest had to be 
gained and when the spread accelerates, it is instead the general awareness 
about cohabitation, captured by the cumulative rate of precohort adoption, 
that plays the greater role in further driving the diffusion process (Figure 
6.7). The same could be thought for the Swedish case, where no increase is 
displayed in the impact of peer-group adoption (Figure 6.6). Unfortunately, 
due to the lack of data, it is not possible to test the infl uence of precohort 
adoption in Sweden, although this is the mechanism that is expected to 
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exercise the strongest infl uence here. It follows that the relative infl uence of 
peer-group adoption cannot therefore be assessed.

East and West Germany share the same overall S-shaped diffusion pat-
tern, which corresponds to an initial-central phase of the diffusion process, 
capturing it from its beginning to a seemingly advanced stage. Although 
there are similarities in the diffusion process, the spread of cohabitation in 
East Germany proceeds at a slower pace and the accelerating phase is trig-
gered at a comparatively later point (see Figure 6.5). The infl uence exer-
cised by peers’ examples is comparatively lower in East Germany, despite 
the levels of practice within each birth cohorts that are generally lower 
than in West Germany (Figure 3.5). As we expected, in the former socialist 
East Germany there was obviously more resistance than in West Germany 
against the spread of cohabitation across the entire birth cohort popula-
tion. This result is in line with the theoretical expectation. As mentioned 
in chapter 4, the German Democratic Republic was a political system that 
did not particularly favour social change. In capitalist West Germany on 
the other side, there has been a stronger orientation and support for social 
and economic change, as refl ected in a greater effect of cumulative peer-
group adoption.

We expected a particularly strong inertial force in the early process of the 
diffusion of cohabitation in Italy and Spain, too (H1). Compared to Conti-
nental and Nordic countries, these two have much more traditional family 
norms and organisation, which, coupled with a specifi c ‘southern’ model of 

0

2

4

6

8

10

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90
Cumulative percentage of peer group adoption

P
re

di
ct

ed
 e

ffe
ct

Sweden

Figure 6.6 Effect of cumulative peer-group adoption, Sweden.



156 Cohabitation, Family and Society

institutional setting (housing market, labour market for young people, con-
fi guration of welfare state measures, etc.), might hinder or even block the 
diffusion of cohabitation to broader groups within birth cohorts. We thus 
expected a particularly severe hurdle to get cohabitation off the ground or 
even a high probability for a failure of the diffusion process. Indeed, as can 
be seen in Figure 6.5, in Italy the diffusion process seems to remain at an ini-
tial stage where it is still confi ned to select groups of women (not more than 
about 8% to 10% of a birth cohort). These groups of Italian women who 
have a higher individual propensity to adopt cohabitation might be charac-
terised as follows: They are not religious, have left the educational system 
and are oriented towards employment (they have acquired some employment 
experience), are much more likely to have already gained independence from 
the parental home, live mainly in the north, and grew up in an urban con-
text. They seem to be women who have a specifi c interest in breaking with 
traditional gender roles and family models. In Spain, somewhat differently, 
even though we observe a comparatively similar hurdle, the process seems to 
eventually trigger and get off the ground. Here, the contagious infl uence from 
peer behavioural examples remains very strong, pointing to a particularly 
high general interest in—or motivation for—a more fl exible form of union 
but also to a greater inertia to the change on the side of the institutional set-
tings. Overall, we observe that in those institutional contexts more resistant 
to change, the diffusion process proceed at a slower speed and mainly by 

Figure 6.7 Effect of cumulative precohort adoption, France.
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infl uence of peer-group adoption, and where institutions are more prone to 
inclusive adjustment, it is precohort adoption that prevails.

6.8 SUMMARY

Our diffusion approach suggested that next to the claims made by cultural 
and economic explanations of demographic change, a focus on individu-
als’ reciprocal infl uence is required to better understand the uneven rise 
in cohabiting unions across time and countries. This is also true, more 
in general, with regard to all those processes of social change involving 
the spread of new behavioural forms. The longitudinal analyses we have 
undertaken pointed out that changes in family formation since the mid-
1960s were not only due to changed institutional circumstances, indi-
viduals’ characteristics, or young women’s inborn attitudes and values.

At fi rst we have shown that, beside individuals’ characteristics, increasing 
rates of cohabiting unions are also linked to the transitions out of the paren-
tal home and to the fertility history. Furthermore, we have seen that the 
emergence of cohabitation did not necessarily substitute or made up for the 
increasing postponement of legal marriage. But most importantly, although 
the individual level covariates worked the way we would have expected, 
refl ecting country-specifi c institutional and cultural contexts (H2 to 12), 
we have shown the relevance of others’ previously enacted behaviours. The 
key new contribution of this study is, in fact, the individual-level diffusion 
approach adopted. In this respect, we have found sound empirical evidence 
supporting our idea that individuals infl uence each others’ behaviours (H1) 
and that this reciprocal infl uence at the micro level can be an engine for 
social change at the macro level.

Altogether, our results suggest that young people, especially in the initial 
phase of the diffusion process of cohabitation, tend to confi rm their beliefs 
about its advantages and expected consequences through more direct expe-
rience (Strang, 1991). People are persuaded by concrete examples, which 
seem most convincing if they come from other individuals like themselves 
who have previously adopted (‘structural equivalence’). Thus, as assumed 
by Bandura (1977), at the heart of the initial diffusion of cohabitation is 
the direct social modelling by potential adopters of their peers. When tra-
ditional social norms begin to loosen and an increasing social acceptance 
is gained, along with an increased practice of cohabitation, it is rather the 
more general knowledge-awareness that seems to sustain the process within 
the entire population. We have also offered empirical evidence that, when an 
innovative behaviour becomes increasingly more common over time (rising 
incidence), the effect of individual’s background characteristics becomes less 
infl uential than social infl uences in explaining differentials in its takeup.

With this study we hope to have shown that a diffusion approach in the 
study of cohabitation, together with individual-level diffusion models, is an 
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effective way to account for the combination of intercohort and intracohort 
processes of change. We revealed the concomitant relevance of both individ-
uals’ characteristics and social determinants in gaining a deeper understand-
ing of the recent changes in partnership formation. The diffusion analyses 
have shown that an individual-level diffusion approach can offer an effi cient 
account of the changes in the takeup rate of an innovative practice, offering 
new insights in the social determinants of the cross-country differences in 
the practice and spread of cohabitation. It does so without neglecting indi-
viduals’ heterogeneity and changing individuals’ characteristics along the 
life course. This approach can provide a substitution for the general notion 
of ‘being grown up in different historical periods’ (birth cohort effects) with 
a theoretically grounded mechanism that links the diffusion of cohabitation 
to social infl uences while taking into account both the (changing) individual 
characteristics and social determinants in union formation. It thus represent 
a meaningful account for a less clearly specifi ed ‘cohort effect’ (Hobcraft, 
Menken, & Preston, 1982). With regard to the study of social change more 
in general, we believe having shown that our diffusion approach goes beyond 
a pure ‘culturalist’ or ‘materialist’ views focussing exclusively on individu-
als’ moral values or on social structures constraining people’s agency. Our 
dynamic analyses offered empirical evidence that added a focus on how 
behavioural change can also be linked to individuals’ reciprocal infl uence. In 
the fi nal chapter we discuss some more in depth about the meaning of these 
results and the relevance of a diffusion approach.



7 Conclusions

This book has focussed on an emerging form of family living, premarital 
cohabitation, which has recently become increasingly common in many 
modern societies (Kiernan, 1999). These types of unions consist of opposite-
sex individuals in a couple who choose to live together in the same premises 
instead of (or prior to) entering a legal marriage. We described its incidence, 
trends, and patterns from a diffusion perspective. We also explained its pro-
cess by describing how it begins and changes across time and birth cohorts. 
We illustrated that there are, however, also marked differences in the pace 
and extent of the spread of cohabitation among the European countries 
(Prinz, 1995).

We have argued that the recent rise in premarital cohabitation (and decline 
in marriage rates) constitutes one of the most remarkable changes in Europe 
in the last decades. It is a social and normative change that might have long-
term consequences, not only on the organisation of family living, but also on 
intergenerational and interhousehold relationships and transfers, on fertility 
rates, welfare provisions, and (upon disruption) on the risk of poverty for 
children and single-headed households. An objective of this study was the 
exploration of how, for explaining the rapid increase in cohabiting unions 
beyond its mere accounting, we need to pay more attention to individu-
als’ reciprocal infl uence. A key idea in this explanation is that cohabiting is 
the outcome of an individual-level decision-making process, whereby indi-
viduals are infl uenced by their knowledge about others’ previous adoption. 
We have argued that young women have good reasons to extract valuable 
information from others’ previous experiences with cohabitation because 
they constitute valuable vicarious trials and provide information about its 
functioning, consequences, and social acceptance. The higher the number of 
people who choose to cohabit, the higher will be the perceived social accep-
tance of cohabitation and the easier to do it for the subsequent individuals. 
Diffusion theory was thus connected with an empirical application to help 
understand social stability and change in partnership behaviours.

Using representative longitudinal data and individual-level diffusion mod-
els, we have analysed the diffusion of cohabitation among young women in 
six countries. They were selected for being characterised by different family 
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traditions and institutional contexts: social-democratic Sweden, conserva-
tive-corporatist West Germany and France, former socialist East Germany, 
and familistic Italy and Spain. We were interested in the question of what 
drives the diffusion process in these countries and what forces might lead 
to a divergence or convergence in trends over time. Because the choice to 
cohabit is an alternative to living single or marrying, we have also examined 
the transitions to residential independence (leaving the parental home) and 
the entry into marriage.

We have found a progressive postponement of marriage across birth 
cohorts; which was not necessarily compensated by cohabitation. We have 
also provided some empirical evidence for the ‘contagiousness’ of cohabi-
tation (whereby peer groups seemed more infl uential than the experiences 
made by older cohorts). We have suggested that after a certain threshold is 
reached, the diffusion process becomes self-reinforcing, and we have shown 
nation-specifi c developments of the process. We have stressed the impor-
tance of the interdependence between careers, where an easier residential 
autonomy would favour family formation, especially in the southern coun-
tries. In this concluding chapter we review these major fi ndings in more 
detail, discuss their implication for individuals and society, and offer some 
suggestions for policy making.

7.1 CENTRAL FINDINGS: 
THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Chapters 2 and 3 provided many ideas about the fruitful use of a diffusion 
approach to supplement the understanding of rising cohabitation levels. 
Making use of social diffusion theory, we argued that—beside individuals’ 
specifi c advantage in alternative and more fl exible union arrangements than 
marriage—social infl uence is an endogenous mechanism driving the increas-
ing levels of practice of cohabitation. A fundamental assumption underlying 
social diffusion approaches is that the adoption of innovative practices is pri-
marily a learning process. Social infl uence was said to enhance the percep-
tion of a relative advantage entailed in cohabiting rather than marrying in 
two distinct ways: by informing the potential adopters of its rationale (social 
learning) and through (the lowering of) social pressure. However, our intent 
in the theoretical discussion of social infl uence was not to present and directly 
break down these abstract concepts into a measurable and directly testable 
construct. As argued, such an idea would have been a senseless task because 
those factors are extremely diffi cult to measure. In fact, they exercise infl uence 
on individuals’ behaviours without being consciously perceived, and their size 
and strength are subject to change over individuals’ life course1. According 
to diffusion theory, an increasing level of cohabiters in the social system was 
expected to have a positive effect on women’s likelihood to adopt it them-
selves, regardless of which infl uence is specifi cally at work.
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We believe comparative static analyses cannot easily reveal causal pro-
cesses. Even less so if we are interested in capturing processes of social and 
cultural change. It is thus important to embed the macro-sociological diffu-
sion argument about rising trends in cohabiting unions and changes in part-
nership formation in a micro-sociological dynamic framework. The event 
history framework adopted here was then to provide a link between theo-
retical and methodological means of investigation of the diffusion process, 
wherein diffusion theory helped us bridging the macro and micro divide. 
These theoretical ideas were connected with empirical applications through 
individual-level diffusion models, which were tested in different institutional 
contexts to offer new insights on the changes in cohabitation levels across 
time and countries.

We aimed at disentangling the various dimensions of the process at the 
level of individuals’ life courses. As described in chapter 2, in diffusion 
theory the individual’s rate of adoption of cohabitation is conceived as 
a function of prior adoptions from other individuals in the social sys-
tem. The overall shape and speed of the macro-level diffusion process of 
cohabitation is thought to be a result of the infl uences exercised by both 
individual-level risks factors and by the social context (namely, age and 
cohort-specifi c measures of the level of cohabitation practice in a society) 
in which individuals frame their actions. In this framework, cohabitation 
is conceived as an innovative behavioural option for entering a partner-
ship when it emerges within a national context. Its degree of ‘novelty,’ and 
the uncertainty that goes with it, thus varies for different birth cohorts of 
individuals and along with their growing older. As the result of our focus 
on the specifi city and complexity of the time-related characteristics of the 
process, we made a distinction between two mechanisms potentially fos-
tering new adoptions. In chapter 3 we described, beside the effect of insti-
tutional features, two mechanisms through which social infl uence could be 
driving the diffusion process: ‘knowledge-awareness’ about experiences of 
previous cohorts (measured as the general level of precohort adoption), 
and ‘direct social modelling’ of peers (measured as the cumulative propor-
tion of peer-group adoption).

According to the fi rst mechanism, in the process of diffusion every new 
birth cohort experiences an increasing proportion of ‘cohabiters’ among 
previous birth cohorts, and thus a bigger incidence of the phenomenon. 
Later birth cohorts will then experience cohabitation as less deviant (or 
stigmatised) and more socially accepted right from the beginning. Mass 
media channels will increasingly disseminate knowledge-awareness on 
the growing popularity of nonmarital cohabitation among older birth 
cohorts, inform about its functioning, and enhance its social acceptabil-
ity (through ‘theorization’; see Strang & Meyer, 1993). This mechanism 
was expected to have a comparatively small effect at the beginning of the 
process when behavioural norms had to be violated and there was a high 
degree of uncertainty, which required strong infl uences.
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With the second mechanism, attitudes towards cohabitation are con-
fi rmed through direct experiences made by similar others, who constitute 
concrete examples and reference models (‘vicarious trials’; see Bernardi, 
2003; Kohler, 2001; and Strang, 1991). It does not necessarily operate 
through direct interpersonal contacts but rather relates to the perception of 
the behaviour ‘proper’ to the occupants of an individual’s position (Cialdini, 
1984; Strang, 1991). This mechanism is related to a persuasive infl uence 
where peer behaviours are taken as a reference model because of individu-
als’ ‘structural equivalence’ (Burt, 1987). This mechanism was expected to 
exercise a bigger effect on the spread of cohabitation, especially in the early 
phase of the process, given the presence of confl icting standards or behav-
ioural models (Bandura, 1977), and social stigma to be eroded.

It must be remembered that the aim of this book was not to argue for 
the importance of mechanisms linked to social infl uence against traditional 
explanatory factors. On the contrary, it was suggested that traditional ‘struc-
tural’ models are complementary, and necessary, to properly test hypoth-
eses about diffusion processes (Palloni, 2001; Reed, Briere, & Casterline, 
1999; Strang, 1991; Strang & Tuma, 1993). Indeed, this study has explicitly 
recognised that there can be more mechanisms affecting women’s decision 
process in choosing to adopt cohabitation. By using a diffusion approach, 
we have also stressed the relevance of not neglecting women’s embedded-
ness in the social world because of the important effect exercised through 
social infl uence by others’ adoptions.

7.2 CENTRAL FINDINGS: 
THE DIFFUSION OF COHABITATION

A fi rst description of the diffusion process across generations showed that 
in France, East Germany, and West Germany, each successive birth cohort 
experienced not only an impressive rise in the proportions of cumulative 
precohort adoption but also a steep increase in the cumulative proportions 
of peer-group adoption at each age. This suggests there has been an increas-
ing social acceptance of cohabitation for each younger birth cohort, espe-
cially in Germany and France, to the extent that cohabitation has become 
a normal form of partnership in the process of family formation. Among 
the youngest birth cohorts, more than 85% of women in Sweden and 75% 
in France, about 50% in West Germany, and 40% in East Germany have 
adopted cohabitation before they (possibly) started a fi rst marriage. In con-
trast, in Italy even among the youngest birth cohorts not more than about 
10% of women, and in Spain only 16%, have adopted cohabitation instead 
of (or before eventually) entering into fi rst marriage.

The core fi nding of this study is that cohabitation is indeed ‘contagious’ 
and that the shape of this infl uence varies across countries refl ecting their 
institutional contexts and their stage along the diffusion process. A fi rst 
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substantive important result is thus about the appropriateness and relevance 
of a diffusion approach in the study of cohabitation’s emergence and 
spread. In fact, the fi ndings from the empirical test of the diffusion model 
strongly support the hypothesis of cohabitation ‘contagiousness’ through 
others’ enacted behaviours. The results have also shown the importance of 
institutional-specifi c effects on the shape of these infl uences, and thus on the 
hindering or favouring of the diffusion process.

The diffusion analysis has stressed that it is not only individuals’ charac-
teristics at play in young women’s decisions to cohabit, and it has offered 
an empirical test of two different mechanisms potentially affecting the dif-
fusion process. What does this result mean exactly in terms of expected 
consequences for the individuals and societies? The model predicts that 
increasing levels of cohabitation are, at least partially, produced through 
an endogenously (self-)driven process led by social infl uence. This means 
that, especially in the long run, individuals’ specifi c advantages entailed in 
cohabitation can become quite secondary in motivating its adoption once 
attitudes and values (social approval) have changed to the point where 
these unions are fully institutionalised and become the norm. Through the 
infl uence exercised on the ground of previous adopters’ experiences, the 
effects of initial changes in ‘structural’ conditions are amplifi ed beyond 
their original magnitude. This way, even small or temporary changes in 
individuals’ characteristics or attributes associated to a higher advantage in 
cohabiting can explain (later) bigger changes at the aggregate societal level. 
The diffusion process, after a certain spread is being reached, will enhance 
the advantage entailed in cohabiting also for those individuals whose char-
acteristics did not necessary make for a high preference for cohabitation, 
and this hasn’t changed. In other words, cohabiting may become ‘the norm’ 
even for those who have not a specifi c advantage in its adoption. This is 
to say that after the process gets established, specifi c factors that might 
make cohabitation attractive to particular kinds of individuals lose their 
relevance. Beyond a certain threshold, cohabitation will become an increas-
ingly accepted and appealing behavioural option to everyone, regardless of 
their characteristics (Rogoff Ramsey, 1994).

In the theoretical section we have argued that social acceptance of cohab-
itation is a function of the prevalence of the practice among earlier adopters. 
This means that next to the behavioural change, a change in social norms 
will follow because normative standards, as well as the judgement of appro-
priateness and effi ciency of cohabiting, are associated with the prevalence of 
its practice. Thus, depending on the responsiveness of the institutional con-
text, the higher the rate of cohabiting unions, the faster the change in social 
norms. Then, along with the diffusion process, the moral costs of an initially 
‘socially unaccepted’ behaviour are increasingly reduced and its adoption 
further sustained. This can lead to long-run social changes that make previ-
ously stigmatised behaviour not only accepted but even desirable. Indeed, 
as changes in the family values and attitudes are produced by social change 
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in the society, a trend of decreasing marriage and increasing cohabitation 
may well be sustained by a formal and legal convergence of the two forms 
of unions. More specifi cally, the model presented in this study suggests that an 
initial increasing advantage in a more fl exible family arrangement can result in 
gradual changes in how cohabitation is perceived and the meaning attached to it 
(Manting, 1996). This in turn can lead to gradually increasing levels of cohabiting 
couples among those who still have a bigger advantage in less-binding commit-
ment, but as well as among those who might not have a specifi cally high inter-
est or need. Furthermore, after a certain time, cultural changes (in terms of how 
cohabitation is viewed) may progress to a point past which exogenous factors and 
individuals characteristics cannot prevent the rise in the levels of cohabitation.

7.3 CHANGING MODES OF PARTNERSHIP 
FORMATION: MARRIAGE POSTPONEMENT

First, there has been a clear postponement of entry into marriage in all coun-
tries across cohorts. As the indicators of educational enrolment capture, this 
is partly the case because young women stay longer in school and therefore 
are simply ‘ready’ for marriage later (Blossfeld, 1995; Oppenheimer, 1988). 
Further important factors in the decay of marriage are declining religiosity 
and growing urbanisation, both of which weaken the importance of mar-
riage as a social norm for many people. Finally, and beyond all these factors, 
there is an autonomous cohort trend of increasing postponement of entry 
into marriage for all countries but Sweden. To a large extent this postpone-
ment is connected with increasing uncertainties of the youth labour markets 
and employment relationships in the process of globalisation (Mills et al., 
2005). In many countries, the growing tendency among young adults to opt 
for informal cohabitation instead of marriage might therefore be a rational 
answer to these new challenges. Indeed, premarital cohabitation permits 
the postponement of long-term binding commitments while providing an 
alternative form of family living and a way of avoiding sexual promiscuity 
and/or singlehood. It also offers other benefi ts of the single state, such as 
fewer legal responsibilities, while retaining advantages like the pooling of 
resources and the economies of scale provided by living together (Oppen-
heimer, 1988).

Has cohabitation generally offset the decline in marriage across birth 
cohorts? The answer must be qualifi ed because cohabitation represents a 
possible destination state in both the transition to residential independence 
(together with living single of marrying) and entry into a union (as alterna-
tive to marriage). This is because an increasing propensity to cohabit across 
birth cohorts has affected the timing of both these events.

With reference to the transition to residential independence, we have 
shown that cohabitation contributes to reduce (or avoid) the postpone-
ment of this transition across birth cohorts, especially in France and East 
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Germany. In West Germany instead, it was more an increasing transition 
to the single state that compensated for delayed (or forgone) exit through 
marriage. Thus, from our analyses, the postponement of the exit from the 
parental home would appear to be less dramatic than it has been suggested 
in the social policy debate, at least when considering both institutionalised 
and informal unions. In the southern countries, in the period observed, 
cohabitation was still too little practised to compensate signifi cantly for an 
increasing delay in marriage.

In the transition to fi rst partnership, in Sweden and France the late entry 
into marriage seems again to have been effectively compensated by an ear-
lier, and more frequent, entrance into cohabitation. Instead, in the remaining 
countries an earlier (or more frequent) entry into cohabitation did not seem 
to entirely compensate for the progressive delay in marriage timing. Quite 
contrasting was the case of the southern countries. Here an already later, 
and further delaying acquisition of residential independence, went hand in 
hand with a parallel postponement of entrance into partnership across birth 
cohorts. This means that, in Italy and Spain, where leaving the parental 
home is still mostly on the ground to marry and cohabitation proved much 
slower to diffuse, we see a progressive delay of young women’s transition 
to adulthood.

7.4 CHANGING MODES OF PARTNERSHIP 
FORMATION: THE DIFFUSION OF COHABITATION

We have also shown that the growing age gap that has been produced by an 
increased postponement of entry into marriage has not been automatically 
fi lled by cohabitation. Young people can choose between various alterna-
tives: They might stay longer in the parental home, live in a single house-
hold, or cohabit. The degree to which cohabitation is perceived as being 
more advantageous than its alternatives is strongly determined by the cul-
tural and institutional settings.

Indeed, the analyses show that cohabitation is not an attractive choice in 
Italy or Spain. First, young Italians and Spaniards have great diffi culties in 
getting somewhere to live. The rental market, which is squeezed by specifi c 
rental laws and distorted by an (unprotected) ‘informal’ housing market, 
is rather expensive and public housing is extremely scarce. Thus the best 
choice for young people would often be either staying with their parents 
or buying a house. But buying a house not only requires a huge fi nancial 
investment, it is also a long-term binding decision. For this reason marital 
and cohabitation decisions would implicitly have very similar consequences 
for the life course of young Italians and Spaniards. Secondly, the Mediter-
ranean welfare state provides only a weak protection against the increas-
ing labour market risks of the young generations (Jurado Guerrero, 1995), 
in which the cohesive Mediterranean family is the relevant locus of social 
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aid and parents are responsible for their children and vice versa (Barba-
gli, Castiglioni, & Dalla Zuanna 2003; Bettio & Villa, 1998; González et 
al., 2000; Naldini, 2003, Orloff, 2002; Saraceno, 1997). In other words, 
increasing youth unemployment and uncertainties of employment relation-
ships (Bernardi & Nazio, 2005; Simó Noguera et al., 2005), together with 
the peculiarities of the housing market and the traditional familialism, make 
the extended stay of young people in the parental home more attractive 
than cohabitation or living as a single person. Italy and Spain thus share a 
cultural and institutional setting that does not provide fertile ground to the 
diffusion of living arrangements as an alternative to marriage.

As the longitudinal analyses have shown, cohabitation in Italy and Spain 
is therefore confi ned to small, highly selective groups of women who have 
a good reason to break with traditional gender roles and family models. 
As a rule, these women are not religious, have left the educational system 
and have already gained some years of working experience, have reached 
residential independence, and, in the case of Italy, live mainly in the north 
and grew up in an urban context. Particularly in Italy, the diffusion of 
cohabitation to broader groups of the population appears to be blocked, 
at least until the early 1990s, time we could cover in this analysis. Social 
forerunners who are practising cohabitation consist of very specifi c groups 
of people whose experiences obviously cannot serve as appropriate models 
for their peers in other groups, so that the mechanism of the ‘strengths-of-
weak-ties’ (Granovetter, 1973) seems not to work in the Italian diffusion 
process. Although Spain shares most of the characteristics of the Italian 
environment, the results show that the process of diffusion of cohabitation 
seems to have recently passed a threshold that could allow for an increasing 
spread of this alternative living arrangement in the near future.

In East Germany, the relatively low average age at marriage was the result 
of a comparatively high level of individual life-course predictability in the 
socialist society and a consequence of a specifi c housing allocation policy. In 
the historical period between the mid-1970s and 1989, there was a strong 
incentive to adopt cohabitation for young women, even when they were still 
in school. After the breakdown of the socialist society in 1989, a historical 
period that could not be covered very well with these data, the institutional 
framework of West Germany was introduced in East Germany, and eco-
nomic uncertainty and rising unemployment have increased dramatically. It 
is well known that these changes resulted in rapidly declining nuptiality and 
fertility rates and increased the rate of cohabitation and extramarital births 
in East Germany.

In West Germany, the housing market has been accessible for young 
people for many decades. It has been easy to rent a fl at and the prices are—
with the exception of some few expensive cities—generally affordable. In 
cross-national comparative terms, the proportion of homeowners is also 
relatively low in West Germany at 45% (Kurz & Blossfeld, 2004). If young 
people don’t work, they are normally supported by the conservative welfare 
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state or by their parents. Thus, given increasing unemployment and growing 
employment uncertainty, cohabitation or living as a single person are attrac-
tive options compared to staying with parents in West Germany.

Somewhat different is the case of France, a country well beyond the initial 
stage of the diffusion process of cohabitation. Here cohabitation diffused 
more rapidly, and the biggest effect in the dissemination of the practice has 
been found in the precohort adoption measure. In France, a bunch of expe-
riences has accumulated and the practice has gained an increasing tolerance 
and consensus along with its spread. For young French women, the welfare 
system, together with a controlled and highly subsidised housing market, 
make cohabitation and living single very attractive and rather affordable 
alternatives to marrying or living with parents.

7.5 THE DIFFUSION PROCESS: MECHANISMS AT PLAY

A further important result of this study is that, surprisingly, with the excep-
tion of France, when we discount for the effect of a prolonged education 
and employment attachment, no increase in cohabitation is found across 
birth cohorts. In fact, we could see that in model 1 there was no autono-
mous partial cohort trend left on women’s rate of entry into cohabitation, 
after controlling for cohort differences in educational participation and 
attainment levels as well as for women’s labour force participation. At a 
fi rst glance, this result makes it seem like no diffusion process would occur 
across cohorts as the measures of precohort and peer-group adoptions sug-
gested. Instead, apart from the trend towards secularisation and increasing 
divorce rates, none of the (signifi cant) effects in the analyses can point to 
the infl uences responsible for the rising levels in cohabiting unions observed 
in Figures 3.3 and 3.4. However, the results of model 2 show that the dif-
fusion process strongly affects the likelihood of cohabiting, which is mainly 
driven by peer-group infl uences in its early stage (insights for intergenera-
tional mechanisms are only found at a later stage of the process). It is also 
important to notice that reintroducing controls for birth cohorts, together 
with the diffusion covariates, does not produce any further improvement 
of the models. This means that the measures of previous adoptions (diffu-
sion covariates) effectively capture an infl uential mechanism linked to social 
infl uence. It also means that the lack of a cohort pattern observed in model 
1 was probably the result of two counteracting effects: the fi rst of a pro-
gressive postponement of partnership across cohorts, and the second of a 
diffusion process that makes it increasingly attractive and easier to cohabit 
over time.

More specifi cally, the diffusion analysis shows that the dissemination of 
abstract knowledge based on the cohabitation experiences of earlier genera-
tions does not seem to have any substantial infl uence on the diffusion of 
cohabitation in the population in an early phase of the process. Thus, at 
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the beginning of the diffusion process, the increase in cohabitation does not 
imply a mechanism that links the experiences across generations but seems 
rather to be driven mainly by direct social modelling of peers. Concrete 
experiences of the same age group clearly constitute a sort of useful vicari-
ous trial for potential adopters. The diffusion process begins with groups 
of innovators who have a specifi c interest or motivation to cohabit and 
who are particularly sensitive to reinforcement infl uences, and it then spills 
over the entire population of potential adopters when it accelerates after 
having reached a country-specifi c threshold. The strength of the infl uence 
from peers decreases along with the stage of the diffusion: highest in the 
southern countries, medium in Germany, and lowest in France and Sweden 
(the latter is not strictly comparable due to the lack of controls for preco-
hort infl uence). In a later stage of the diffusion process, the adoption of 
cohabitation seems rather infl uenced by an acquired abstract knowledge. 
Altogether, the strength and shape of the effects played by the mechanisms 
linked to diffusion refl ect the country-specifi c stage along the diffusion pro-
cess. The effects found are highly consistent with a progressive develop-
ment of each nation out of their own institutional roots. At the beginning 
of the process of change, the different initial conditions defi ne and delimit 
individuals’ agency. We also saw that in the institutional settings less com-
patible with cohabitation, the diffusion process is much slower and peer 
examples have stronger effects. After a certain threshold has been reached, 
however, a new trajectory of institutional development will be triggered and 
its consolidation is then diffi cult to reverse. We saw that in those countries 
where institutional settings were more favourable to cohabitation instead, 
the process seemed less confi ned to specifi c subgroups and peers’ models 
had a relatively smaller effect. The faster the process in turning cohabitation 
into an accepted alternative to marriage and the more institutions seconded 
this change, the lower the effect of direct social modelling.

7.6 THE INTERDEPENDENCE BETWEEN 
THE UNION AND FERTILITY CAREERS

We have stressed how the timing of entrance and type of union people 
chose are strongly bound up with fi nishing education, the kind of tenure 
they can afford, and whether they plan or expect children. Indeed, the 
experience of an event on a parallel career (such as completing education, 
gaining residential autonomy from the parental home, or experiencing a 
pregnancy) can signifi cantly affect the likelihood to marry or to adopt 
cohabitation. However, these effects are quite different for the entrance 
into cohabitation or a marriage. Specifi cally, the estimates of the transition 
rate to fi rst marriage or to the adoption of cohabitation have shown both 
a signifi cant time-dependent effect of the discovery of a pregnancy on 
women’s entry into a union. This consists as one of the strongest predictors 
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and is in line with the expectations that women may want to accelerate 
partnership formation not to have an out-of-wedlock (or out-of-union) 
birth to comply with social norms and expectations, as well as to offer 
their child a more secure family environment. But whereas in the case of 
marriage this infl uence is stronger and generally more concentrated in the 
period before the birth, in the case of cohabitation the effect is lower and 
tends to spill over after the birth has taken place (see also similar fi ndings 
for the United States by Brien, Lillard, & Waite, 1999, and for Britain by 
Steele et al., 2005).

7.7 A STEPPING-STONE INTO ADULTHOOD: 
RESIDENTIAL INDEPENDENCE

Corijn (2001a) underlines how the route to residential independence 
develops in a context of both socioeconomic and sociocultural opportuni-
ties and constraints: Residential autonomy requires fi nancial resources to 
access privacy and autonomy. For young women, the fi nancial means to 
independence can come from different sources (or from their combina-
tion): the parental families, the welfare state, or their own paid work. The 
amount and the origin of the resources necessary to undertake this transi-
tion are highly dependent on the national institutional contexts and on the 
characteristics of the housing markets, as we described in chapter 4 (see 
also Aassve et al., 2002, Klijzing & Corijn, 2002).

Consistently with the fi ndings of previous research, our results have 
shown that the transition out of the parental household is a key issue for 
women in the southern countries when the aim is to allow for an earlier 
family formation. Indeed, in Italy and Spain, in contrast to other European 
countries, the transition out of the parental home is still strongly connected 
with partnership formation (and very often with house purchase). This, in 
turn, is impaired by a slow diffusion of cohabitation and by institutional 
and cultural settings that resist adjusting to its spread. The results of the 
multivariate analysis have shown that living single, thus having already 
overcome housing obstacles and having reached some degree of economic 
autonomy, has everywhere a signifi cant positive effect on entry into cohabi-
tation. But they have also pointed at this effect being far much stronger in 
Italy and Spain2. Moreover, in these two countries (together with France) it 
is where pursuing higher studies proves to be particularly confl icting with 
union formation3. It follows that state measures directed to lower students’ 
dependence on their families would lower the particularly strong incom-
patibility with residential independence and partnership formation in these 
countries. Additionally, in line with these fi ndings, it seems that—especially 
in Italy and Spain—a more accessible housing market, coupled with a sys-
tem of unemployment benefi ts and/or support for fi rst-job seekers, could 
dampen the postponement of both transitions (to residential independence 
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and to fi rst partnership) and eventually make them more independent from 
one another, as it is for the other countries.

7.8 IMPLICATIONS OF RESEARCH

A last important result of this study was the development and empirical 
test of an explanatory model that allows for different mechanisms to affect 
individuals’ decision-making process.

Building on previous analyses of the determinants of the timing of entry 
into cohabitation, this study goes beyond them in several respects. First, 
we presented a theoretical framework and individual-level diffusion mod-
els through which effects of important social infl uences can be interpreted. 
In particular, we allowed the incorporation of individuals’ heterogeneity 
together with the identifi cation of several dimensions of social and struc-
tural changes in the study of the diffusion process of cohabitation. Second, 
the individual-level diffusion analysis undertaken takes into account the 
complex time-related structure of the process with a changing population 
of potential adopters while including a wide range of other infl uences4. 
Finally, this research presents the results of highly comparable studies for 
six different institutional contexts, on the basis of a continuous succession 
of birth cohorts, over the same historical period. Over three recent decades, 
this study covers a range of variations in important characteristics such as 
tempo, pace, and level of the diffusion of cohabitation, political, economic, 
and welfare systems as well as family traditions.

In the light of these new insights, the following paragraphs are devoted to 
a discussion of the possible future consequences attached to growing rates 
of cohabiting unions. For organisational purpose, we cluster the following 
arguments around three domains: implications for individuals, for the soci-
ety, and for policy making.

Among the implications of rising levels of cohabitation for individuals, we 
need to mention a further delaying effect on marriage timing (Oppenheimer, 
1988; Wu, 2000), a potentially more equitable division of household labour 
(see, among others, Domingo i Valls, 1997; Huinink, 1995; MacAllister, 
1990; Shelton & John, 1993), and a possible increase in union instability 
connected to the higher risk of disruption of cohabiting unions (the greater is 
the share of cohabiting unions and the earlier they tend to take place in the 
life course). The latter may be caused by several factors: The fi rst is a process 
of self-selection into cohabitation of those individuals whose partnerships 
originally have an higher risk of disruption (Boyle, 2006; Lillard, Brien, & 
Waite, 1995, Steele, Kallis, & Heather, 2006). This may happen especially 
at the beginning of the diffusion process. In fact, until a certain point of the 
diffusion process when cohabiting becomes a common choice, its adoption 
requires stronger motivations to overcome doubts, constraints, and/or social 
pressure because young women are engaging in a behaviour (cohabiting) that 
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has not traditionally been socially accepted. It follows that this form of union 
tends to be selected preferentially by those who can see a specifi c relative 
advantage in cohabiting rather than marrying. It is probably a more attrac-
tive option to those who held a less traditional attitude towards marriage 
and the family (Axinn & Thornton, 1992; Wu, 2000), to those who are—or 
feel—not ready for long-binding commitments or do not feel secure enough 
about their relationship (‘marriage trial’), to “poorer” marriage candidates, 
or else to those who reject the marital institution and the roles and respon-
sibilities attached to it5. A second reason lies in the higher risk of mismatch 
between partners (Oppenheimer, 1988), especially if the partners are rela-
tively young and their future perspectives and desires are not yet well under-
stood or if their labour careers are not yet established, which may require a 
greater effort to combine them with one another in the long run. The third 
reason for the higher risk of disruption generally displayed by cohabiting 
unions is that of the lower legal barriers and fi nancial costs to exit the union. 
Cohabiting supposedly (although not always) requires and implies a lower 
investment and degree of commitment than that of a traditional marriage 
right from the beginning. The rising proportion of cohabiting union may 
contribute to a more equitable distribution of household (unpaid) labour 
between partners, however, because its lower exit costs may make for a bet-
ter breakdown position in intra-household negotiations (Breen & Cooke, 
2005; Sen, 1990). For all these reasons, it would be important to focus on 
the consequences of union disruption, especially on the weaker partner (gen-
erally the woman) and on the children. We come back to this issue on the 
discussion about the consequences for policy making.

There are then a series of implications of higher proportions of cohabiters 
for society. A fi rst consequence is an ambiguous effect on the general level 
of fertility. Are (absolute) reductions or (relative) increases on total fertility 
to be expected? Marital unions are still widely recognised as the best setting 
to give birth and bring up children because of their relatively long duration 
and for the legal protections they offer to both spouses and their children. 
Consistent with this view, the long-term decline in fertility experienced in 
Europe in recent decades is primarily attributed to the postponement of 
marriage and a decline in marital fertility, especially on higher order pari-
ties. However, as cohabitation increases and becomes more institutionalised, 
it is reasonable to expect an increase in cohabiting fertility (examples of this 
trend can be the recent reverse trend in fertility in the Nordic countries and 
the high rate of extramarital births in France), which may eventually offset 
part of this decline. Wu (2000) notices also that because cohabiting fertility 
tends to be lower than its marital counterpart, increasing levels of cohabit-
ing unions may result in a further reduction in fertility levels. Against this 
argument, it must be remembered that cohabitation might not only be an 
alternative to marriage in partnering but to increasing diffi culties to afford 
marriage and singlehood in the transition out of the parental home. In this 
respect, if marriage is to be postponed and living independently as single 
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is not an appealing or affordable alternative, cohabiting may represent a 
further option associated with a higher risk of conception than singlehood 
(especially if coupled with residence in the parental home). Furthermore, 
because cohabiting unions tend to take place earlier in the life course than 
marriage, they provide the locus for a more regular sexual activity, and we 
saw that an ongoing pregnancy accelerates the entry into a union, especially 
a marriage (on ‘shotgun’ weddings, see Blossfeld et al., 1999; Blossfeld & 
Mills, 2001; Mills, 2000). Therefore, in a scenario where the only feasible 
alternative to an increasingly diffi cult marriage is to live single or to prolong 
the stay in the parental family, a rise in cohabiting unions may nevertheless 
positively infl uence fertility. However, the more cohabiting unions become 
widespread and child rearing in them is accepted, the more is nonmarital 
fertility going to grow. Thus the effect of cohabitation on future develop-
ments of overall fertility is extremely diffi cult to predict. They may be alto-
gether more dependent on other social and institutional changes that could 
offer economic security and incentives to parenthood and, more important, 
for both women and men, to ease the combination of the role of parents 
with paid employment (Nazio & MacInnes, 2007).

A second implication of the emergence of cohabiting unions as a wide-
spread phenomenon in society is the (possible) decline of the marital insti-
tution and its undermining the defi nition of the ‘family.’ On the one side, 
given the higher risk of dissolution of marriages preceded by cohabita-
tion, a higher rate of cohabiting unions could be viewed as a threat to the 
notion of permanence that marriage embeds (Rindfuss & Van den Heuvel, 
1990; Cherlin, 2004). On the other side, with an increasingly accessible 
alternative to marriage, this latter may be no longer perceived as a nec-
essary event in the life course and may be postponed or forgone; which 
would weaken the marital institution. The latter is of tremendous impor-
tance for policy making, for what concerns the defi nition of a societal 
unit to which are attached legal responsibilities and entitlements. Several 
societal organisations and institutions are confronted with the ‘family’ as 
their unit of reference, and the defi nition of what makes a family (whether 
it is the marital or another form of contract, sharing of a residence for a 
given amount of time, or the presence of children) can be crucial for dif-
ferent purposes (see also Rogoff Ramsey, 1994; Kiernana, 2004a). A few 
examples would be tax benefi ts, public housing provision, health insur-
ance, pensions rights, as well as for the rules of entitlement to other social 
security (means-tested) benefi ts and services6. Among other aspects of 
public concern, the state of ‘single-parenthood’ is particularly affected by 
the defi nition of ‘family unit’7. As this study has shown, the nature of fam-
ily living is undergoing a profound, and partly self-driven, changing pro-
cess. Insofar as the diffusion process changes the meaning of cohabitation 
and marriage, the traditional defi nition of the ‘family’ unit must confront 
the emergence and rise in cohabiting couples and should thus be open to 
recognise and comprise nonmarital cohabitation.
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Finally, following the acknowledgement of this development towards a 
plurality of family forms and to the need to adapt legal regulations accord-
ingly, we would like to mention some of the implications of this research 
for policy making. We refer here to those policy issues that mainly regard 
the rights and responsibilities of cohabiters and former cohabiters: couples’ 
registration, property rights, partner support, occupation rights in the fam-
ily home, provisions on death (pension rights, inheritance, and intestacy), 
private contracts (cohabitation agreements), social security benefi ts, and 
fi nally the responsibilities for the custody, education, and maintenance of 
children. As seen in chapter 4, legal reforms have developed along quite 
different routes and towards varying solutions. Some countries have reacted 
promptly to the social change and changed the normative to narrow the gap 
between the two partnership forms (with Sweden having almost completely 
removed the distinctions), whereas others (especially the southern countries) 
have strongly resisted changing them. However, everywhere (including Swe-
den) married couples still have more rights and enjoy more protection that 
those cohabiting. But if there is to be a self-driving mechanisms favouring 
an increasing acceptance (and practice) of cohabiting unions together with 
their becoming widespread as this analysis suggests, a progressive reduc-
tion in the legal distinction between marriage and cohabitation would make 
sense. A legal convergence would help recognise the important function of 
social reproduction that both types of union undertake. Indeed, in both 
these living arrangements there is some sort of pooling of resources, there 
is reciprocal emotional and fi nancial support, and there is a family environ-
ment for the raising of children (Oppenheimer, 1988; Prinz, 1995; Waite, et 
al., 2000; Wu, 2000). Together with a widening of the defi nition of the ‘fam-
ily’ to comprise family-living arrangements other than marriage, it must be 
acknowledged how the family remains a central institution for social repro-
duction and is still the main provider for its members’ well-being. Therefore, 
in the face of growing individuals’ willingness and ability to enter family 
living, which does not necessarily imply engaging or maintaining high com-
mitment in long-term relationships, some consequences of increasing family 
instability should attract policy interest. Higher family instability, in fact, 
might affect former partners’ and children’s well-being and raise the risk of 
falling into poverty or experiencing other adverse outcomes for some of the 
former union members.

In this direction, and given the previously mentioned higher risk of dis-
ruption of cohabiting unions, we would suggest some policy recommenda-
tions aimed at extending the marital protections to the weaker spouse (and 
children) upon partnership breakdown. Imposing some sorts of rights and 
obligations of marriage to cohabiters would ensure more economic security 
to the family members, especially to the children. Moreover, given a still 
pervasive gender-role specialisation of labour, such an extension of guaran-
tees would also offer some recognition to the burden of unpaid reproductive 
work undertaken (mainly by women) within the family units, regardless 
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of their being marital or cohabiting unions. In fact, for the many reasons 
briefl y touched on in chapter 4, it is generally (although not always) women 
who happen to take in charge of the bigger part of the load of unpaid work 
within the family, thus constraining their possibilities and returns in the paid 
labour market. Granting some kind of protection after the (possible) dis-
solution would avoid the risk that cohabitation makes the already weaker 
spouse’s position even weaker while partially compensating for the invest-
ment made in the reproduction of the family at the price of economic and 
career sacrifi ces. However, in equating cohabitation to marriage, it is also 
important to give an option-out to such a regulation for those who con-
sciously and autonomously do not want to marry for the very reason of 
avoiding the responsibilities that this involves (Glendon, 1989; Wu, 2000). 
This alternative option is intended to preserve individuals’ agency and right 
to choose, and it could well take the form of privately defi ned contracts 
(‘cohabitation agreements’). The mere imposition8 of some sort of (self-)reg-
ulation would force people to explicitly make a choice and hence to think 
and discuss the functions, expectations, and responsibilities in their relation-
ship. Beside providing a legal status to cohabiting unions, it would also offer 
recognition of this family form, which could turn useful in the defi nition of 
entitlement to welfare provision, thus avoiding the risk of distortions among 
recipients. An equation of legal status and entitlements might also enhance 
the feeling of security enjoyed in the relationship and hence foster cohabit-
ing fertility by making cohabitation a safer setting for raising children.

Referring back more directly to the results of the analysis, we have also 
shown the importance of institutional contexts on the pace of the diffusion 
process. In this respect, cross-national comparative research has offered a 
unique insight into the effects of normative and institutional dimensions 
and their dynamic interplay. The fi ndings support the view that all those 
policies directed towards the promotion of young people’s independence 
from the family (defamilisation) are of especially great importance for pro-
moting earlier family formation. On the basis of the results obtained, we 
suggest that housing and employment policies are of crucial importance for 
young women’s family formation, especially in the southern countries. Insti-
tutional support to students living arrangements and/or directed to promote 
young people residential independence through an affordable housing mar-
ket, coupled with a system of unemployment benefi ts and/or support for 
fi rst-job seekers, could be among the crucial measures to contrast a further 
delay in family formation, especially so in Italy and Spain.

7.9 CONCLUDING REMARKS

The main purpose of this book was to study recent changes in partnership 
formation, focusing on the uneven rise in cohabitation across countries. We 
were interested in the question of what drives the diffusion of cohabitation 
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and which elements are responsible for its convergence or divergence across 
countries. Using data from different European countries, we described wom-
en’s timing of adoption of cohabitation across successive birth cohorts. We 
then dynamically analysed, by means of hazard rate models, the determi-
nants of entry into cohabitation and marriage, and we deepened the study of 
the adoption of cohabitation with individual-level diffusion models. There 
are several results of substantive importance in this volume.

First, by focussing on the time frame of the diffusion process of cohabita-
tion, we provided an innovative description of the rising levels of cohabitation 
over time within birth cohorts and among earlier generations. These descrip-
tions have shown how the diffusion process of cohabitation spreads at differ-
ent rates and reached rather different levels across countries. Second, we found 
evidence of ‘social contagion’ and observed that the diffusion process is mainly 
driven by peer-group examples in its early stage, whereas precohort adoption 
infl uences are only determinant after a certain spread has been reached. Third, 
we have found that the diffusion of cohabitation does not necessarily make 
up for the progressive postponement of marriage across birth cohorts, which 
(together with the lower fertility observed in cohabiting unions) may further 
contribute to childbirth postponement. Fourth, we observed that educational 
expansion delays family formation (more so marriage than cohabitation) as a 
result of a prolonged schooling period rather than due to increasing attainment 
levels being reached. Despite a longer educational enrolment brought about by 
educational expansion that translates in delayed partnership formation, preg-
nancy does accelerates either form of union. We also found the expected effects 
of increasing secularisation trends and parental divorce on entry into marital 
and cohabiting unions. Finally, we saw how residential independence from the 
parental household might be a crucial element in the diffusion of cohabitation, 
especially in the Southern European countries.

To conclude, despite the limitations of any multivariate analysis of this 
breadth and the diffi culties entailed in applying a diffusion approach to such 
complex phenomena, the diffusion approach proposed here provides a sound 
theoretical explanation that builds on rational action theory and links the 
uneven rise in cohabitation across countries to individual-level decision mak-
ing, within changing normative and institutional contexts. It does so, account-
ing for the complex time structure of this dynamic process, in a way that is 
plausible and consistent with empirical facts while being supported by the 
fi ndings of severe empirical testing. The results of the diffusion analysis prove 
robust to different specifi cations and point to the existence of social multipliers 
in the diffusion process of cohabitation.

Although the effects of peer-group and precohort adoption do not prove 
conclusively that the mechanism behind the increasing levels of cohabitation 
is diffusion via social infl uence operated through ‘direct social modelling’ and 
‘knowledge-awareness’ of the emerging practice, they are clearly consistent 
with such an interpretation. Our individual-level diffusion analysis provides 
empirical evidence that others’ experience with cohabitation can effi ciently 
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and meaningfully account for the historical change in the practice with 
cohabitation (birth cohort patterns) and its different levels across countries. 
This interpretation is also coherent with that of a progressive ‘ideational 
change’ (Bumpass, 1990; Lesthaeghe, 1995; Lesthaeghe & Surkyn, 1988; 
Surkyn & Lesthaeghe, 2004; Van de Kaa, 1987) and allows for the changing 
meaning of cohabitation (and marriage) along with the diffusion process. The 
diffusion model proposed also allows for a possible failure of the diffusion 
process, as the Italian case seems to indicate. Both southern countries analysed 
share a slow diffusion pace and a steep effect of ‘peer-group adoption’ on the 
likelihood to cohabit. However, in Italy, peers’ infl uence seemed still confi ned 
within selective groups of the population. By contrast, the Spanish case looks in 
a stage where more rapidly increasing levels of cohabitation are to be expected 
among the broader population.

Still, there may be alternative explanations for the rise in cohabiting unions 
over time. One alternative interpretation could be that (unmeasured) increas-
ing uncertainty in young people’s labour careers would increase women’s 
advantage in choosing cohabitation over marriage9. As we discussed in chapter 
4, it may also be that increasing women’s labour force participation urges for 
a new gender-role negotiation, which is easier to reach in living arrangements 
less charged with traditional expectations, such as cohabitation. As a conse-
quence, it should be expected that in those countries where young people suffer 
higher employment uncertainty and/or where women more rapidly increased 
their investment in educational credentials and a working career, cohabiting 
union should have risen faster to higher levels. However, if these alternative 
accounts for change were true, one would expect that in the Southern Euro-
pean countries, like Italy and Spain, where temporary contracts and youth 
unemployment are highest and where women’s activity rates rose the most, 
cohabitation would be highest and diffusion faster, and the opposite for France 
and Sweden. We have shown, however, that this was not the case. We observed 
marriage being increasingly postponed across birth cohorts to a similar extent 
across countries, whereas cohabitation rising only much slower in the south of 
Europe than in the other countries over the same 30-year time span. Our dif-
fusion approach, instead, has offered a statistically effi cient and theoretically 
meaningful account of the different changes occurred over time and across 
birth cohorts in a wide range of institutional contexts. The results obtained 
proved very coherent with earlier fi ndings from previous analyses (‘structural 
explanations’), to which they added a deeper insight on the mechanisms related 
to others’ behaviours (‘diffusion explanation’). Therefore, in waiting for some 
alternative interpretation that proves to be at least as plausible and powerful as 
the diffusion explanation for which dynamic comparative empirical evidence 
is provided here, we are inclined to provisionally accept the diffusion account. 
Furthermore, we believe the diffusion framework outlined here can be a useful 
analytical tool to be more generally applied to a wider range of societal change 
processes of interest to the social sciences.
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NOTES TO CHAPTER 1

 1. This defi nition thus does not include Living Apart Together (LAT) arrangements, 
nor does it include living communities, but it may include those cases were either 
partner retain his or her legal residence but in practice they live together.

 2. Some demographers and economists, however, strongly oppose the idea of 
a “delayed” diffusion in the southern countries and speak about a specifi c 
“southern model” of family formation strategies. See, for Italy, Bettio and 
Villa (1998); Billari, Castiglioni, Martin, Michelin & Ongaro (2002); Casti-
glioni and Dalla Zuanna (1994); Dalla Zuanna (2004).

 3. See Schneider (1988), Aronson (1999), and, in the fi eld of historical studies of 
the family, Stone (1977).

 4. A more thorough discussion of these points is given in chapter 2.
 5. Cohort is defi ned as a group of individuals sharing a common characteristic 

or experience at the same time (e.g., a ‘school leavers cohort’ is the group of 
individuals who have terminated education on the same year, and a ‘birth 
cohort’ are those born on the same year, or interval of years).

 6. For an interesting example of an empirical application about partnership 
behaviours, see Mills (2000).

 7. Only heterosexual couples were retained in the study on the ground that 
the possibility to marry legally for same-sex couples was not available in the 
period covered by the analyses. Thus cohabitation for same-sex couples did 
not constitute a choice option because marriage was (and in some countries 
still is) not viable. For the empirical analyses, a defi nition was derived from 
the FFSs questionnaires’ question wording about partnership experiences. Are 
considered as cohabiting those “partners with whom respondents have had an 
intimate relationship and with whom they have lived for sometime in the same 
household” without being married (Festy & Prioux, 2002).

 8. East Germany is treated here as a country because of having been a separate 
and very different institutional context from West Germany, across almost all 
the period covered by the analysis (up to 1992).

 9. By ‘welfare regime’ is meant the cluster of several countries on the basis of 
their commonalties in institutionalised patterns in welfare state provisions, 
which establish systematic relations between the state and social structures of 
confl ict, domination, and accommodation (Esping-Andersen, 1990).

 10. The United Kingdom is missing because Britain did not participate in the FFS 
enterprise, and no equivalent data could be found at the time of the study (see 
Ermish & Francesconi, 2000).

 11. See Blossfeld and Rohwer (1995b) and Bernardi (1999) for the opposite 
effect of entry into marriage on work careers, Goldsheider and Waite (1986), 
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Blossfeld and Huinink (1991), Bernardi and Nazio (2005), and Kurz, Steinhage 
and Golsch (2005) on sex differences on entry into marriage.

 12. Parallel careers are those capturing events along different realms of the life 
course. For example, does an event in the fertility career (e.g., pregnancy) 
affect the rate of occurrence of an event in the partnership career (e.g., mar-
riage)? Does achieving residential autonomy impact the type and timing of 
partnership formation?

 13. All variables employed in the statistical models are derived from the answers 
to equivalent questions in each survey and have been coded the same way for 
each country.

 14. For a discussion of individual-level-based diffusion models, see Strang (1991) 
and Strang and Tuma (1993).

 15. For a discussion on different temporal calendars, see Mills (2000, pp. 47–
60).

NOTES TO CHAPTER 2

 1. In chapter 4 a more detailed discussion of institutional factors is offered, and 
in chapter 5 a discussion of the effects of interrelated life-course events on 
parallel careers.

 2. For an empirical analysis of the interrelations between transitions, see Baizán 
et al. (2003) and Martín-García and Baizán (2006) for Spain, and Baizán, 
Aassve, and Billari (2002) for West Germany and Sweden.

 3. In the case of Greece a different birth cohort was selected, given the non-
availability of the same birth cohort for this second set of fi gures (data from 
Standard Country Report).

 4. By transition is meant a qualitative change in a state, for example the change 
from childless to parent (or pregnant), from student to out of the educa-
tional system, from unemployed to working (or vice versa), from living with 
one’s own parents to achieving residential independence, and so on.

 5. For a more in-depth discussion of the models, see chapter 5, and for the 
results, chapter 6.

 6. We refer here to the role that cohabitation may play in lowering the age at 
entrance into fi rst partnership, given that its more fl exible nature requires 
less investment in resources and commitment than a formal marriage. We 
suggest that a progressive increase in the proportion of cohabiting unions 
would alter the overall profi le of the curves in Figure 2.1.

 7. Relative proportion of cohabiters in successive age groups, which should 
capture age dependency.

 8. A measure of inequality in a population based on the Lorenz curve, a cumu-
lative frequency curve that compares the distribution of a specifi c variable 
with the uniform distribution that represents equality. It produces a sort of 
‘relative mean difference,’ that is, the mean of the differences between each 
possible pair of units of observation.

 9. Rational action theory refers to “any theoretical approach that seeks to 
explain social phenomena as the outcome of individual action that is con-
strued as rational, given individuals’ goals and conditions of action, and is 
in this way made intelligible (verständlich)” Goldthorpe (1996, p. 109).

 10. See chapter 5 for a more in-depth discussion and illustrations of this issue.
 11. See, among others, Billari et al. (2002), Kiernan (2001), Villeneuve-Gokalp 

(1991), Kravdal (1999), Mills (2000), Blossfeld and Mills (2001), Blossfeld 
et al. (1999), Thornton (1991), Leridon and Villeneuve-Gokalp (1989), and 
Wu (2000).
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 12. By individual level is meant an explanatory model that builds on mechanisms 
and indicators with reference to individuals’ characteristics and circum-
stances.

 13. See chapter 4 for a country-specifi c discussion and hypotheses about the role 
of institutional factors in the choice to cohabit or marry.

 14. Chapter 4 offers a more detailed discussion of the specifi c institutional fea-
tures that might make for the relative convenience to cohabit over marrying 
across the different institutional contexts.

 15. A longitudinal approach takes into account the time dimension of the pro-
cesses and studies the occurrence of events over time, along the life course of 
individuals, and across successive birth cohorts.

 16. A partial exception is Ermich’s work (2005), although an empirical test is 
missing.

 17. See, among others, Åberg (2001) on divorce; Phillips (1974) on suicide; 
Kahan (1997) on criminal behaviour; Hedström (1994), Hedström, Sandell 
and Stern, (2000), McAdam and Rucht (1993), Strang and Soule (1998), 
and Soule (1997) on social movements; Myers (1997) and (2000) on rioting; 
Pitcher, Hamblin, and Miller (1978) on collective violence; Cready, Fosset 
and Kiecolt (1997) on marriage; Kohler (1997) and (2001) on fertility and 
contraception, Greve (1995) on organisations’ strategies.

 18. For interactions, not only direct “face-to-face” interactions are understood 
here, but also indirect models stemming from structural equivalents (Burt, 
1987) or other role equivalents (Erickson, 1988). Channels for the exercise 
of social infl uence and the diffusion of information in the course of these 
interactions include not only individuals but also the mass media and any 
other potential source of information: printed press, Internet, as any other 
actor, also when not belonging to the individual network and despite their 
infl uence not being consciously perceived.

 19. In line with Boudon’s (1985) suggestion, this approach aims to explain the 
diffusion process of cohabitation by specifying all the terms of the rela-
tion between actors and their time-varying contexts of action. The analyti-
cal model he proposes can be resumed into the equation Mi = MmSM’. In 
this equation a social phenomenon (M) is seen as a function of individual’s 
actions (m) dependent on the actor’s situation (S), which in turn is infl uenced 
by macro social factors (M’). In this frame, we specifi cally aim at dynami-
cally addressing all the terms of this relation by exploring the contextually 
linked (micro-level) mechanisms, which produce the (macro phenomena) 
diffusion of cohabitation within different institutional settings.

 20. And what Manski (1993a, 1993b, 2000) terms respectively ‘correlated 
effects’ and ‘exogenous (contextual) effects.’ Correlated effects occur when 
“agents in the same group tend to behave similarly because they have similar 
individual characteristics or face similar environments” (Manski, 2000, p. 
127, and Manski, 1993b, p. 533). This specie of effect is termed environ-
mental effect by Hedström (Hedström & Åberg, 2002). Contextual effects 
(later termed contextual interactions) are to be found when “the propensity 
of an individual to behave in some way varies with the exogenous charac-
teristics of the group” (Manski, 2000, p. 127, and Manski, 1993b, p. 532). 
This is when the propensity to adopt cohabitation tends to vary with, say, 
the socioeconomic composition of the group (i.e., for effect of a general 
increase in educational attainment or in female labour force participation). 
This determinant is termed selection effect in Hedström typology.

 21. ‘Endogenous interactions’ in Manski’s terminology, ‘social-interaction 
effects’ and ‘diffusion explanation,’ respectively, in Hedström and Palloni’s 
analyses.
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 22. For an overview of these changes in family law, see Glendon (1989), Ditch, 
Barnes, Bradshaw, Commaile, and Eardley (1996), Millar and Warman 
(1996), and Gauthier (1996).

 23. The ‘principle of social proof’ (Cialdini, 1984, pp. 114–166) is described as 
the tendency of individuals to “view a behaviour as more correct in a given 
situation to the degree that we see others performing it” (Cialdini, 1984, p. 
116).

 24. This incremental chain of changes is produced by possible direct modifi ca-
tions in (1) individuals’ beliefs about cohabitation (through learning about 
the availability and functioning of cohabitation); (2) individuals’ perception 
of rewards or sanctions associated to specifi c behaviour or attitudes (observa-
tion of cohabitation as an increasingly ‘proper’ or more benefi cial option); or 
(3) by indirect changes in the structural conditions of individuals produced in 
response to an increased level of adoption (like, for example, an adaptation 
of laws). See also Hedström’s distinction among (1) belief (social learning); 
(2) desire (social pressure); and (3) opportunity (structural conditions) based 
interactions (Hedström & Åberg, 2002).

 25. A large body of literature and sociopsychological experiments have analysed 
this phenomenon. Already in the early 1940s, Newcomb (1943) found that 
pressure from others (i.e., peers in a university college) could produce value 
changes by conformance to others’ opinions and expectations with the inten-
tion of gaining their acceptance and approval. In the same period, Sherif 
(1936) argued that social groups and cultures, more than only encouraging 
conformity, provide information and an interpretative framework. He stressed 
that, in absence of clear structures of the physical environment that point to 
what is ‘real,’ ‘valuable,’ or ‘proper,’ individuals may accept realities and defi -
nitions provided by others. Asch (1952) further tested this hypothesis, demon-
strating that this does not only apply when information is lacking, but that it 
is true even in a clear decisional context: people still tended to go along with 
the crowd. His experiments showed that individuals often adjust their judge-
ments to conform to a group, even to the point of ignoring clear evidence to 
be wrong by doing so.

 26. Hedström’s translation of the proverb “A Roma fai come i Romani” (Hed-
ström, 1998, p. 314).

 27. My translation of the proverb “Allà donde fueras haz lo que vieras.”
 28. My translation of the proverb “Dónde va Vicente ahí va la gente.”
 29. Zarife Soylucicek’s translation of the popular saying “Üzüm üzüme baka baka 

kararır.”
 30. Deutsch and Gerard (1955) were pioneers in making this analytical distinction 

between what they termed ‘normative’ and ‘informational’ social infl uence 
in producing conformity to prevailing types of behaviour. Manski (1993b) 
kept this distinction within ‘endogenous social effects’ (later termed ‘endog-
enous interactions’), as those for which “the propensity of an individual to 
behave in some ways varies with the prevalence of that behaviour in some 
reference group containing the individual” (Manski, 1993b, p. 531). He 
acknowledges this twofold dimension of social infl uence by distinguishing 
within them between expectations interactions and preference interactions 
generated by observational learning (Manski, 2000). ‘Expectations interac-
tions’ occur when individuals form expectations about future outcomes of 
uncertain courses of action by drawing upon observation of the actions previ-
ously chosen and outcomes experienced by others (Manski, 2000, p. 130). It 
is a process in which individuals extract valuable information from observing 
others’ actions under similar circumstances. This natural tendency has also 
been termed ‘social learning,’ where infl uence is based on information and 
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evaluations stemming from experiences made by others in the social system 
(Aronson, 1999; Montgomery & Casterline, 1996). ‘Preference interactions’ 
occur when individuals’ preference ordering over the alternatives [of marry-
ing or cohabiting] depends on the choices made by other individuals in the 
social system for their link to perceived moral values (Manski, 2000, p. 130). 
It refers to the enforcement of social norms through an infl uence linked to 
behavioural expectations of social members and the perception of behaviour 
acceptability. Since it is produced by individuals’ ability to impose positive or 
negative sanctions to their expectations about others’ behaviour, networks of 
strong ties are seen to be more infl uential in this case (Coleman, 1990). The 
stress of this aspect of social infl uence is on the decreasing moral costs and the 
lowering degree of social pressure along with the spread of cohabitation. It 
points to how cohabitation is easier as the stigma associated with the practice 
falls together with its rising adoption and prevalence.

 31. Also termed ‘informational social infl uence’ (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955).
 32. For instance, by progressively enlarging the size of a group of people mod-

elling a type of behaviour, it has been possible to increase dramatically the 
number of individuals who followed a given example (Milgram, Bickman & 
Berkowitz, 1969).

 33. The earliest formal scientifi c account of this infl uence was that of Sherif’s 
experiment (Sherif, 1936). His research on the formation of social norms indi-
cated that, when an objective rule of conduct is absent, individuals are most 
likely to behave according to the group consensus (Sherif, 1936; Sherif & 
Sherif, 1964).

 34. Also termed ‘normative social infl uence’ (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955).
 35. For example, in line with this argument Rosina and Fraboni (2004) claim 

that Italian later and slower diffusion of cohabitation is to be attributed to 
youngsters’ convenience not to oppose their parents’ hostile view on cohabit-
ing before (or instead of) marrying, given their strong material and emotional 
dependence on them (see also Di Giulio & Rosina, 2007).

 36. Even a legally sanctioned behaviour may be subjectively perceived as ‘legiti-
mate’ to the degree that is seen being largely undertaken. A clear example is 
the relation between the willingness to cheat on taxes and the perception of the 
pervasiveness of such behaviour (Slemrod, 1992). A number of other empiri-
cal studies have revealed a strong association between individuals’ choices 
and the perception of others’ behaviour and attitudes towards social or legal 
norms with respect to those same decisions (Grasmick & Green, 1980; Kahan, 
1997).

 37. A feature that makes it diffi cult to establish its direct effect on enacted behav-
iour, even if it was by collecting (prospective) network data on individuals’ 
perceptions about others’ attitudes and behaviours. Individuals’ emotional 
reactions, such as a sense of inadequacy, guilt, embarrassment, or anxiety, can 
already induce individuals to comply to others’ expectations as regards appro-
priate behaviour, even when external punishment or rewards are not necessar-
ily expected to follow (Homans, 1961; Moscovici & Personnaz, 1980).

 38. Whereby a person observes others cohabiting, forms an idea of the perfor-
mance and results of this observed behaviour, and uses that idea to guide his 
or her future decision about adoption (Bandura, 1977).

 39. Recent research on fertility decisions documents the signifi cance of both 
mechanisms of social learning and social pressure in the effects played by 
social infl uence (Bernardi, 2003; Kohler, 2001; Kohler, Behrman and Watkins, 
2001).

 40. As Palloni (2001) points out, an incorrect specifi cation of reference networks 
may not only result in biased and inconsistent estimation, but it may also be 
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endogenous to the process being studied in that membership of a specifi c net-
work may be originated by—and thus follow—the choice to adopt cohabita-
tion. In his words: “Finally, a more troublesome feature of a diffusion process 
is that its own progress may affect the likelihood of reducing, eliminating, 
or inventing new social networks. Maintaining social networks that are not 
responsive to the new behavior may force adventurous individuals to seek new 
social attachments among those better prepared to embrace the new behav-
ior. [ . . . ] what matters is that such endogenous change will produce the 
appearance that networks do have an infl uence on choice of behavior when 
actually they have none” (Palloni, 2001, p. 101).

 41. What is also termed ‘feedback effect.’

NOTES TO CHAPTER 3

 1.  As was been illustrated in chapter 2, great variability has emerged in the 
terms used to describe the two main rationales of social infl uence, which have 
been generally detected across studies and disciplines (see also Casterline, 
2001; Manski, 2000), beside the role played by institutional factors. For the 
purpose of this study we have grouped them into infl uences related to ‘social 
pressure’ and ‘social learning.’

 2.  See also Casterline (2001), Palloni (1999, 2001), Reed et al. (1999), Dur-
lauf and Walker (2001).

 3.  We refer the interested reader to chapter 5 for a more detailed discussion 
of how these theoretical considerations determine the statistical techniques 
chosen for the analysis.

 4.  Exceptions to this tendency in the fi elds of sociology and demography are 
the recent studies from Hedström and Åberg (2002), Strang (1990, 1991), 
Hedström (1994), and Kohler (1997, 2001).

 5.  Not only due to the unavailability of suitable data, but also because the 
social infl uences of interest here are hardly consciously perceived, distinguished 
and refl ected on by the individuals onto which they display their effects. It is 
thus extremely diffi cult to capture them other than in an experimental set-
ting.

 6.  In the frame of a study on fertility control, Palloni (2001) refers to an addi-
tional aspect, that of the length and degree of ‘persistence’ in the adoption of 
a reversible innovation (e.g., innovative contraceptive methods.) The duration 
of cohabiting unions is not in the scope of this study, however, which focuses 
on the innovative content of cohabiting captured through getting to its fi rst 
adoption ever by each woman, and not on the length of these experiences or 
on their subsequent repetitions.

 7.  We have previously referred to this aspect as to the ‘willingness’ to adopt 
cohabitation, drawing on Lesthaeghe and Vanderhoeft (1998) and Coale’s 
(1973) analyses.

 8.  Burt (1987) distinguishes instead among early (belonging to the fi rst third of 
the population studied), late (the last fourth), and median (others) adopters.

 9.  What in chapter 2 were termed ‘correlated’ or ‘environmental’ effects.
 10.  In a longitudinal perspective, it is termed ‘risk set’ the group of subjects or 

actors exposed to the risk of occurrence of a certain event of interest during a 
defi ned observation time. In this analysis, all the women yet to enter their fi rst 
partnership from age 15 to age 39 belong to the risk set of potential adopters 
of cohabitation.

 11.  In correspondence to a determined historical time, relative to each women’s 
cohort of birth.
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 12.  Identifi ed as ‘heterophilous contacts’ by Rogers (1985) as those individu-
als who do not share a similar background knowledge and understanding of 
the world (Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1964), as opposed to homophilus when, for 
example, belonging to similar educational or occupational backgrounds. The 
more the actors communicate, the higher their degree of similarity is thought 
to become (Rogers, 1985).

 13.  As opposed to “strongly tied” individuals, who see each other frequently 
over long periods of time and are in a close and intimate relationship (e.g., 
family members and close friends), weakly tied actors see one another infre-
quently and their relationships are casual rather than intimate (e.g., acquain-
tances, distant friends, colleagues, and the like) (Granovetter, 1973).

 14.  Bandura (1977) distinguishes three modes of behavioural reinforcement, of 
which vicarious reinforcement is the one referred to others’ behaviour. Other-
wise, in direct external reinforcement, people regulate their behaviour on the 
basis of consequences they experience directly. The force of this mechanism 
is limited, however, to the period of enforcement of a reward (or a positive 
outcome) to that behaviour. Finally, self-administered reinforcement is the 
mechanism through which people regulate their behaviour on the basis of the 
consequences that they create for themselves.

 15.  Among others, see Sherif (1936), Homans (1950, 1961), Festinger, Schack-
ter & Back (1950), Festinger (1954), Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955), Cialdini 
(1984, 1993), Cialdini and Trost (1998), Bernardi (2003), Strang and Meyer 
(1993), Palloni (2001), Reed, Briere & Casterline (1999), and Kohler (1997).

 16.  Having selected the same birth cohorts and having followed them along the 
same age span also means having captured the same historical period in each 
of the country studied: a period of almost three decades, beginning in the late 
1960s and up to the early 1990s.

NOTES TO CHAPTER 4

 1. East Germany is treated here as a “country” because of its having been a 
separate and very different institutional context from West Germany, across 
almost all the period covered by the analysis (up to 1992 for Germany).

 2. See, among others, Blossfeld (1995), Klijzing and Corijn (2002), Marini 
(1985), Blossfeld and Nuthmann (1989), Huinink (1995, 2000), Corijn and 
Klijzing (2001), and Blossfeld et al. (2005).

 3. This until 1999 since when, with the introduction of Civil Solidarity Pact law 
(Pacs), cohabiting couples are treated as partners for social security purposes 
and after 3 years their income is taxed as if they were married.

 4. We refer here to a (self-defi ned) feeling of being religious, which goes beyond 
the belonging to any specifi c religion or confession. In the countries studied, 
the dominant religion is the Christian, present with different proportions of 
its specifi c confessions. There are also minorities of Jewish, Muslim, and Bud-
dhist, however, as well as members of specifi c sects (Scientology, Geova).

 5. Marriage is subject to a higher normative pressure against separation, there 
are higher costs for terminating it (due to the need of a legal procedure that 
requires a varying length time period before dissolution can take place), and 
it entitles the economically weakest part to several compensations in case of 
dissolution. This legal dimension is what distinguishes marriage as a long-
term binding commitment and what could help couples better to comply with 
social norms and expectations.

 6. Baizán et al. (2003) also argue that conversely, individuals more prone to 
have a child may accelerate the entry into a union, considering it as part of 
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their family-building strategy. The authors thus claim that the time order of 
the events may not always (though often) refl ect a causal relationship. They 
see the strong interrelation (in time and intentions of the individuals) between 
entrance in a union and parenthood as being affected by individual’s value 
orientation and family plans. They therefore choose a statistical model specifi -
cally apt to control for these unmeasured shared factors thought to infl uence 
both processes simultaneously.

 7. See, among others, Saraceno (1987b), Ross and Mirowsky (1996), Wan, Jac-
card and Ramey (1996), Reinhard and Horwitz (1995), Yeandle (1996, 1999), 
Beccalli (1986), and Marin Muñoz (2003).

 8. See Korpi (2000) for a thorough discussion and a more complete typology.
 9. This is thus not properly a longitudinal measure but only a proxy of women’s 

employment in relation to age. These fi gures are not retrospectively collected 
and are based on different birth cohorts of women sampled the same year.

 10. Note that in the Italian case, what is categorised here as ‘high part-time’ for 
the purpose of comparison is mainly due to the proportion of employment in 
the public sector, which is regulated and normatively considered as full-time 
employment in Italy.

 11. In a cross-sectional analysis of data from the Labour Force Survey, the two 
authors found that the share of part-time work accounts for a signifi cant part 
of occupational sex segregation in each country. Part-time jobs seem to offer 
indeed relatively disadvantaged occupational conditions with respect to full-
time occupations, although with great cross-national variations. Part-time 
work is however not, per se, the principal reason for segregation, but by drop-
ping this type of jobs from the analysis the level of occupational segregation 
decreases in the majority of countries under study. This happens because in 
each labour market, part-time jobs are more concentrated in the female-domi-
nated segments, as seen in Table 4.1.

 12. Public day-care facilities achieved an almost complete coverage, and were 
aimed and tailored at serving the needs of working mothers. The day-care 
system included all day care for children of all ages, fl exible opening hours, 
and provision of meals at lunchtime. Additionally, youth organisations were 
charged with providing care for school-age children during term’s holidays. 
Conversely, to favour women’s full and continuous participation in the labour 
market, the tax and transfer systems pressured paid employment by not 
granting maintenance claims in case of divorce (Kreyenfeld, 2000, quoting 
Berghahn & Fritzsche, 1991, Frerich & Frey, 1996, Frerich, 1996). Yet the 
East German government actively opposed the spread of part-time employ-
ment, forcing women to work full time (Kreyenfeld, 2000).

 13. Among others, Saraceno (1997, 2003a, 2003b), Apter and Garnsey (1994), 
Orloff (1996, 2002), Daly (1994, 1996, 2000a), O’Connor (1993, 1996), 
Lorber and Farrell (1991), Yeandle (1996), González, Jurado & Naldini 
(2000), and MacInnes (2006).

 14. Pension entitlements are especially affected by interrupted work careers and 
periods of low income (see Hansen & Larsen, 1993; Hernes, 1987; Palme, 
1990; Quadagno, 1988; Sainsbury, 1994; and Sheiwe, 1994, for Germany).

 15. “It is as markets become universal and hegemonic that the welfare of indi-
viduals comes to depend entirely on the cash nexus. Stripping society of the 
institutional layers that guaranteed social reproduction outside the labor con-
tract meant that people were commodifi ed. In turn, the introduction of modern 
social rights implies a loosening of pure commodity status. De-commodifi cation 
occurs when a service is rendered as a matter of right, and when a person can 
maintain a livelihood without reliance on the market” (Esping-Andersen, 1990, 
pp. 21–22). Or, more synthetically, de-commodifi cation indicates “the degree 
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to which the individual’s typical life situation is freed from dependence on the 
labor market.” (Esping-Andersen and Korpi, 1987, p. 40).

 16. See section 4.2 for a discussion on the laws framing partners’ obligations and 
individuals’ entitlements attached to cohabiting unions.

 17. Although these data strongly underestimate the possible impact of fi x-term 
contracts because these measures especially apply to new labour market 
entrants, thus to young people, whereas the presented fi gures refer to all 
people employed. Unfortunately, comparable data on temporary contracts 
are still scarce. However, in Germany for example, the Microcensus of 1991 
reported an incidence of fi xed-term contracts of 7.5% among all employees, 
whereas in the age group 30 and below this fi gure rises to 21% (Kurz et al., 
2005; Statistisches Bundesamt, 2001).

 18. The fi gures presented here are not strictly comparable because they refl ect dif-
ferences in national defi nitions of ‘social’ rental dwellings. In Italy and France 
data refer to dwellings owned or administrated by the government, with 
lowered rents or with some other criteria towards social insertion; in West 
Germany, they refer to regulated rented dwellings that receive some form of 
fi nancing and are administrated by both public and nonprofi t private entities; 
in Sweden, they are instead rented dwellings by public or private collective 
nonprofi t entities that directly receive public aid to residential access; and in 
Spain, public or private owned dwellings, with no clause on nonprofi t char-
acter but under the condition of rents below the limit defi ned by the “Plan de 
la Vivienda.” All considered, the Spanish defi nition is among the broadest, 
which may mean an upward bias of the estimate and thus an even bigger real 
difference with other European countries (Consejo Económico y Social, 2002, 
pp. 66–68). The offi cial statistics for East Germany estimates 1% of social 
housing in the early 1990s, a fi gure clearly noncomparable to those provided 
by the other countries.

 19. For an overview of fi scal measures in favour of home ownership in Europe, see 
European Central Bank, 2003, pp. 35–38.

 20. Owner-occupied houses are still one of the most defi scalised goods in the 
Spanish tax-system: They enjoy no taxation on imputed rent, allowances on 
IRPF, together with deductions for purchase and a favourable fi scal treatment 
of savings destined at home ownership (for an in-depth treatment, see Banco 
de España, 2002, p. 56).

 21. With the ‘Ley de Protección de Vivienda’ (1939) and the ‘Ley de Arrendamien-
tos Urbanos’ (1946).

 22. The Equo Canone Act, while establishing a four-year lease and continued rent 
controls, enabled landlords to sell out at the time of renewals. This resulted in 
over 900,000 evictions of former tenants, which constituted a dramatic social 
problem (Ball, 2003; Bernardi & Poggio, 2004).

 23. In addition to distortions in eligibility criteria (to meet the needs of individu-
als evicted as a consequence of the Equo Canone Act); absence of policies to 
control for real prices in this sector and lack of an effective control for the 
fulfi lment of requirements to access; as well as undergoing privatisation since 
its origin.

 24. Beside tax incentives, contractual saving schemes (Plan d’épargne-logement) 
have been a traditional way to access home ownership; banks also provided 
other sources of state-regulated mortgage fi nance, with a mortgage rate below 
the market level (or even to 0% for low-income households) for some types of 
private loans (Ball, 2003, p. 50).

 25. The most common is APL (Aide Personalisée au Logement), used to promote 
home ownership by covering part of the mortgage costs; ALF (Allocation 
de Logement à caractère Familial) is paid instead to young couples without 
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children or household with children for renting, restoring, or purchasing of 
a dwelling; and ALS (Allocation de Logement à caractère Social) is paid to 
single individuals, mainly students, who are not entitled to receive APL.

 26. The indexation clause of rental contracts is linked to housing costs rather 
than to consumer price infl ation and/or various freely negotiated adjustment 
clauses.

 27. The legally determined system of rent setting in both private and public sec-
tors requires negotiations at the local level between tenants’ organisation, 
MHCs (Municipal Housing Companies, to whom predominantly belong 
social dwellings) and private landlords’ organisations. In the course of nego-
tiations, private rents are compared to social ones and the overall cost of 
MHCs sets the average rent level. Aimed at avoiding that MHCs make profi t 
out of the housing stock, negotiations set rents to be largely historic cost 
based and to mainly refl ect both quality differences and the age composition 
of the social housing stock.

 28. This form of home ownership implies that cooperative nonprofi t associations 
take out a mortgage for most part of the cost and own the estate or apart-
ment buildings while the remaining part is covered through self-fi nanced (or 
personal mortgage) contributions. Tenants acquire the right to occupancy of 
a particular dwelling and are then charged a negotiated monthly amount to 
cover the costs of the collective mortgage and of maintenance and repairs.

 29. In Sweden, given the strict regulation applied to private renting, dwellings 
owned by the public sector (half or more of the rented dwellings) are some-
times rented subject to conditions similar to those in the private one. More-
over, anybody can apply to live in a social rented dwelling because there are 
no means-tested criteria.

 30. These companies are organised within the Gesamtverband der Wohnung-
swirtschaft (GdW), an infl uential organisation representing bodies owning 
around 7 million fl ats.

 31. In fact, a characteristic of the German system is that social dwellings pertain 
to the social rental sector only for as long as they receive subsidies (Ball, 
2003).

 32. Similar values are found, for the year 1997, by Bernardi and Poggio 
(2004).

 33. Until the mid-1990s, mortgage conditions in Italy were among the worst 
within Europe, and credit was rationed by limiting the loan to a maximum 
of 50% of the property value (Chiuri & Jappelli, 2000).

NOTES TO CHAPTER 5

 1. For the purpose of this analysis, we refer to the distinct socialist institutional 
context of the former German Democratic Republic as a ‘country.’

 2. More specifi cally, ‘left truncation’ arises when individuals are observed only 
some known time after the natural time origin of the phenomenon under 
study (in the example we were interested in the likelihood to cohabit since 
age 15).

 3. Are defi ned ‘left censored’ those spells that are already in progress when 
an observation period begins, but we have no information on their starting 
time.

 4. Processes are termed ‘censored’ when they cannot be observed until their 
completion (or from their beginning) because they are still in progress (or 
already in progress) at the end (/beginning) of the observation window. In 
other terms, an episode is said to be censored if the information about the 
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duration of the time interval before the occurrence of the event is incomplete 
(Yamaguchi, 1991, pp. 3–9).

 5. An individual’s history is said to be censored on the left side when the initial 
part of it is not being observed (so the length of a spell in a certain state of 
interest is not knows), whereas it is said to be right censored when the obser-
vation ends before the event of interest has happened yet (in our case, when 
women have not yet entered a partnership by the time of interview). See Bloss-
feld and Rohwer (1995b) and Allison (1984) for a discussion of the ability of 
event history techniques to handle right censorship.

 6. With event history analysis it is meant a set of techniques that deal with the 
patterns and correlates of the occurrence of events over time (e.g., entry into 
cohabitation). Event history addresses not only the type of events taking place 
(what happens), but also its timing (when it happens). Together with other 
dynamic analysis methods, such as panel or time series, it shares the capability 
of better analysing the processes leading to an observed sociological phenom-
ena because it focuses on the producing of the phenomena over time rather on 
its statistical distribution at a given point in time.

 7. We refer to the sort of ‘endogenous feedback effects’ described in chapter 3.
 8. We have already argued that the effect of social infl uence goes generally unper-

ceived and that measures of networks’ structure and characteristics may suffer 
the risk of selectivity over time: “[A] more troublesome feature of a diffusion 
process is that its own progress may affect the likelihood of reducing, elimi-
nating, or inventing new social networks” (Palloni, 2001, p. 101).

 9. The problem of ‘unmeasured heterogeneity,’ far from being specifi c to diffu-
sion models, is a common problem of duration models in general (Allison, 
1984; Duncan & Kalton, 1987; Yamaguchi, 1991). Because some of the char-
acteristics that comprise the risk profi le are unmeasured, analysts are unable 
to include in their models all the factors linked to women’s individual pro-
pensity to adopt cohabitation over time. As a result, those women who have 
a greater resistance to cohabit may have a longer survival in the risk set of 
potential adopters. A comparatively longer survival also means their increas-
ing relative proportion over time: “[A]s individuals who are more resistant to 
adopting become a larger fraction of the pool of non-adopters, the overall risk 
of adoption will tend to decrease. But this is not a refl ection of a risk profi le 
of adoption that decreases over time. Rather, it is an artefact of the changing 
composition of the pool of non-adopters as the process progresses over time” 
(Palloni, 2001, p. 72).

 10. In which all women are simultaneously exposed to the risk of making either 
of the transitions (to marry or cohabit) in the decision to enter a union, until 
they eventually opt for one or the other.

 11. Individuals may fail to recall precisely all events in their lives, typically the 
more so the further back in time the event took place, the more frequent its 
taking place, the shorter its duration, and the older the respondent. However, 
panel surveys are not exempted from recall bias, although they suffer from it 
to a lesser extend due to the shorter duration between successive interviews. 
Panel data, in contrast, would be far more expensive to collect and would 
suffer from the additional drawback of being subject to attrition over time 
(respondents not willing or available to participate to subsequent waves), 
especially so over the long time span covered by these analyses.

 12. When information on the month of the event taking place was missing, month 
was set to June.

 13. Common starting and ending times were defi ned (on the basis of the Century 
Month Coding), as well as common origin and destination states, for each 
of the career. A common coding for the variables was chosen when possible, 
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and correction for spells and inconsistencies, within and across careers, was 
undertaken in an analogous way.

 14. The time interval that a unit of analysis spends in a specifi c state, preceding 
the event occurrence, is defi ned as an episode or duration. Whereas episodes 
are records defi ning the characteristics of the individual’s state between two 
events (e.g., from married to divorced or from single to cohabiting), spells are 
partitions of an original episode in subunits created for updating time-varying 
variables (Blossfeld & Rohwer, 1995b).

 15. Comparable data for the United Kingdom have not been collected, whereas 
those for the Netherlands and Greece were not yet available at the time of 
these analyses.

 16. A complete record of the job histories is missing for France, where only infor-
mation about the fi rst and last job was collected.

 17. In this study we are specifi cally interested in peer-group adopters in contrast 
to individuals from previous birth cohorts.

 18. See also later studies from Brüderl and Dikmann (1995), Diekmann and Engel-
hardt (1999), Braun and Hengelhardt (2002), although they directly model 
the rate of adoption in the entire social system.

 19. Adding a quadratic and a cubic term to a simple linear specifi cation allowed 
us to explore rather fl exibly more complex functional forms.

 20. As discussed earlier in the chapter, this is a relevant assumption being relaxed 
because unobserved differences in the propensity to cohabit may affect param-
eter estimates: The more ‘resistant’ to the adoption of cohabitation would 
otherwise tend to stay longer in the risk set (Dechter, 2001).

 21. Piecewise constant exponential models are a more fl exible generalisation of 
the basic rate exponential model. In these models, the time axis is split into 
periods (we have chosen here fi ve partitions: 0–3, 3–6, 6–9, 9–12, or more 
than 12 years after the 15 years of age that begins the exposure to risk), and it 
is assumed that the transition rates are constant in each period but are allowed 
to vary across periods (the baseline hazard is given by period-specifi c con-
stants). In the specifi cation adopted here we assumed that the baseline hazard 
rate could vary between periods, but the estimated effect of the covariates was 
the same (proportional) in each period.

 22. Regression is the statistical operation by which the distribution of values of 
a variable of interest (dependent variable) is estimated as the resultant of the 
combination of the effects of a set of covariates (independent variables), plus 
a residual (unexplained) component.

 23. Parametric specifi cations such as constant exponential hazard rate models 
were also estimated, and each of the diffusion covariates was tested separately 
too. Results revealed neither statistical improvement in the goodness of fi t of 
the models nor substantial changes in either the effects of individuals’ charac-
teristics or in the diffusion covariates.

 24. For example, Lillard and colleagues explored why individuals more prone to 
cohabit were also more likely to divorce once married. They did it by means 
of correlating the residuals across the two processes of entry into cohabitation 
and marital dissolution: “Insofar as cohabitation before marriage is endog-
enous in the process that causes disruption, cohabitation is correlated with 
the error term for the disruption equation” (Lillard et al., 1995, p. 453). In 
explaining the higher dissolution rates for marriages preceded by cohabita-
tion, they found that individuals with particular (unobserved) traits that made 
them more at risk of short-lived marriage (such as a weaker commitment to 
the marital institution or more uncertainty about the goodness of the match 
with the partner) self-selected themselves into premarital cohabiting unions in 
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the fi rst place. They probably chose to cohabit rather than marry because a 
marriage would have had a higher risk of failure. Once this unobserved het-
erogeneity was taken into account in the statistical model, the difference in the 
risk of dissolution between direct marriages and those preceded by cohabita-
tion disappeared.

 25. However, it is worth noticing that even the estimates obtained by simultane-
ously modelling a set of interrelated equations for the processes of entrance 
into cohabitation or marriage and that of a pregnancy seem to point in the 
same direction than those obtained in the model chosen here (Baizán et al., 
2002, 2003). Previous results offer some confi dence in the lack of a signifi cant 
difference in the estimates obtained with simultaneously modelling the two 
processes by different equations.

 26. In the case of France, given the absence of a complete record of women’s 
employment career, the variable controlling for labour force participation 
has been constructed somewhat differently, and it reports the status of being 
employed against having never worked. It follows that the coeffi cient for this 
variable cannot be directly compared with those for the other countries in the 
tables.

 27. This was done on the basis of the standard time taken to complete the cor-
responding degree (OECD, 1999).

 28. In a preliminary model, seven levels were distinguished in the German case: 
compulsory education (up to lower secondary school qualifi cation without 
vocational training; reference category, 9 years); HMB (lower secondary school 
qualifi cation with vocational training, 11 years); MOB (Realschule, interme-
diate school qualifi cation without vocational training, 10 years); MMB (inter-
mediate school qualifi cation with vocational training, 12 years); ABI (Abitur, 
upper secondary school qualifi cation, 13 years); FHS (Fachhochschule, Ing-
enieurschule, Höhere Fachschule, professional college qualifi cation, 17 years); 
and UNI (university degree, 19 years). This specifi cation was then reduced to 
improve the overall comparability across countries (for detailed results on this 
former classifi cation, see Nazio & Blossfeld, 2003).

 29. Second pregnancies before forming the fi rst co-residential partnership were 
not rare events, especially in the cases of East Germany and Sweden. This fact 
is interpreted as related to the specifi c institutional contexts, which allowed or 
favoured nonmarital childbirth.

NOTES TO CHAPTER 6

 1. Survival functions show the relative proportion of women who are still at 
risk of experiencing the event of interest over time (thus have ‘survived’ up 
to each time point). So, for example, in the graph for Italy in Figure 6.1, a 
value of 0.5 (on the Y-axis) in combination with 80 (months since age 15, 
on the X-axis) to be seen for the birth cohort born in 1954 to 1957 indicates 
that 50% of the young women of that cohort are still living with their par-
ents, having ‘survived’ the event leaving the parental home. In the same fi gure 
we see that for a younger birth cohort, for example that born from 1966 to 
1969, at the same age (21 years = 15 years + 80 months) the curve shows 
that approximately 70% of young women have survived (30% only has thus 
already left the parental home). Pseudo-survival functions are computed on a 
transition to multiple destination states, like in the case of competing destina-
tions: for example, cohabiting or marrying or leaving as single. This means 
that all women are simultaneously exposed to the risk of experiencing any 
of the (competing) events, although each woman will concretely experience 
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only one of the possible destination states. Statistically, this produces that the 
corresponding survival functions are in a multiplicative relation to each other 
instead of additive (Rohwer & Pötter, 1998).

 2. Note that different overall proportions in exits are not only dependent on 
the relative timing at exit but also on the age at interview. In Germany and 
Sweden, where the surveys fi eldwork took place a few years earlier, having 
selected a common sample of birth cohorts resulted in an average younger 
age.

 3. Note that in the case of West Germany, the bar in Figure 6.3 is comparatively 
shorter due to the higher proportion of young women living single for a longer 
time before entering a partnership in this country.

 4. This substitution process between marriage and cohabitation is further rein-
forced in the transition to a fi rst partnership, as discussed later with reference 
to the results of the hazard rate models in Tables 6.3 and 6.4. We show that 
having experienced a period in the single state before entering the fi rst part-
nership (a case that makes up over a third of the women in France) displays 
a strong positive effect on the likelihood of engaging in cohabitation and, in 
four of the countries, a negative effect on that of marrying.

 5. This increase in exits as single across cohorts in East Germany, however, will 
not hold in the multivariate analysis where individual-level factors are con-
trolled for (Table 6.2). Remembering that these pseudo-survival functions by 
birth cohorts are in a multiplicative relations to each other, this result points to 
a (relative) anticipation of the transition to the single state across birth cohorts 
as being the outcome of an absolute postponement of marriage combined with 
an anticipation of exits through cohabitation.

 6. Given the high degree of decentralisation of the university system in Italy, this 
affects a small minority of university students, around 4% as estimated by Bil-
lari and others (Billari, Philipov & Baizán, 2001a).

 7. Saraceno reports that a not negligible number of young women still nowa-
days leaves or has left the labour market because of diffi culties in reconciling 
paid employment with household responsibilities, also at the time of marriage, 
even before children are born (Saraceno, 2003).

 8. See chapter 5 for details.
 9. New insights from ISSP data only very recently begin to point to a change in 

attitudes towards women’s employment taking place from the mid-1990s, a 
period not well covered in these analyses (MacInnes, 2006).

 10. For the lack of measures on psychological traits, attitudes, and aspirations, 
in these analyses we cannot distinguish between a “selection” effect (some 
unmeasured personality traits, like a higher desire of autonomy, make espe-
cially Southern women more willing to both leave the parental household 
earlier as single and prefer a less binding union like cohabitation) from a 
“cultural” (independent dwelling affords more autonomy from societal and 
parental views) or a “resource” effect (it signals an higher achieved economic 
independence, especially from the need to obtain family contribution to hous-
ing).

 11. In the process of model selection, signifi cance test was performed by compar-
ing the log likelihood ratios of nested models, where Chi2 =–2[ln (log-likeli-
hood Model 1—log-likelihood Model 2)].

 12. Changes in the log-likelihood determined by the reinsertion of the 19 birth 
cohort dummies in model 2 do nowhere show a signifi cant improvement of 
the models, ranging between 0.2 (in Sweden) and 18.6 (in East Germany).

 13. When only ‘peer-group adoption’ is tested in the French case, its effect scores 
somewhat higher. It can thus be expected that the introduction of both poly-
nomials could lead to a lowering, or disappearing, of the peer-group effect in 
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favour of precohort adoption in Sweden too. Unfortunately, this expectation 
cannot be tested with the available data.

NOTES TO CHAPTER 7

 1. Palloni (2001) also notices that even a network approach to diffusion, when 
it does not provide repeated measures over the life course of individuals, is 
not optimal for testing hypotheses about diffusion processes because net-
works are subject to a selection by individuals over time.

 2. Having exited the parental home increases the probability for young women 
to cohabit of around 20% in Sweden, almost 40% in East Germany and 
60% in West Germany, 100% in France (doubles it) while more than 480% 
to 720% (around fi ve to seven times higher) in Italy and Spain, respectively. 
These effects decrease only slightly with the length of the period after inde-
pendence has taken place. Even after 2 years from achieving residential 
autonomy, the change in risk of cohabiting keeps constant in Sweden and 
East Germany while it remains over 40% in West Germany, 80% in France, 
380% and 620% in Italy and Spain, respectively. Percentage change in the 
hazard rate calculated as (e(ß)–1)*100 from the coeffi cients of living indepen-
dently in model 2 of Table 6.4.

 3. Finishing one’s education increases the probability to cohabit of more than 
2.5 times in Italy while it doubles it in Spain and France (from the coeffi -
cients of enrolled in education in model 2 of Table 6.4).

 4. Using longitudinal data from different European countries we have fi rst 
described the changes across birth cohorts in women’s exit from the parental 
home and entry into partnership. We have then modelled as time-varying 
processes over the life course women’s changing characteristics and situ-
ations (Blossfeld, Hamerle & Mayer, 1989). Namely, their growing older, 
their educational enrolment and attainment levels, their working careers and 
job investments, as well as possible events happening on interrelated careers 
(exit from the parental home and pregnancies). Then, the effects of these 
factors have been estimated on the rate of exit from the parental home and 
on the entry into a fi rst union, through marriage or cohabitation. In a second 
step, the prevalence of (ever) fi rst experiences with cohabiting unions in the 
social system was measured by the two indicators described (peer-group and 
precohort adoptions), and introduced into the statistical models, to serve as 
a predictor of women’s behaviour. In other words, we have then also mod-
elled the age and cohort-specifi c measures of others’ experiences of cohabita-
tion, expressions of social infl uence, as factors affecting women’s likelihood 
of cohabiting.

 5. This, however, might not necessarily be the case in those countries where 
short periods of cohabitation are tolerated ‘shortcuts’ to marriage into which 
are soon after being converted.

 6. See also Saraceno (2003a) for criteria of access to a scarce provision of child-
care in Italy, and the example of East German housing policies for ‘lone 
mothers’ discussed in chapter 4, or else the “Ehegattensplitting” fi nancial 
incentive, which does not (yet) apply to nonmarried couples (Steiner & 
Wrohlich, 2004).

 7. For an interesting discussion and examination of this issue in the United 
States, see Bumpass and Raley (1995) and Bumpass and Sweet (1995).

 8. Against the recognition of entitlements to social security benefi ts and some 
of the protections associated to marital unions.

 9. A factor that we could not explore thoroughly with these data.
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